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For centuries Christians and Jews alike have claimed that the Scriptures upon which they rely are inerrant, “without error.” The difficulties in maintaining this position have long been recognized. As early as AD 400, Augustine wrote his Harmony of the Evangelists (De consensu evangelistarum) in an attempt to reconcile discrepancies among the gospels. The rise of historical-critical study of the Bible has further increased our discomfort, yet as awareness of the problems has increased, so has theological discussion of biblical inerrancy deepened. As a result, quite a number of attempts to reconcile the discrepancies with the doctrine have been advanced in recent years.
I would like to consider the problem of scriptural inerrancy in relation to a very concrete problem confronting the doctrine: the statement by a New Testament author that his work is by a Christian hero (Peter, or Paul, or John) when in fact, historical criticism suggests, it is not. Is this deliberate falsehood on the part of an inspired author not an “error”—a lie, even—and is not the doctrine of inerrancy thereby imperiled?
Before considering the relation of pseudonymity to inerrancy, however, let us first consider the occurrence of pseudonymity in the New Testament.



The number of New Testament books which are considered pseudonymous by the majority of modern exegetes is surprisingly large. Listed roughly from most to least suspect, they are: Hebrews, 2 Peter, the Pastorals (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus), Matthew, 1 Peter, Jude, Ephesians, the Johannine writings (John, 1-3 John, and Revelation), James, 2 Thessalonians, and Colossians—17 out of 27 books!
Some of these texts do not, however, explicitly claim to be by the authors traditionally associated with them. Hebrews, for example, nowhere states that it is written by Paul (yet Heb 13:18-25, which sounds like Paul and mentions Timothy, does seem intended to cause the reader to infer that the author is Paul). In the gospel of Matthew, too, there is no reference to the author; authorship here was probably inferred from the fact that Matt 9:9 has the name “Matthew” where the other gospels have “Levi” (Mark 2:14, Luke 5:27). John also says nothing about its being written by John; Christians (as early as Polycarp, c. 150 CE) have simply inferred that “the beloved disciple” (13:23, 19:26, 20:2, 21:7, 21:20) is John. Finally, in 1-3 John there is no statement of authorship; there is only reference to “the elder” in the first verse of 2 John and 3 John.
Granted, the title of each of these books (with the exception of Hebrews) asserts authorship; but these titles are probably not original. It was the practice in the ancient world to affix a title to a work only on the outside of a manuscript, by attaching to the scroll a small square of papyrus with the title on it; since these squares frequently fell off, titles often had to be inferred from the contents of the works, or had to be supplied from a work’s addressees;[footnoteRef:1] hence the large number of anonymous ancient manuscripts whose present titles begin with “To” (Greek Pros or Latin Ad): Pros Epheseos, Ad Herrenium, etc. Moreover, the titles of some of these works cannot have been original. [1:  Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University, 1968).] 


In ancient manuscripts of the gospels, the collected four are entitled ‘Gospel,’ each one receiving a heading: ‘According to Matthew,’ ‘According to Mark,’ ‘According to Luke,’ and ‘According to John.’ This use of the preposition kata [according to] is difficult, but it is probably distributive in force—‘(The Part) According to Matthew,’ etc.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Edgar J. Goodspeed, An Introduction to the New Testament (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1937), p. 125 n. 1.] 


Since the four gospels did not coalesce into a unity, a fourfold collection, until c. 150 CE (the first Church Father to think of them as a unity was Justin Martyr, fl. c. 155‑165 CE),[footnoteRef:3] the distributive titles cannot pre-date that unity. Hence, they cannot have been original. They are second-century guesswork. [3:  Hans F. von Campenhausen, The Formation of the Christian Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972).] 

But since the titles alone assert authorship, and since the authors themselves did not write the titles, the traditional authors of these eight books (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Hebrews, 1-3 John) are, if incorrect, not so much pseudonyms as false attributions by persons other than their authors. Since the titles are not part of the original inspired text, what is at stake if the attributions are wrong is not the inerrancy of the Scriptures but the correctness of ecclesiastical traditions. Only the remaining New Testament books from our list above, then, are (perhaps) pseudonymous in the strict sense: Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians, the Pastorals, James, 1-2 Peter, Jude, and Revelation.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  These eleven books do assert authorship in the texts of the works themselves. See Eph 1:1, 3:1-13, 4:1, 6:19-22; Col 1:1, 1:23-2:1, 4:3-18; 2 Thess 1:1, 3:17; 1 Tim 1:1-3, 1:12-18, 2:7; 2 Tim 1:1, 1:11-12, 1:16-18, 3:10-11, 4:6-21; Titus 1:1-3, 3:12-13; James 1:1; 1 Pet 1:1, 5:1, 5:12-13; 2 Pet 1:1, 1:17-18, 3:15; Rev 1:1-2, 1:4, 1:9, 22:8.] 

The question of pseudonymity in these books arose, of course, because each gave indications that it was not authored by the person designated in its first verse. It will be helpful, therefore, to consider what sorts of indications suggest pseudonymity, and we may take as an example case the letter whose indications are most striking, 2 Peter.
Several aspects of this letter are hard to reconcile with Petrine authorship. First, there is the author’s rather strenuous efforts to substantiate his authority. He justifies himself by citations from the Old Testament and from Christian works (especially 1 Peter and Jude), and he emphasizes the Old Testament’s inspiration (1:19-21); he underlines the status of the apostles as witnesses (1:16-18); he relies upon the examples of Old Testament prophets and “your apostles” (3:1-2); and he emphasizes the necessity to interpret Paul aright (3:15-16). As Tord Fornberg has said,

It is hardly likely that the historical Peter would go to such lengths to prove that his account was based on his own authority and that of others. For his authority was beyond dispute. . . . the heavy emphasis on the competence of the author to witness is explained by the fact that he is not the Apostle Peter . . .[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Tord Fornberg, An Early Church in a Pluralistic Society: A Study of 2 Peter, trans. Jean Gray, Coniectanea Biblica, New Testament series 9 (Sweden: C.W.K. Gleerup, 1977), pp. 15, 11.] 


Secondly, there are indications of a late date. The book borrows heavily from Jude, but Jude is hard to date as early as the 60s (Peter’s traditional date of death is 64-67 CE); there are strongly Hellenistic turns of phrase (especially in 1:3-4); Paul’s letters have apparently already become a well-known collection (an unlikely occurrence in Peter’s lifetime); and the author indicates “a close familiarity with Hellenistic religions and philosophical culture which the one-time Galilean fisherman is hardly likely to have possessed.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  J.N.D. Kelly, A Commentary on the Epistles of Peter and of Jude (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1969), p. 235.] 

Finally, there are the use of the valedictory (farewell-speech) genre (most Jewish valedictories are pseudonymous) and the hesitation within the early Church to accept the letter as authentic.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 3.3.1-2: “the so-called second Epistle we have not received as canonical.” (Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica. Trans. G.A. Williamson, Eusebius: The History of the Church from Christ to Constantine (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965))] 

These are strong grounds for assuming false authorship in this epistle: if 2 Peter were a non-canonical book, and one judged the matter on the above evidence, one would probably conclude pseudonymity. But 2 Peter is canonical, and therefore the question of inerrancy is raised. Is it not deceptive to sign to one’s own work the name of someone famous? Even some scholars who accept the pseudonymity of these New Testament books show a certain nervousness about it. C. Leslie Mitton, for example, in a lengthy consideration of the authenticity of Ephesians, accepts the pseudonymity of the book and excuses the unknown author by assuming that he must have adopted Paul’s name because “everything of value in it was felt to come from Paul.”[footnoteRef:8] But Mitton elsewhere reveals his true feelings about the matter by referring to pseudonymity as “this somewhat irresponsible use of great names.”[footnoteRef:9] [8:  C. Leslie Mitton, The Epistle to the Ephesians: Its Authorship, Origin, and Purpose (Oxford: Oxford University, 1951), p. 223.]  [9:  Ibid., p. 222.] 

It is at this point that the principle of literary forms enters in. As a pattern of conventions, a literary form must be something that recurs in the literature of its social group: you cannot have one instance of a literary form. Is there, then, evidence elsewhere in the social contexts of these New Testament books that suggests pseudonymity was an accepted literary convention?
In ancient culture as a whole, pseudepigraphical writings are quite common. The works purportedly written by Hippocrates were in fact written by the Hippocratic school, some as late as 50 CE; many of the 132 works attributed to Lucian are now considered by most scholars to be spurious; about 900 of the sermons attributed to St. John Chrysostom are thought to be false attributions; numerous writings of obviously diverse origin have been collected under the name of Hermes Trismegistus in the Corpus Hermeticum; the Sibylline Oracles, all claiming to come from the Sibyl, are a miscellany of pagan, Jewish, and Christian writings.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Fornberg, An Early Church p. 17; Bruce M. Metzger, “Literary Forgeries and Canonical Pseudepigrapha,” Journal of Biblical Literature 91 (1972) 11-12.] 

Even closer parallels to the New Testament epistles are the many pseudonymous letters of ancient times. The 148 epistles of Phalaris, the tyrant of Agragas in the 500s BCE, were shown three centuries ago to date most probably from the second century CE; the numerous letters by the disciples of Hippocrates are often attributed to their master; the letters produced by the Neo-Pythagoreans are almost all signed by “Pythagoras”; the letters of certain Epicureans claim the authorship of the founder of their school, Epicurus; the letters of several of the later Cynics are collected under Heraclitus’ name; and so on. In fact, “There is scarcely an illustrious personality in Greek literature or history from Themistocles down to Alexander, who was not credited with a more or less extensive correspondence.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” p. 12.] 

These pseudonymous writings from Hellenistic culture as a whole have their parallels in the smaller social context of Jewish and Christian tradition. Most Jewish apocalypses are pseudonymous, both those outside the canon—which are even generally called “pseudepigrapha”—and those inside it: one thinks immediately of Daniel, but others would want to add the Apocalypse of Isaiah (Isa 24-27), or Deutero-Zechariah (Zech 9-12). We may note here that, as the pseudonymity of the questioned New Testament books becomes more probable once the pseudonymity of 2 Peter is admitted, so the pseudonymity of 2 Peter and the other questioned books becomes more probable once the pseudonymity of Daniel is admitted; for Daniel, too, is part of the canon.
Among the New Testament apocrypha and other heretical writings (such as the Gnostic compositions) as well, there are many pseudonymous writings—in fact, the majority. True, there are not so many pseudonymous letters as there are pseudonymous gospels and acts, and some have made much of this to argue against the likelihood that any New Testament epistle could be pseudonymous.[footnoteRef:12] Yet there may be good reason for the relative infrequency. M.R. James suggested that epistles were simply harder to forge, since the personality of the false author would have to be assumed. W. Michaelis and Hennecke-Scheemelcher have suggested that the letter was not ordinarily extensive enough to permit apocryphal writers to proclaim their gospel.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Thus Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove IL: Intervarsity, 1970), pp. 671-684.]  [13:  Cited in William G. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973), p. 72 n. 9.] 

Besides, though pseudonymous letters by Jews and Christians may be relatively infrequent, they are not inconsiderable. One may cite, in addition to the Letter of Aristeas of the Old Testament pseudepigrapha and the Letter of Jeremiah (chapter 6 of Baruch) of the canon, the Epistle to the Laodiceans (see Col 4:16), the Epistle to the Alexandrians (mentioned in the Muratorian canon[footnoteRef:14]), the Third Epistle to the Corinthians (in the Acts of Paul), the Correspondence between Paul and Seneca (fourteen letters), the Epistle of Titus, the Epistle of Peter (in the Kerygmata Petrou), the Letter of Pontius Pilate to Claudius (in the Acts of Peter and Paul), the Correspondence of Jesus and King Abgar of Edessa, the Letter of Lentulus, the Letter of Christ, and the Epistle of the Apostles.[footnoteRef:15] We may also add, from the Apostolic Fathers and the Apologists, the Epistle of Barnabas, 2 Clement, two letters De virginitate purportedly by Clement, and several spurious letters of Ignatius.[footnoteRef:16] When one adds the consideration that we cannot know how many pseudonymous epistles have been lost (among the recently discovered Nag Hammadi codices, for example, are found an Epistle of Peter, an Epistle to Rheginos, and the Epistle of the Blessed Eugnostos), the argument from relative infrequency becomes very weak indeed. [14:  M.J. Rouët de Journel (Enchiridion Patristicum, 5th ed., New York: Herder, 1922) no 268. William A. Jurgens (The Faith of the Early Fathers, 3 vols., Collegeville: Liturgical, 1979) no. 268.]  [15:  Doty, Letters, pp. 71-75; Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, p. 675 n. 1.]  [16:  Doty, Letters, pp. 71-75; Stephen Neill, The Interpretation of the New Testament, 1861‑1961 (London: Oxford University Press, 1964).] 

A final set of pseudonymous parallels comes from the New Testament itself. Thus the seven letters at the beginning of the book of Revelation (Rev 1-3) present the ascended Christ as their author, and the two letters in the book of Acts (15:23-29, 23:26-30), like the speeches in Acts, were probably by Luke, according to the principle enunciated by the historian Thucydides:

As to the speeches that were made by different men, . . . it has been difficult to recall with strict accuracy the words already spoken, both for me as regards that which I myself heard, and for those who from various other sources have brought to me reports. Therefore the speeches are given in the language in which, as it seemed to me, the several speakers would express, on the subjects under consideration, the sentiments most befitting to the occasion, though at the same time I have adhered as closely as possible to the general sense of what was actually said.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War 1:2. Trans. C.F. Smith, Loeb Classical Library.] 


In addition, though its exegesis is still debated, there is a verse in 2 Thessalonians which suggests the existence of other Pauline pseudepigrapha: “we beg you, brothers and sisters, 2 not to be quickly shaken in mind or alarmed, either by spirit or by word or by letter, as though from us” (2:1-2). And finally, we may note Paul’s practice of calling attention to his signature to authenticate a letter (1 Cor 16:21; Gal 6:11; Col 4:18; 2 Thess 3:17), a practice which may suggest that spurious letters were already in circulation.
In addition to these parallels, one might also cite evidence of the ancients’ casual attitude toward the practice of pseudonymity, since this casualness also lends its weight to the likelihood that pseudonymous works have been included in the New Testament. Perhaps the most striking example is from Eusebius. While discussing Serapion, his predecessor bishop in Antioch, Eusebius takes the opportunity to quote extensively from one of Serapion’s works, The So-Called Gospel of Peter.

We, my brothers, receive Peter and all the apostles as we receive Christ, but the writings falsely attributed to them we are experienced enough to reject, knowing that nothing of the sort has been handed down to us. When I visited you, I assumed that you all clung to the truth Faith; so without going through the ‘gospel’ alleged by them to be Peter’s I said: ‘If this is the only thing that apparently puts childish notions into your heads, read it by all means.’ But as, from information received, I now know that their mind had been ensnared by some heresy, I will make every effort to visit you again; so expect me in the near future. It was obvious to me what kind of heresy Marcian [sic, sc. Marcion] upheld, though he contradicted himself through not knowing what he was talking about, as you will gather from this letter. But others have studied this same ‘gospel’, viz. the successors of those who originated it, known to us as Docetae and from whose teaching the ideas are mostly derived. With their comments in mind, I have been able to go through the book and draw the conclusion that while most of it accorded with the authentic teaching of the Saviour, some passages were spurious additions. These I am appending to my letter.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 6.12. Trans. G.A. Williamson, Eusebius: The History of the Church from Christ to Constantine (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965), p. 252.] 


This text suggests that, within orthodox circles, pseudonymous works were not proscribed merely on the grounds of pseudonymity; rather, they were judged dangerous only when their contents were judged heretical.
All of this evidence of pseudonymity and of its acceptance does not, however, in itself solve the problem raised by inerrancy. For even if, as we have seen, pseudonymity was widespread in classical culture, that does not excuse our canonical writers for their use of it if by using it they were deceiving their readers. What must be established is the practice of pseudonymity for motives not incompatible with inerrancy.
Already we have encountered Mitton’s suggestion that the author of Ephesians attributed his work to Paul because his work was, after all, largely a pastiche from Pauline writings. That may be so, but there do not seem to be in classical literature any explicit references to a similar motive that would substantiate Mitton’s suggestion; it remains nothing more than a guess. More likely, perhaps, is Aland’s hypothesis that the true authors of pseudonymous Christian works, still living as they did in the “age of Christian prophecy,” were self-effacing because they considered themselves mere instruments of the Holy Spirit. Since that Spirit was the same that had spoken through Peter, Paul, and James, the new works of the Spirit could be indifferently attributed to the older instruments.

. . . not only was the tool by which the message was given irrelevant, but according to the view of that time it would have amounted to a falsification even to name this tool, because, according to this conception, it was not the author of the writing who really spoke, but only the authentic witness, the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the apostles.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Kurt Aland, “The Problem of Anonymity and Pseudonymity in Christian Literature of the First Two Centuries,” Journal of Theological Studies 12 (Apr. 1961), p. 44.] 


This theory too, however, seems inadequate. Why has 2 Peter chosen Peter and not Paul as its “sponsor,” or why has 2 Timothy chosen Paul and not James? The choices do not seem indifferent, but are related to the theological contents of the epistles. Moreover, as Aland himself notes, there is a deliberate effort in most of the questioned epistles (James is an exception) to connect the letters with their apostles by references to details from the apostles’ lives (e.g., the reference to the transfiguration in 2 Pet 1:17-18); these details suggest that the true authors did want their writings to be thought the work of one apostle or another. Thirdly, Aland’s proposed motive only explains pseudonymity in Christian literature, since the “age of prophecy” was solely a Christian phenomenon; yet it seems unlikely that the Christian and non-Christian practices were unrelated. The massive use of pseudonymity in Hellenistic culture as a whole surely has some connection with the New Testament authors’ adoption of the practice.
Safer than such suppositions as Mitton’s and Aland’s are actual statements of ancient authors concerning their and contemporaries’ motives for pseudonymity. Metzger has surveyed such statements extensively,[footnoteRef:20] and among the motives he has discovered are, as might be expected, greed, malice, copying errors, convenience, and “securing greater credence for certain doctrines and claims.”[footnoteRef:21] Also among the motives, however, are more noble sentiments. Let us consider four quotations which refer to these nobler motives. [20:  Metzger, “Literary Forgeries,” pp. 5-16.]  [21:  Ibid., p. 11.] 


1. Tertullian, arguing against the practice of women baptizing, says:

But if the writings which wrongly go under Paul’s name [i.e., the apocryphal Acts of Paul and Thecla], claim Thecla’s example as a license for women’s teaching and baptizing, let them know that, in Asia, the presbyter who composed that writing, as if he were augmenting Paul’s fame from his own store, after being convicted, and confessing that he had done it from love of Paul, was removed from his office.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Tertullian, De baptismo 17 (c. 205 CE). In The Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963 [1867]), vol. 3, p. 677.] 


2. Tertullian, while defending the canonicity of all four gospels (Marcion had retained only Luke), says:

. . . that which Mark published may be affirmed to be Peter’s whose interpreter Mark was. For even Luke’s form of the Gospel men usually ascribe to Paul. And it may well seem that the works which disciples publish belong to their masters.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem 4.5 (c. 210 CE). In Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 3, p. 350.] 


3. Iamblichus, noting the desire of neo-Pythagoreans to honor their revered founder, says “it is most honorable and praiseworthy to publish one’s philosophical treatises in the name of so venerable a teacher.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Iamblichus, De vita Pythagoricus 31.198 (c. 315 CE). Qtd. in Metzger “Literary Forgeries” 7.] 


4. Salvian, a priest at Marseilles c. 440, asked by his bishop to explain why he had authored an apocryphal Epistle of Timothy, speculated in his reply (without admitting his authorship) on the author’s possible motives:

. . . although there is only one main reason, I think that several reasons could be adduced. The first is this, based upon a divine command, that we are urged to avoid every pretense of earthly vainglory, for fear that while we are covetous of the mere bauble of man’s praise we should lose our heavenly reward. . . . the main reason lies in the fact that the writer, in his own words, is humble in his sight, self-effacing, thinking only of his own insignificance. . . . Therefore, since he thought—and rightly so—that others ought to regard him in the same way that he regarded himself, the author wisely selected a pseudonym for his book for the obvious reason that he did not wish the obscurity of his own person to detract from the influence of his otherwise valuable book. . . . Just as humility had prompted him to choose a pseudonym in the first place, so it was reverence and discretion that moved him to use the name of Timothy . . . for the name of Timothy means “the honor of God.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Quoted in Alfred E. Haefner, “A Unique Source for the Study of Ancient Pseudonymity,” Anglican Theological Review 16 (1934), pp. 3-15.] 


Gary A. Anderson has noted:

From a very early date Paul’s letters began to circulate to a wider set of communities . . . the communities themselves assumed an active part in the copying, editing, and distribution of them. Paul was no longer the sole proprietor of them. This made it very easy and natural for other individuals to edit the existing correspondence and even write new letters in the name of Paul. This was not an act of forgery, as we might conceive the matter, but simply an extension of the authoritative voice of Paul in a new but related direction.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Gary A. Anderson, Sin: A History (New Haven: Yale UP, 2009) 218 n 15. Anderson alludes to Harry Gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A History of Early Christian Texts (New Haven: Yale UP), 1995. 98-100.] 


Our treatment of pseudonymity has not, of course, proven conclusively that any New Testament book is pseudonymous. Nor has it proven that, should any book be pseudonymous, the motive of its author must have been love, discipleship, respect, or humility. What has been established, however, is that such motives did exist. Those who wish to maintain both pseudonymity and the inerrancy of Scripture will want to assign some such motive to our authors.
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