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Who Chose the Books of the Bible? 

A Guided Reflection Worksheet for Seekers and Believers 

Focus Truth 
The biblical canon was not created in a single meeting or by a single powerful leader. It took shape through a 

historical process as Jewish and Christian communities received, used, examined, debated, and eventually 
recognized particular writings as Scripture. 

 

Before You Begin 

This worksheet will help you explore how the biblical canon took shape, why some writings stood out, what early 
disagreements reveal, and what church councils did and did not do. You do not have to begin by assuming divine 
guidance. The goal is to examine the historical process honestly and ask whether human involvement automatically rules 
God out. 

❶  Understand What “Canon” Means 

The biblical canon is the collection of books recognized as Scripture. Early Christians did not usually believe they were 
giving ordinary books divine authority simply by choosing them. They believed some writings already carried an authority 
they were responsible to recognize. 

Before today, what did you think the word canon meant? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What difference do you see between choosing a book to become Scripture and recognizing a writing 
believed to carry authority? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Why does that distinction matter when asking who chose the books of the Bible? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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❷  See How the Collection Developed Over Time 

The Bible did not begin as one bound volume. Its writings existed separately, circulated among communities, were copied 
and read, and were gradually gathered into collections. Long before Christians had a completed New Testament, many of 
its writings already had histories of public reading and widespread use. 

What changes when you realize the Bible did not begin as one completed book? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Why would repeated copying, public reading, and circulation give a writing a history that later Christians 
could examine? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

How might a writing’s long history of use across different churches affect the way later Christians viewed 
its authority? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________​
What questions would you ask about a writing that appeared generations after the apostles? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Finish the sentence: A historical process does not automatically mean... 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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❸  Consider Why Some Writings Stood Out 

As Christian writings circulated, some were received more widely and consistently than others. Early Christians considered 
a writing's connection to the apostles, what it taught, how widely it was used, and how close it was to the earliest period of 
Christianity. 

Questions Early Christians Had to Consider 
• Apostolic connection: Was the writing tied to an apostle or the earliest witnesses of Jesus? 
• Teaching: Did its message fit the faith churches believed they had received from the apostles? 
• Widespread use: Was it read and received across many churches and regions? 
• Early origin: Did it come from the earliest Christian period, or did it appear much later? 
 

Which of these considerations seems most important to you? Why? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Why would widespread use matter without settling the question by itself? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

How could a later document using an apostle’s name be examined rather than automatically accepted? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What additional question would you ask before treating a writing as Scripture? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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❹  Make Room for Disagreement 

Early Christians did not agree about every writing immediately. Some books were widely recognized while others were 
questioned in certain places. Their disagreements show that the canon was examined rather than accepted without 
question. 

What the Disagreement Shows 

What We See Why It Matters 
Widely recognized books Many writings already had broad acceptance. 
Disputed books Some, including James, Jude, 2 Peter, and 2 and 3 John, were questioned. 
Useful writings Some were valued without being treated as Scripture. 
AD 367 Athanasius listed the twenty-seven New Testament books used today. 
Growing agreement The boundaries became clearer over time. 

 

Does disagreement make the process less trustworthy, or could it show careful examination? Why? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What is the difference between local uncertainty and complete confusion about the canon? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Why does Athanasius’s AD 367 list matter without making him the inventor of the New Testament? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What would you examine to learn why a disputed book later gained wide acceptance? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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❺  Examine the Council Misconception 

A common story says the Council of Nicaea chose the books of the Bible in AD 325. The surviving records do not show 
the council establishing a New Testament list. Later councils formalized boundaries within a process already underway. 

The Council of Nicaea Did Not 
• Choose twenty-seven books from a pile of equally accepted candidates. 
• Produce the New Testament table of contents used today. 
• Turn unknown writings into Scripture by a single vote. 
• Start the canon process from scratch. 
 

Why does the Nicaea story remain appealing even though the evidence does not support it? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

How is clarifying boundaries different from creating Scripture? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Why do earlier histories of copying, quoting, and public reading matter? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Finish the sentence: Later church councils helped... 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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❻  Respond to a Human Historical Process 

Human beings copied, carried, read, debated, and collected the writings that became the biblical canon. That human 
process does not prove divine guidance, but it does not automatically rule God out. 

Which part of the canon process seems most reasonable to you? Why? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Which part of the process remains hardest for you to understand or trust? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Does discovering a human historical process automatically rule out the possibility of divine guidance? 
Why or why not? 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Finish the sentence: My next step in examining the biblical canon is... 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

One-Sentence Takeaway 
The biblical canon was not created in one meeting or by one powerful leader. It took shape through a 

historical process as Jewish and Christian communities received, used, examined, debated, and eventually 
recognized particular writings as Scripture. 

Closing Prayer 
Creator, give us wisdom as we examine how the books of the Bible were recognized. Help us avoid easy assumptions 
and remain honest about questions and disagreements. As You guide this process, help us recognize the truth and 
follow where the evidence leads. Amen. 
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Continue the Journey 

Keep asking honest questions, keep reading carefully, and keep seeking the truth 

You do not have to stop here. 
Interactive Bible Studies creates Bible studies, reflection guides, devotionals,  and practical resources  

that help readers move from honest questions to faithful growth and a closer walk with God. 

 

What You Will Find at IBS 

• Bible studies and reflection guides 
Plain-language teaching that helps you study 
Scripture and respond personally. 

• Free printable resources 
Worksheets, devotionals, and practical tools for 
personal or group use. 

• Relationship-focused growth 
Resources designed to move beyond information 
and help you walk more closely with God. 

• A growing resource library 
Create a free account to access helpful Bible study 
tools in one place. 

Read the Related Post 
Who Chose the Books of the Bible? 

 

Scan or visit:​
InteractiveBibleStudies.net​

and search the post title. 

The goal is not to pretend the biblical canon appeared instantly.​
The goal is to examine how the books of the Bible came to be recognized as Scripture. 

Take the Next Step 

Subscribe 
Receive new posts, free resources, Bible studies, and 

encouragement. 

Create a Free Account 
Access the Free Resource Library and keep growing with 

printable tools. 

InteractiveBibleStudies.net | Equip | Encourage | Engage 
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