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Overview

The Morning Star of the Reformation, John Wycliffe, voiced in the fourteenth century a love for scripture that Evangelicals embrace today:

Christian men and women, old and young, should study well in the New Testament, for it is of full authority, and open to understanding by simple men, as to the points that are most needful to salvation. Each part of Scripture (i. e. Old and New Testaments), both open and dark, teaches meekness and charity; and therefore he that keeps meekness and charity has the true understanding and perfection of all Scripture. Therefore, no simple man of wit should be afraid to study in the text of Scripture.

For Evangelicals there is nothing more important than God’s word for in it is found “the infallible rule of faith and practice.”
 However, Evangelicals disagree with Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox as to exactly what books make up the canon—or the official list of books of scripture. This debate began in second century A. D. and magnified in significance during the Reformation. This disagreement persists to this day between Protestants, Roman Catholics and Orthodox, raising passions and intense theological debate concerning the nature of inspiration, the authority of the church, and the weight of Tradition. This dispute concerns the “Apocrypha,” a collection of fourteen or fifteen books (or parts of books) not included in the Masoretic text of the Hebrew Bible, but translated in the Greek version of the Hebrew Bible called the Septuagint (LXX). These books were written during the last two centuries before Christ and the first century of the Christian era. The following are the titles of these books as given in the Revised Standard Version (1957):

    1. The First Book of Esdras

    2. The Second Book of Esdras

    3. Tobit

    4. Judith

    5. The Additions to the Book of Esther 

    6. The Wisdom of Solomon

    7. Ecclesiasticus, or the Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach

    8. Baruch

    9. The Letter of Jeremiah

    10. The Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men

    11. Susanna

    12. Bel and the Dragon

    13. The Prayer of Manasseh

    14. The First Book of the Maccabees

    15. The Second Book of the Maccabees 

Three theological convictions dominate the discussion of the merits or deficiencies of including the Apocrypha as canon of  Scripture. The Anglican Thirty-Nine Articles state that the Apocryphal books are not Holy Spirit inspired, but are instructional.
 The Evangelical position is that they are not Holy Spirit inspired but are useful only for historical study.
 The Roman Catholic Church considers them as the inspired Word of God.
 This essay will explore the early disagreements and focus on the Evangelical opposition to the inclusion of the Apocrypha.

East vs. West

The Early Church Fathers, especially in the East, beginning in the second century A.D.
 continuing in the fourth century
 and even into the eighth century
 began to make a distinction between the Hebrew canon and books added by the Septuagint translation.
 Jerome, a Latin theologian, through his Eastern contacts accepted this division and coins the phrase "apocrypha,"
 or “hidden away.” Scholar, Roger Beckwith, explains:

Jerome’s reason for choosing this name (i.e., apocrypha) is not at first sight obvious. Probably he took a hint from Origen, who a century and a half earlier had stated that the Jews applied this name to the most esteemed of their uncanonical books. Origen and Jerome were two of the most distinguished students of Judaism among the Fathers, so it would be natural for them to use the term in a Jewish sense, though applying it to the uncanonical Jewish books that were most esteemed by Christians. Jews would never destroy respected religious books but, if unfit for use, hid them away and left them to decay naturally. So 'hidden' came to mean 'highly esteemed, though uncanonical.’

Jerome’s use of the term, apocrypha, was intentional: he wanted to distinguish the Old Testament books found in the Hebrew Masoretic text from those added to the Old Testament from Greek manuscripts.  

As the Church reads the books of Judith and Tobit and Maccabees, but does not receive them among the canonical Scriptures, so also it reads Wisdom and Ecclesiasticus for the edification of the people, not for the authoritative confirmation of doctrine.
 

Jerome’s comments reflect Eastern concern that these “hidden” books were not of the same quality and divine inspiration as the Hebrew canon. Athanasius follows this same two-tiered approach:

But for the sake of greater clarity I must necessarily add this remark also: that there are other books besides the aforementioned [i.e. Old and New Testament] which, however, are not canonical. Yet they have been designated by the Fathers to be read by those who join us and who wish to be instructed in the word of piety: The Wisdom of Solomon; and the Wisdom of Sirach; and Esther; and Judith; and Tobias; and the Teaching attributed to the Apostles, and the Shepherd. Those which I mentioned earlier [i.e. Old and New Testament] beloved are included in the canon, the latter are but recommended for reading.

With a few exceptions, the Latin West viewed the Apocryphal books as inspired texts while the Orthodox East varied in its opinion with many Eastern Fathers agreeing with Athanasius’ estimation, “good for reading and instruction, but not canonical.”

Not only is there disagreement among the Fathers over the authority of the Apocrypha, but a different grouping of books is used in the East and the West. A cursory look at the table of contents of New Revised Standard edition of the Apocrypha shows the Eastern Orthodox Church with a much longer list of books (i.e. Prayer of Manasseh, First Esdras, Psalm 151, and Third Maccabees).
 To further complicate matters, the Orthodox Church ruled at the Synod of Jerusalem (1672) that only Tobit, Judith, Ecclesiasticus, and Wisdom of Solomon are canonical.
 

These are only a few examples illustrating the Church Fathers’ disagreement about the canonicity and authority of these books. If the Latin West and the Orthodox East are not in agreement, then the Vincentian Canon is violated: consensus must be achieved between East and West for a doctrinal belief to be held as Catholic.

Theological Inconsistencies

Within the Deuterocanonical books there are fundamental doctrinal problems, both large and small, which make the practice of praying for the dead (2 Macc. 12: 38-45) just one of many difficulties found in these controversial books. During the intertestamental period (432-5 B. C.), the Jewish nation developed attitudes regarding sin, judgment, and salvation which affected its national consciousness into the first century. Everyday Jews began to believe that circumcision, Sabbath-keeping, the Law, and the Temple would spare them from God’s wrath (Rom. 2:17).
 The uniqueness of these “gifts from God” would provide for their salvation separate from faith and obedience. These culturally identifiable signposts developed a national false sense of security regarding the Jews’ calling and election.
  The Wisdom of Solomon contains this attitude, “For even if we sin, we belong to you, because we know your power; but we will not sin, because we know that you acknowledge us as yours” (15:2, NRSV). The Jews maintained one standard for themselves and another for the wicked, pagan, Gentiles. Also, Wisdom 3:9-10, 11:9-10 and 12:22 state that God may chastise Israel for her rebellion, but the Gentiles will be treated differently and receive God’s unabated wrath.

This interpretation of Jewish national identity as “confidence in the flesh” (cf. Phil. 3:3-4) would later be corrected, even condemned, by the Apostle Paul in the Book of Romans. “Paul refutes here (i.e. Rom. 2:1-5) a Jewish view of covenantal privilege by which they believed themselves protected from God’s wrath even if they transgressed.”
 Second Esdras 6:55-59 conveys this sense of national exception, pride, and privilege: 

﻿﻿ All this I have spoken before you, O Lord, because you have said that it was for us that you created this world.﻿  As for the other nations that have descended from Adam, you have said that they are nothing, and that they are like spittle, and you have compared their abundance to a drop from a bucket (NRSV). 

The Apostle Paul takes aim at this attitude of privilege when he reminds the Jews:

You may be saying, "What terrible people you have been talking about (i.e. Gentiles)!" But you are just as bad, and you have no excuse! When you say they are wicked and should be punished, you are condemning yourself, for you do these very same things (Rom. 2:1, NLT).

As observed by the verses quoted above, the Apocrypha teaches that Jewish national election will spare Israel from God’s wrath, regardless of their disobedience; however, the New Testament condemns such an idea.

The Prayer of Manasseh contains another example of Jewish theological misunderstanding: the sinlessness of the Patriarchs. The Prayer of Manasseh is included in all ecumenical editions of the Apocrypha accepted by the Orthodox East in Greek and Slavonic Bibles but is not recognized by the Latin Church. The Prayer of Manasseh is found in the appendix of a Latin Vulgate Bible. A good example of the prayer's flawed perception is its failure to grasp the universal fallenness of humankind: 

Therefore you, O Lord, God of the righteous, have not appointed repentance for the righteous, for Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, who did not sin against you (emphasis mine), but you have appointed repentance for me, who am a sinner (v. 8). 

The writer exalts the Patriarchs, establishing them firmly as sinless. If Abraham and the Patriarchs are sinless, then there is reason indeed for national boasting! This boasting continues the misconception that mere physical descendance from Abraham is sufficient for Jewish salvation (John 8:34-41). (Notice that verse eight is edited out of the Manasseh text found in the 1979 Book of Common Prayer, Canticle 14, page 90.)
 

Lest we think this is an isolated fallacy, the Book of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 44:20 and Second Maccabees 2:52 state that Abraham kept all the Mosaic Law before the Law was ever given. (Sirach and Second Maccabees are accepted by both the Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox East as canonical.) Both these verses are refuted by the Apostle Paul when he quotes both Ecclesiastes 7:20 and Psalm 14:1-2 declaring that “no one is righteous . . . no one seeks God” (Rom. 3:10). Paul asserts that Abraham was “numbered among the godless” and in need of salvation and that his faith is credited to him as righteousness (4:5, NASB). Throughout Romans chapters two and three Paul argues that the Jews have no righteous leg to stand on for they too have violated the Law just like the Gentiles:

Can we boast, then, that we have done anything to be accepted by God? No, because our acquittal is not based on our good deeds. It is based on our faith. So we are made right with God through faith and not by obeying the law (Romans 3:27-28, NLT). 

Paul thoroughly attacks these Jewish dependencies articulated in the Apocrypha. He exalts the Lord Jesus Christ as the only and unique means of protection from God’s wrath, Jewish national deliverance, and personal salvation. If it is true that the Apocrypha contradicts a basic truth like the universal fallenness of humankind set forth in both the Old
 and New Testaments,
 then there is a significant problem. The Old and the New Testaments are not in dispute, but the Apocryphal writings raise perplexing questions about their reliability. 

The Book of Sirach

The Book of Sirach contains many unusual teachings which contradict basic Christian doctrine. For instance, Sirach teaches the Greek concept of the immortality of the soul (as opposed to the historic Christian doctrine of resurrection of the body) and embraces many ideas from Stoic philosophy.  Stoic Philosophy focuses on self-control without regard to God’s enabling power: "It teaches that self-control, fortitude and detachment from distracting emotions, sometimes interpreted as an indifference to pleasure or pain, allows one to become a clear thinker, level-headed and unbiased" (18:30-33).
 Stoicism is the general tone of the book seeing God as a rational force governing the universe while he upholds the good. An example of this emphasis on rationalism is 14:20-27 with Sirach exhorting us to "reason intelligently." Also, Sirach values banquets (32: 1-13), friendships (7:18f, 11:29f), and defends the medical profession (38:1f) which are all priorities for a Greek Philosopher.
 The writer of Sirach teaches that all judgment for righteousness and wickedness is meted out by God in this life. The writer fails to mention any eternal judgments for those who performed evil and or upheld the good unlike the Nicene Creed which states, "We look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come." The writer of Sirach focuses on finality ignoring any concept of eternity, “For not everything is within human capability, since human beings are not immortal” (17:30, NRSV) (read Sirach chapters 17 and 41:1-14 as a whole). 

Other Problems

Numerous other historical and theological errors plague the Apocryphal books: Tobit claims to have been alive when Jeroboam revolted (931 B.C.) and when Assyria conquered Israel (722 B.C.) though he lived only one hundred and fifty-eight years (Tobit 1:3-5; 14:11). Judith incorrectly names Nebuchadnezzar as king of the Assyrians (1:1, 7). Tobit endorses the superstitious use of fish liver to ward off demons (6: 6, 7). The Wisdom of Solomon seems to remove moral guilt for some pagan idolatry:

Yet these people are little to be blamed, for perhaps they go astray while seeking God and desiring to find him. For while they live among his works, they keep searching, and they trust in what they see, because the things that are seen are beautiful” (13:6-7, NRSV). 

Wisdom of Solomon teaches the creation of the world from pre-existent matter (7:17). Second Maccabees teaches prayers for the dead (12:45-46). Tobit teaches salvation by the good work of almsgiving (12:9).  Because of these and other statements, Evangelicals who understand God’s Word to be inspired, infallible, and without error reject the Apocrypha as unreliable. 

The Septuagint (LXX)

The Apostle Paul and other writers of the New Testament quote the Septuagint when referencing the Old Testament. Many conclude that since the Septuagint was the translation Paul used, it must be inspired of the Holy Spirit. In turn, the argument goes; since the Apocrypha was included in the Septuagint those writings must be inspired as well. Evangelicals disagree with this reasoning. Just because a translation is used by the apostolic writers, does not necessarily indicate that they believed the whole translation was inspired. Though there are many parallels between the New Testament and Apocryphal writings (Eph. 6:13-17 and Wisd. Sol. 5:17-20, for one example), this does not signify dependence on the Apocrypha.  No verses from the Apocrypha are quoted verbatim in the New Testament. Many pastors extensively use the New International Version in their preaching, teaching, and devotional reading, though; no pastor believes the NIV translation is inspired. One cannot conclude that the writers of the New Testament believed the Apocrypha was inspired simply because it was included in the Old Testament translation they quoted. 
Conclusion

The Apocrypha, without a doubt, has been controversial from the earliest years of the Historic Church. Some, not all, Church Fathers expressed concern about its reliability and canonicity. Many Eastern Fathers believed that the Apocrypha should only be read devotionally and not utilized for doctrinal study. Since, no consensus was reached between the East and West regarding the Apocrypha’s authority and canonicity, Evangelicals have chosen to leave the Apocrypha behind. Evangelicals are deeply concerned about theological and historical inconsistencies in these books. 
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