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Preserved Text-v6.  The second century 

Here I am again in the name of the Sovereign Creator of heaven and earth, the 

Lord Jesus Christ. Continuing with the historical evidence for Preservation, I will 

discuss second century recognition of the New Testament writings as being 

inspired. 

The seven letters of Ignatius (c. AD 110) contain probable allusions to Matthew, 

John, Romans, 1 Corinthians and Ephesians (in his own letter to the Ephesians 

Ignatius says they are mentioned in "all the epistles of Paul"—a bit of hyperbole, 

but he was clearly aware of a Pauline corpus). And he has possible allusions to 

Luke, Acts, Galatians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, 

and Titus, but very few are clear quotations and even they are not identified as 

such. 

On the other hand, Polycarp, writing to the Philippian church (c. 115 AD?), 

weaves an almost continuous string of clear quotations and allusions to New 

Testament writings. His heavy use of Scripture is reminiscent of Clement of 

Rome; however, Clement used mostly the Old Testament while Polycarp usually 

used the New. There are perhaps fifty clear quotations taken from Matthew, 

Luke, Acts, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, 

Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, 1 and 2 Peter, and 1 John, 

and many allusions including to Mark, Hebrews, James, and 2 and 3 John. (The 

only NT writer not included is Jude! But remember that the above refers to only 

one letter—if Polycarp wrote other letters he may well have quoted Jude.) Please 

note that the idea of NT 'canon' evidently already existed in 115 AD, and 

Polycarp's 'canon' was quite similar to ours. 

His attitude toward the New Testament writings is clear from 12:1: “I am sure 

that you are well trained in the sacred Scriptures, . . . Now, as it is said in these 

Scriptures: ‘Be angry and sin not,' and ‘Let not the sun go down upon your wrath.' 

Blessed is he who remembers this.”
1
 

Both parts of the quotation could come from Ephesians 4:26 but since Polycarp 

split it up he may have been referring to Psalm 4:5 in the first half. In either case 

he is declaring Ephesians to be "sacred Scripture". A further insight into his 

attitude is found in 3:1-2. 

       Brethren, I write you this concerning righteousness, not on my own 

initiative, but because you first invited me. For neither I, nor anyone like 

me, is able to rival the wisdom of the blessed and glorious Paul, who, 

when living among you, carefully and steadfastly taught the word of 

truth face to face with his contemporaries and, when he was absent, 

                                                             

1 Francis Glimm, again. 
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wrote you letters. By the careful perusal of his letters you will be able to 

strengthen yourselves in the faith given to you, "which is the mother of 

us all", . ..
1
 

(This from one who was perhaps the most respected bishop in Asia Minor, in his 

day. He was martyred in AD 156.) 

The so-called second letter of Clement of Rome is usually dated before AD 150 

and seems clearly to quote from Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, l Corinthians, 

Ephesians, 1 Timothy, Hebrews, James, and 1 Peter, with possible allusions to      

2 Peter, Jude, and Revelation. After quoting and discussing a passage from the 

Old Testament, the author goes on to say in 2:4, "Another Scripture says: 'I came 

not to call the just, but sinners'" (Matthew 9:13; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:32). Here is 

another author who recognized the New Testament writings to be Scripture. 

Two other early works, the Didache and the letter to Diognetus, employ New 

Testament writings as being authoritative but without expressly calling them 

Scripture. The Didache apparently quotes from Matthew, Luke, 1 Corinthians, 

Hebrews, and 1 Peter and has possible allusions to Acts, Romans, Ephesians,        

1 and 2 Thessalonians and Revelation. The letter to Diognetus quotes from Acts,  

1 and 2 Corinthians while alluding to Mark, John, Romans, Ephesians, Philippians, 

1 Timothy, Titus, 1 Peter and 1 John. 

Another early work—the Shepherd of Hermas—widely used in the second and 

third centuries, has fairly clear allusions to Matthew, Mark, 1 Corinthians, 

Ephesians, Hebrews, and especially James. 

From around the middle of the second century fairly extensive works by Justin 

Martyr (martyred in 165) have come down to us. His "Dialogue with Trypho" 

shows a masterful knowledge of the Old Testament to which he assigns the 

highest possible authority, evidently holding to a dictation view of inspiration—in 

Trypho 34 he says, "to persuade you that you have not understood anything of 

the Scriptures, I will remind you of another psalm, dictated to David by the Holy 

Spirit."
2
 The whole point of Trypho is to prove that Jesus is Christ and God and 

therefore what He said and commanded was of highest authority. 

In  his Apology i.66 Justin says, "For the apostles in the memoirs composed by 

them, which are called Gospels, thus handed down what was commanded them. . 

. ."
3
 And in Trypho 119 he says that just as Abraham believed the voice of God, "in 

                                                             

1 Ibid. 

2 I have used the translation in Vol. I of The Ante-Nicene Leaders, ed., A. Roberts and J. Donaldson (Grand Rapids: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1956). 

3 I have used the translation by E.R. Hardy in Early Christian Leaders, ed., C.C. Richardson (Philadelphia: The 

Westminster Press, 1953). 
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like manner we, having believed God's voice spoken by the apostles of Christ. . . ." 

Please note, ‘God's voice spoken by the apostles’. 

It also seems clear from Trypho 120 that Justin considered New Testament 

writings to be Scripture. Of considerable interest is an unequivocal reference to 

the book of Revelation in Trypho 81. "And further, there was a certain man with 

us whose name was John, one of the apostles of Christ, who prophesied, by a 

revelation that was made to him, that those who believe in our Christ would 

dwell a thousand years in Jerusalem."
1
 

Justin goes right on to say, "Just as our Lord also said", and quotes Luke 20:35, so 

evidently he considered Revelation to be authoritative. (While on the subject of 

Revelation, in 165 Melito, Bishop of Sardis, wrote a commentary on the book.) 

A most instructive passage occurs in his Apology i.67. 

And on the day called Sunday there is a meeting in one place of those 

who live in cities or the country, and the memoirs of the apostles or the 

writings of the prophets are read as long as time permits. When the 

reader has finished, the president in a discourse urges and invites us to 

the imitation of these noble things.
2
 

Whether or not the order suggests that the Gospels were preferred to the 

Prophets, it is clear that they both were considered to be authoritative and 

equally enjoined upon the hearers. Notice further that each assembly must have 

had its own copy of the apostles' writings to read from, and that such reading 

took place every week. 

Athenagorus, in his "Plea", written in early 177, quotes Matthew 5:28 as 

Scripture: ". . . we are not even allowed to indulge in a lustful glance. For, says the 

Scripture, 'He who looks at a woman lustfully, has already committed adultery in 

his heart'" (32).
3
 He similarly treats Matthew 19:9, or Mark 10:11, in (33). 

Theophilus, bishop of Antioch, in his treatise to Autolycus, quotes 1 Timothy 2:1 

and Romans 13:7 as "the Divine Word" (iii.14); he quotes from the fourth Gospel, 

saying that John was "inspired by the Spirit" (ii.22); Isaiah and "the Gospel" are 

mentioned in one paragraph as Scripture (iii.14), and he insists in several 

passages that the writers never contradicted each other: "The statements of the 

                                                             

1 Roberts and Donaldson, again. 

2 E.R. Hardy, again. His careful study of the early Christian literary papyri has led C.H. Roberts to conclude: "This 

points to the careful and regular use of the scriptures by the local communities" (Manuscript, Society and Belief 

in Early Christian Egypt [London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1979], p. 25). He also infers from P. Oxy. iii. 405 that a copy 

of Irenaeus' Adversus Haereses, written in Lyons, was brought to Oxyrhynchus within a very few years after it 

was written (Ibid., pp. 23, 53), eloquent testimony to the extent of the traffic among the early churches. 

3 I have used the translation by C.C.  Richardson in Early Christian Leaders. 
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Prophets and of the Gospels are found to be consistent, because all were inspired 

by the one Spirit of God" (ii.9; ii.35; iii.17).
1
 

The surviving writings of Irenaeus (died in 202), his major work Against Heretics 

being written about 185, are about equal in volume to those of all the preceding 

Leaders put together. 

His testimony to the authority and inspiration of Holy Scripture is clear 

and unequivocal. It pervades the whole of his writings; and this 

testimony is more than ordinarily valuable because it must be regarded 

as directly representing three churches at least, those of Lyons, Asia 

Minor, and Rome. The authoritative use of both Testaments is clearly 

laid down.
2
 

Irenaeus stated that the apostles taught that God is the Author of both 

Testaments (Against Heretics IV. 32.2) and evidently considered the New 

Testament writings to form a second Canon. He quoted from every chapter of 

Matthew, 1 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians and Philippians, from all 

but one or two chapters of Luke, John, Romans, 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 

Timothy, and Titus, from most chapters of Mark (including the last twelve verses), 

Acts, 2 Corinthians, and Revelation, and from every other book except Philemon 

and 3 John. These two books are so short that Irenaeus may not have had 

occasion to refer to them in his extant works—it does not necessarily follow that 

he was ignorant of them or rejected them. Evidently the dimensions of the New 

Testament Canon recognized by Irenaeus are very close to what we hold today. 

From the time of Irenaeus on there can be no doubt concerning the attitude of 

the Church toward the New Testament writings—they are Scripture. Tertullian (in 

208) said of the church at Rome, "the law and the prophets she unites in one 

volume with the writings of evangelists and apostles" (Prescription against 

Heretics, 36). 

Attention please! The contribution of the evidence so far presented to our 

discussion is this: the implications of their attitude towards the Text. Whether or 

not someone today agrees with them is beside the point. The early Christians 

believed that the NT ‘books’ were divinely inspired, constituting a second Canon. 

As a consequence of their belief, they would treat those writings with care and 

respect. 

 

                                                             

1 Taken from G.D. Barry, The Inspiration and Authority of Holy Scripture (New York: The McMillan Company, 

1919), p. 52. 

2 Ibid., p. 53. 


