Lost Books?
Can we be sure the correct texts made it into the Bible? Several scholars, books and articles, movies and television
specials have raised that challenge recently. Since God never sent us a specific list of what to include, who exactly
decided the Bible should contain the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, but not the Gospels of Judas,
Thomas and Mary? Is there any truth to the charge that a Roman emperor in the fourth century orchestrated the list
of books that we have in the Bible?
In Lost Books?, The Lutheran Hour Speaker Rev. Gregory Seltz will explore these questions with the help of Dr. Paul
Maier, Dr. Randall Price, Dr. Jeffrey Kloha and Bible Museum curator Joel Lampe.

Group Discussion:

For the Study Leader

•

Please feel free to move at your own pace through this study and take as much time as you need for each lesson.

•

You are welcome to dig in as deep as you want for your personal study, or you might use just the Bible
passages and questions included in the discussion guide.

•

If you have a limited time for this session, have the guys take a few minutes to look through the session
questions and choose as a group the ones they would most like to discuss.

•

We have designed our questions to be open-ended, thus allowing the men in your group to share their
experiences and unique perspectives.

A downloadable PDF for this study can be found at lhm.org/lostbooks.

Using Our Digging Deeper Icons
This is an interactive study guide. We designed it to be flexible, so it will fit both group and personal use. It includes
icons that link the user to internet sites where he or she can browse and explore a subject more thoroughly.
We encourage you to look through the Digging Deeper icons to see which ones your group might want to discuss.
While you may use the paper discussion guide during your group study, you may want to assign homework for those in
the group to check out the various internet sites on their own time. Doing so makes the study much more interactive.
Once you have downloaded the electronic PDF copy of the discussion guide, click on the icons in the text or at the
end of the session. When you click on an icon, it will take you to that specific link, which will then open up the
corresponding website.
There are only two steps you need to find the Digging Deeper links for this study:
1) Visit lhm.org/lostbooks.
2) On the bottom of this page, click “Additional Resources.”
Now you can click the links that interest you and start digging.
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To This Discussion Guide User: Because of the changing nature of the internet, occasionally a web link included
in a Lutheran Hour Ministries Bible study may change or be deleted altogether by the agency or individual posting
it. When you notice an internet link has been modified or has become inoperable, please report this to our Response
Center so we can find an alternate site. Thank you.
Please send changes to LHMResponse@lhm.org.

You are welcome to copy this study guide for personal or congregational use. For other uses, please contact us
for permission at permissions@lhm.org.
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Lost Books? • Session 1

Who Made Up Those Rules?

Opening Prayer: Heavenly Father, we are about to explore a number of ancient writings that claim to be Your
revelation, yet they were excluded from the Bible. Guide us to know the truth, that we may have confidence where
we encounter Your genuine Word. This we ask in Jesus’ holy name. Amen.
Watch the Video: Session 1
Scholars promoting the lost books allege during the fourth century that orthodox Christians set or fixed the New
Testament canon with the express purpose of snuffing out different points of view. They argue that we need to hear
“the vibrant conversations that sparked the rise of Christianity.”1 But Christianity did not rise out of conversations
among various communities; it arose from God the Holy Spirit as He guided the twelve apostles who were
authorized by Jesus Himself.
When we look at the three rules for canonicity—the rules that governed inclusion in the New Testament—we see
they were not arbitrarily chosen; they arose organically out of the authority of the apostles.
Rule One: Eyewitness and Apostolic Authority
Jesus spoke of the divine source of His apostles’ authority at the Last Supper the night before He died, “These things
I have spoken to you while I am still with you. But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My
name, He will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14:25-26).
Immediately before ascending into heaven 40 days after His resurrection, Jesus told His apostles, “You will receive
power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

1

•

When we discuss the writing of the New Testament and the formation of the canon, why is it essential not to
overlook or omit the guidance of the Holy Spirit?

•

How did the Holy Spirit elevate the apostles’ authority above the “vibrant conversations” that were taking
place within the various Christian communities?

Hal Taussig, ed. A New New Testament (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, Boston, 2013), sleeve note
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•

What are some of the “vibrant conversations” taking place within Christianity today that challenge the way
God’s Word has been historically understood?

•

Why is it important that we always elevate the apostles’ teachings in the New Testament above these
“vibrant conversations”?

Rule Two: Consistent with the Rest of Scripture
Many scholars view the biblical texts as nothing more than human opinions. But Peter wrote, “No prophecy was
ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter
1:21). Since the author of the sacred Scriptures is none other than the Holy Spirit, any lost writing claiming divine
inspiration must be consistent with the rest of the Spirit’s revelation in Holy Scripture.
Jesus pointed to the Old Testament’s continuity as He spoke with two disciples walking to Emmaus on the
afternoon of His resurrection. “‘Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into His
glory?’ And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, He interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things
concerning Himself ” (Luke 24:26-27).
•

Many people relegate the Bible to a place on their mental bookshelf equivalent to every other book sitting
there. How does recalling the Holy Spirit’s inspiration affect the way you view the Bible?

•

Some challenge the consistency of the Bible, talking about the supposed contradictions they find in it. How
do you deal with passages that appear to contradict one another in the Bible?

Rule Three: Use by Early Christian Congregations
At first glance, this rule may appear to elevate the authority of early Christian congregations above that of the
apostles, as though they decided which of the apostles’ writings they would use and which they wouldn’t. But the
apostle Paul gave this direction to the Colossians: “When this letter has been read among you, have it also read in
the church of the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter from Laodicea” (Colossians 4:16). By doing so,
the congregations submitted themselves to apostolic authority and recognized the authenticity of these writings.
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•

How does the early, consistent use of landmark national documents like the Constitution, the Declaration of
Independence, the Bill of Rights, and the Gettysburg Address help authenticate their authorship and their contents?

•

Do you have any family documents you consider authentic? Why do you think so?

Learn more about how the books of the Bible were gathered by clicking here.
The Shepherd’s Voice
In Luke 10:16 Jesus told His disciples, “The one who hears you hears Me, and the one who rejects you rejects Me,
and the one who rejects Me rejects Him who sent Me.”
In John 10 Jesus said, “I am the Good Shepherd. I know My own and My own know Me. … And I have other sheep
that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to My voice. …” (John 10: 14, 16a).
As the early churches read the apostles’ writings, they heard the voice of Jesus their Savior. They were eager
to use these Scriptures regularly in their worship. The Holy Spirit works through these same inspired writings to
create faith in our hearts as we also recognize Jesus’ voice in the books of the Old and New Testament.
Closing Prayer: Lord Jesus, thank You for sending Your Holy Spirit to inspire Your prophets and apostles as they
wrote the books of the Old and New Testament. Open our hearts to hear and heed Your voice each time we read
from the Bible, that we may remain in the eternal safety of Your hands. Amen.

Digging Deeper: Additional links and resources available to lhm.org/lostbooks.
Find out about the Apocrypha.
Learn more about the New Testament canon.
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Lost Books? • Session 2

Filling In the Blanks

Opening Prayer: Heavenly Father, in the Bible You reveal Your loving plan of salvation through Your Son. But there
are many things You do not discuss, including most of Jesus’ childhood. Instill in us a deep trust in Your fatherly
wisdom that we may cling to those things You have revealed, and leave to You those things about which You have
chosen to remain silent. We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.
Watch the Video: Session 2
•

If you could ask God any question, what would you ask?

•

Discuss questions God left unanswered in the Bible and offer some reasons He might have chosen to do so.

•

Why do we often feel a need to fill in the blanks rather than rest trustingly in God’s silence?

Many ancient documents were written to fill in the blanks concerning the background of Jesus’ parents, Mary and
Joseph, and about Jesus’ childhood. Among these are books like Pseudo-Matthew, the Proto-Gospel of James, the
Infancy Gospel of Thomas, and the History of Joseph the Carpenter.
Examine some of these writings yourself.
In these writings Jesus’ divinity and virgin birth are supported through the many miracles He reportedly performs.
The writings seemed harmless, but they were harshly condemned by the Church Fathers because they contradicted
Scripture, didn’t teach the Gospel clearly, and could easily lead people astray.
•

What are some ways you have heard people try to fill in the blanks about what happens to pets or loved ones
when they die?
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•

What truth does the Bible teach about these things?

•

Which aspects of these things does the Bible remain silent about?

•

How can we learn to commend these things to God and live faithfully in His silence?

We have a number of apocryphal stories about Jesus’ childhood, but what sort of a child was Jesus really? Luke gives
us one brief but genuine glimpse when He was twelve years old.
Read Luke 2:41-52.
41
42
43

44

45
46
47
48

49
50
51

52

Now His parents went to Jerusalem every year at the Feast of the Passover.
And when He was twelve years old, they went up according to custom.
And when the feast was ended, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. His parents did
not know it,
but supposing Him to be in the group they went a day’s journey, but then they began to search for Him among
their relatives and acquaintances,
and when they did not find Him, they returned to Jerusalem, searching for Him.
After three days they found Him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.
And all who heard Him were amazed at His understanding and His answers.
And when His parents saw Him, they were astonished. And His mother said to Him, “Son, why have You treated
us so? Behold, Your father and I have been searching for You in great distress.”
And He said to them, “Why were you looking for Me? Did you not know that I must be in My Father’s house?”
And they did not understand the saying that He spoke to them.
And He went down with them and came to Nazareth and was submissive to them. And His mother treasured up
all these things in her heart.
And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man.

There is a huge difference between the way Jesus’ attitude is conveyed in the apocryphal gospels and how it is
conveyed here in Luke’s account.
•

How would you describe that difference?

•

What facts can we gather about Jesus’ childhood from Luke’s passage?
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•

What things remain unknown?

•

The final verse speaks of Jesus growing in favor with God and man. How does that truth undercut the way
He is portrayed in the apocryphal gospels?

From the moment of His conception, Jesus had all His divine attributes and powers at His disposal, but He
refrained from using them throughout His childhood. Jesus only began to demonstrate His divine power after He
was baptized. The apostle John writes, “This, the first of His signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested His
glory” (John 2:11).
This was Jesus’ first miracle, but it was certainly not His last. “And He went throughout all Galilee, teaching in
their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among
the people. So His fame spread throughout all Syria, and they brought Him all the sick, those afflicted with various
diseases and pains, those oppressed by demons, epileptics, and paralytics, and He healed them” (Matthew 4:23-24).
John closes his Gospel with these words, “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are
not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and
that by believing you may have life in His name” (John 20:30-31). “Now there are also many other things that Jesus
did. Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be
written” (John 21:25).
Closing Prayer: Lord Jesus, we thank You for Your countless miracles which demonstrated You were truly God even
as Your humiliation proved You were true man. By Your perfect life among us, Your innocent suffering and death,
and Your glorious resurrection, You saved us from God’s wrath for all of our sins. Help us to share with others Your
wondrous salvation. Amen.

Digging Deeper: Additional links and resources available at lhm.org/lostbooks.
Learn more about Christ as He really was and is in His Incarnation.
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Lost Books? • Session 3

Buried Treasures?

Opening Prayer: Heavenly Father, as we continue looking at ancient writings that claimed to reveal You, guide us to
the truth that we may know and trust You faithfully. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
Watch the Video: Session 3
Nag Hammadi
From their writings we know the efforts Christian leaders made to battle gnostic teachings, but only since the
discovery of the texts at Nag Hammadi have we been able to study the original gnostic writings themselves. From
these manuscripts we have learned the profound challenge gnosticism posed to the early church.
Today various philosophies from our own culture are profoundly challenging many congregations and individual
Christians as well.
•

Discuss the effects our culture’s views on political correctness, tolerance, abortion, homosexuality, sexual
promiscuity, etc., are having on Christian congregations and individuals.

The Origins of This Cosmos
The gnostic movement taught a duality between the material and spiritual worlds. It believed that physical matter
was evil and the spirit was good. This “anti-cosmic” view informed their radical thoughts on the Creator in the
Old Testament. Gnostics viewed Him as an imperfect being who created this imperfect cosmos and who originally
emanated from a perfect Higher Power. The Bible sees these matters quite differently.
Read Psalm 8.
1
2

3
4
5
6
7
8
9

O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is Your name in all the earth! You have set Your glory above the heavens.
Out of the mouth of babies and infants, You have established strength because of Your foes, to still the enemy
and the avenger.
When I look at Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, the moon and the stars, which You have set in place,
what is man that You are mindful of him, and the son of man that You care for him?
Yet You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor.
You have given him dominion over the works of Your hands; You have put all things under his feet,
all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field,
the birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas.
O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is Your name in all the earth!
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After creating all things, the Lord looked over His cosmos carefully, “And God saw everything that He had made,
and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31a). According to Genesis 3:17, after Adam and Eve disobeyed God He
put the whole world under a curse which resulted in the trouble we have experienced since.
Gnostic ideas of this cosmos may have first appeared a long time ago, but we can still hear their echo today.
•

In what ways does evolutionary thinking more clearly align with Gnosticism’s anti-cosmic presumptions than
the biblical description of a cosmos created “very good,” but later cursed through sin?

In 1 Corinthians 15:26, the apostle Paul wrote, “The last enemy to be destroyed is death.”
•

How does this passage speak against this evolutionary thinking?

Whereas the gnostics sought to withdraw from the material cosmos, the Green Movement focuses on improving the
earth through reducing pollution, developing renewable sources of energy, and recycling.
•

In what ways might this resource-friendly emphasis be pleasing to God our Creator?

•

Describe some of the ways Jesus demonstrated His divine concern for the world He created (both mankind
and nature).

•

What extremes must we avoid as we seek to strike the proper balance between spiritual and physical things?

The Bible teaches that when Jesus Christ returns on Judgment Day, He will raise our bodies and make them glorious
and immortal forever. At the same time He will lift the curse from creation, so we may live in a perfect new heaven
and a new earth. (See Romans 8:21 and 2 Peter 3:13.)
•

How does this promise inform the issue of conservation?
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Closing Prayer: Lord Jesus, by creating this world and becoming human, You revealed the dignity of this material
world and redeemed us lost sinners. Thank You for restoring us and promising to perfectly restore Your whole
creation when You return. As we wait that great day, impart to us Your concern for this world and for all people who
live here with us. Increase our genuine care for Your world, so we may share the Good News of Your salvation with
all people. Amen.

Digging Deeper: Additional links and resources available at lhm.org/lostbooks.
See how early Christians battled Gnostic ideas.
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Lost Books? • Session 4

Step In for a Closer Look
Opening Prayer: Heavenly Father, ever since the Garden of Eden Satan has attacked and twisted Your Word. In the
process many people have been only too happy to listen to his lies. Guard my mind by Your Holy Spirit that I may
cling to You and Your truth alone. In Jesus’ name. Amen.
Watch the Video: Session 4
The Gospel of Thomas
The Gospel of Thomas totally ignores Jesus’ divinity as well as His mission on earth as Savior of the world. Its sole
focus is Jesus’ mysterious teachings—that so-called secret, hidden knowledge which only the enlightened can
understand, giving them an escape from this evil physical world and access to the spirit world.
Learn more about the Gospel of Thomas.
This quest for wisdom sounds strikingly similar to the serpent’s words to Eve in the Garden of Eden, “You will not
surely die. For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good
and evil” (Genesis 3:4b-5). Eve sought this secret wisdom God had supposedly withheld. Not content to remain in
the honored place God had appointed them, Adam and Eve grasped for equality with God, as they reached out to
eat the forbidden fruit.
•

Why does the search for hidden wisdom hold such an appeal to humans even today?

•

What aspects of the Christian faith seem ridiculous to those who consider themselves wise or educated?

•

How would you answer a friend who is using the Gospel of Thomas to undercut the authority of the four
Gospels in the New Testament?

lutheran hour ministries

13

lhm.org/lostbooks

The Gospel of Judas
It’s hard to imagine a group of Christians who believed Judas was a hero. But according to the church father Irenaeus
of Lyon, the group that published the Gospel of Judas went even further—they named themselves after the first
murderer, Cain. They were also fond of two other groups that defied Yahweh—the builders of the tower of Babel
and the people of Sodom.
•

Why would the gnostics consider those who defied Yahweh in the Old Testament as heroes?

•

For what reasons do some people view God as an enemy today?

•

What possible appeal could you see the Gospel of Judas holding for a Christian today?

•

How can we expose its clear falsehood?

Learn more about the Gospel of Judas and other attempts to challenge Christianity.
In his second letter, Peter warned Christians of those who would write such texts as these so-called lost books.
Read 2 Peter 1:13-2:3.
13
14
15
16

17

18
19

20
21

I think it right, as long as I am in this body, to stir you up by way of reminder,
since I know that the putting off of my body will be soon, as our Lord Jesus Christ made clear to me.
And I will make every effort so that after my departure you may be able at any time to recall these things.
For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord
Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty.
For when He received honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to Him by the Majestic
Glory, “This is My beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,”
we ourselves heard this very voice borne from heaven, for we were with Him on the holy mountain.
And we have something more sure, the prophetic word, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp
shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts,
knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation.
For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by
the Holy Spirit.
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2:1 But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring
in destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, bringing upon themselves swift destruction.
2
And many will follow their sensuality, and because of them the way of truth will be blasphemed.
3
And in their greed they will exploit you with false words. Their condemnation from long ago is not idle, and their
destruction is not asleep.
Peter and all the apostles knew false teachers would arise in the Christian church; they were already battling them
when they wrote their letters.
•

Why does Peter emphasize the work of the Holy Spirit who “carried along” those who wrote the Scriptures of
the Old and New Testament?

•

Why is it crucial to remember the Scriptures are not simply human writings, but are the inspired Word of the
Holy Spirit?

•

Why did these false teachers try to disguise their writings as genuine works of the apostles rather than come
out in the open and challenge the apostolic writings directly?

•

What would you say to friends who question the Bible’s authority because of these lost books?

Closing Prayer: Lord Jesus, thank You for coming to reveal God’s love to all of us. As You have guarded Your Word
through the centuries, protect each of us in our faith. Help us to better know and share Your truth throughout the
world. Amen.
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since February 2011. The Lutheran Hour airs on more than 1,350 stations across North America and on
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Near East, ancient Greece and Rome, Christianity and the Roman Empire, and the Reformation Era.
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distinguished research professor and executive director of the Center for Judaic Studies at Liberty University
Lynchburg, Virginia. He has directed excavations on Israel’s Qumran Plateau since 2002. He is published on
topics including apologetics, theology, archaeology, and the Middle East conflict.
Dr. Jeff Kloha is associate professor of exegetical theology and director of Theological Resources and
Continuing Education at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri. His research includes New Testament
formation, specifically its text and canonical development during early church history. Published works
include studies on the Pauline Letters and theology, ancient Gnosticism, and early Christianity in Novum
Testamentum, Concordia Theological Quarterly, and Concordia Journal.
Joel Lampe is the international director and senior curator of the Bible Museum in Goodyear, Arizona,
which has seen more than one million visitors since its opening. He has also been selected as a plenary
speaker at “The Bible Through History”—a national seminar held at Glen Eyrie Conference Center in
Colorado Springs, Colorado.
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