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Kruger writes this book to address the question, “Why did Christians have a canon at all?” (p. 7). 

According to Kruger, the majority position among biblical scholars is that the canon is an 

“extrinsic phenomenon: a later ecclesiastical development imposed on books originally written 

for another purpose” (ibid). Kruger contrasts this with what he calls the “intrinsic” view: the 

canon “develops more organically from within the early Christian religion itself” (p. 21). 

However, this book does not in fact argue for the intrinsic view, but rather attempts to “raise 

serious questions about the viability of the extrinsic model and at least pave the way for a 

reconsideration of the intrinsic model” (p. 23). 

 

Over the next five chapters, he explains and critiques five of the major tenets of the extrinsic 

model. In chapter one, he addresses the definition of canon. According to Kruger, the majority of 

scholars today hold to the “exclusive definition,” which posits a distinction between “canon” and 

“Scripture.” Canon, on this view, is a closed list, while Scripture is authoritative literature with 

fluid boundaries. He suggests that the exclusive definition can be supplemented by two other 

definitions: the functional definition, which defines canon as those books which function as a 

religious norm, and the ontological definition, which defines canon as “the authoritative books 

that God gave to his corporate church” (p. 40). He believes that viewing canon from all three 

definitions better reflects the development of the canon. 

 

The second chapter addresses the origins of the canon. Kruger says that many scholars insist that 

“there was nothing in early Christianity that would have naturally led to the development of a 

canon” (p. 47). He argues that “the earliest Christians held a number of theological beliefs that 

would have naturally led to the development of a new canon of Scripture” (p. 48). He gives 

three: first, the early Christians believed that Jesus was the fulfillment of the OT, and this made it 

likely that God would give new written revelation. Second, they believed that Jesus inaugurated 

a new covenant, and covenants were closely associated with written texts. Finally, they believed 

that the apostles had unique authority, and so it would be natural to receive their teaching as 

Scripture if it were written down. 

 

The third chapter addresses the view that since many early Christians were illiterate, the religion 

was oral by nature. He argues that while many Christian were illiterate, they actually appreciated 

written texts and had a robust material culture when it comes to texts. He also examines the 



 

examples of Papias and Paul, who are often cited as preferring oral tradition to written texts, and 

shows that their statements are frequently misunderstood. He finally argues that even if early 

Christian thought Jesus would return soon, this would not have discouraged them from 

producing written texts. 

 

The fourth chapter addresses the question of whether the authors of the NT knew they were 

writing Scripture. Contrary to the opinion of many scholars holding to the extrinsic view, Kruger 

argues that they “demonstrate awareness that their writings passed down authentic apostolic 

tradition and therefore bore supreme authority in the life of the church” (p. 121). The key issue is 

not whether they would have called these writings “Scripture,” but “whether these writers 

consciously wrote books that they understood to contain the new apostolic revelation about Jesus 

Christ and therefore to have supreme authority in the church” (p. 122). He then shows that this is 

the case. 

 

In the fifth chapter, Kruger addresses the contention that NT writings were not viewed as 

Scripture until the end of the second century. According to many scholars, Irenaeus was the 

“principle architect” of the canon (p. 157). Kruger responds that Irenaeus did not conceive of 

himself as an innovator, but rather embraced the tradition as it was handed down to him. He 

furthermore surveys Irenaeus’s contemporaries and his antecedents, to demonstrate that 

“Christians began to view their books as Scripture much earlier than Irenaeus” (p. 203). 

 

The conclusion summarizes the book and discusses its implications. According to Kruger, the 

evidence levied against the extrinsic view should call into question the framework as a whole, 

and ought to suggest that the intrinsic model should be reconsidered. 

 

This book is an excellent argument against the extrinsic model, and it has many strengths. One of 

them is that his claims are narrow, which results in strong arguments. In addition, he frequently 

starts off showing places of agreement with his opponents. In terms of the content, chapter one 

provides a very helpful framework for thinking about canon inasmuch as he articulates a multi-

faceted approach that takes into account the strengths of other views. Throughout the book his 

handling of the historical evidence produces a more convincing reconstruction of the origins of 

the canon than that of his opponents, and he shows that the framework of the extrinsic view often 

skews the evidence. While Kruger brings his own framework to the discussion, he is able to 

produce more compelling reconstructions that are more consistent with the evidence. 

 

Some might take issue with particular arguments that he makes, but overall this book presents a 

formidable argument against the extrinsic model. It is highly recommended for anyone who is 

entering into the scholarly debates regarding the canon. 
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