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The Council of Nicaea and the
canonization of the four gospels

Dr. Sami Bechir Ameri*

Abstrct

This study investigates the relationship between the Council of
Nicaea, held in 325 AD, and the canonization of the four Gospels. It
does this by critically examining the historical claim that the Council
enacted the canonization of the Gospels, in light of ancient documents.
The study also seeks to shed light on the reason for the presence of
this claim in modern Arabic literature. The significance of this research
lies in its exploration of a key debate in Arabic literature about the
timeline of canonization. The assertion that the four Gospels were
canonized in the fourth century AD is in stark contrast to patristic
historical evidence, and it challenges the prevailing scholarly consensus
on the timeline of canonization. The research question, therefore, is
whether the canonization of the four Gospels can be attributed to a
decision made by the Council of Nicaea. The objective is to uncover
the relationship between the Council and the process of canonization,
by examining the decrees issued by the Council and investigating the
possibility of Gospel canonization prior to the fourth century AD. The
study employs a historical-analytical methodology. The researcher
concludes that the claim that the four Gospels were canonized at the
Council of Nicaea is historically inaccurate, for two main reasons. First,
there is prior historical evidence dating from before the Council that
supports the exclusive canonization of these four Gospels by proto-
Orthodox Christians. Second, there is no historical evidence to suggest

(\) Assistant Professor. Comparative religion. Islamic Department. Graduate
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that the Council of Nicaea addressed the canonization of New
Testament scriptures. The research also indicates that the Nicene
canonization claim did not emerge in Arabic literary tradition until the
19th century. It traces the propagation of this claim in the Arabic library
to Voltaire and the atheists, who introduced it to Western literature. In
conclusion, the researcher suggests that Muslim scholars need to
revisit the history of New Testament canonization, viewing it as an
accumulative process spanning centuries rather than an ad hoc
decision by a particular council.

Keywords: Council of Nicaea, Gospels, New Testament, Bible.
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Introduction. Conciles antérieurs a celui de Nicée jusqu’au concile de Sardique,
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Life of Constantine, 3.6, 4.41-43 (Philip Schaff and Henry Wallace, eds. Nicene (Y)
and Post-Nicene Fathers: Second Series. Eusebius: Church History, Life of
Constantine the Great, Oration in Praise of Constantine, New York: Cosimo
Classics, 2007).
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Theodoret of Cyprus, Ecclesiastical History of Theodoret, NY: Dalcassian (\)
Publishing Company, 2019, pp.25-26.

Tbi, 26. (Y)

Socrates Scholasticus, ‘Ecclesiastical History’, in Nicene and Post-Nicene (\")
Fathers Second Series Volume II Socrates, Sozomenus, New York: Cosimo
Classics, 2007, pp.8-12.

Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, London: Samuel Bagster and Sons, 1846, pp.33-43. (i)

Rufinus of Aquileia, The Church History, tr. R. Philip, S.J. Amidon, Oxford Univ (0)
Press, 1997. X.1-6.

Henry Wace, Philip Schaff, eds. A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene (‘\)
Fathers of the Christian Church: St. Jerome: Letters and select works, New York:
Christian literature Company, 1912, p.494.

Eusebius, The Life of Constantine, 4.36. (V)
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Karl Joseph von Hefele, Histoire des Conciles d’apres les Documents Originaux, p.362. (\ )
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Heinrich Schumacher, A Handbook of Scripture Study, St. Louis: B. Herder Book (Y)
Co.,1922,1/47.

John Jay Brogan, The Text of the Gospels in the Writings of Athanasius, Ph.D. (¢)
dissertation, Duke University, 1997.
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D.A. Carson, An introduction to the New Testament, Grand Rapids, Mich.:
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Charles E. Hill, Who Chose the Gospels?: probing the great Gospel conspiracy, (\)
Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, p.230.
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See Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, New York: Random House, 2004. (\ )
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Testament and why, New York: Continuum, 2008, p.34.
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Bart Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Effect of Early
Christological Controversies on the Text of the New Testament, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996, p.25).
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Bruce Metzger, et. al., New Oxford Annotated Bible, New York: Oxford University ( \ )
Press, 1997, p.1170.
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and Da Vinci, InterVarsity Press, 2004, p.23.
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Bart Ehrman, Truth and Fiction in The Da Vinci Code: A Historian Reveals What (\)
We Really Know about Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and Constantine, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 2004, p.74.

Robert M. Price, The Da Vinci Fraud: Why the Truth Is Stranger Than Fiction, (\‘)
Ambherst: Prometheus Books, 2005, p.147.

William Petersen, ‘The Diatessaron and the fourfold Gospel’, Charles Horton, ed. The (Y)
Earliest Gospels. The Origins and Transmission of the Earliest Christian Gospels; The

Contribution of the Chester Beat, London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2010, p.56.
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Samuel Hemphill, The Diatessaron of Tatian: a harmony of the four holy Gospels compiled

in the third quarter of the second century, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1888.
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Figures, Downers Grove, Ill: IVP Academic, 2011, p.23.
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