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Over the course of the forty years or so since it was first published, this book by James Montgomery Boice has become something of a classic. Many Christians have come to a deeper understanding of biblical doctrine—and a closer relationship with Jesus Christ—by reading its pages and carefully studying its profound truths.

Dr. Boice served for thirty-two years (from 1968 until his death in 2000) as the senior minister of Tenth Presbyterian Church, a historic congregation near the heart of Center City, Philadelphia. As you will learn from the book’s preface, each chapter was first preached to Tenth’s large, multiethnic, multigenerational congregation. This context helps to explain the book’s warmly personal and pastoral tone. Dr. Boice was trying to help the people under his spiritual care grow in the love and knowledge of Jesus Christ. But as he edited his sermons for publication, he also had college students in mind. He wanted to write a complete basic course in Christian theology that would serve as a foundation for a lifetime of service in the church and witness to the world.

The overall structure of Foundations of the Christian Faith is trinitarian. The first three major sections of the book (originally published separately and widely read by students in InterVarsity and other campus fellowships in the late 1970s and 1980s) offer basic teaching on God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, with the fourth and final section addressing the work of the church and the work of God throughout human history (and on into eternity). Most of the chapters are based on a particular Bible passage. By taking this approach, Boice produced a book that is theologically comprehensive, addressing most major topics in Christian doctrine, and at the same time thoroughly biblical, helping readers understand and apply scriptural teaching to daily life.

The best way to get the most out of Foundations of the Christian Faith is to read it from start to finish. But the book’s coherent structure and clear chapter titles also make it useful as a theological reference book whenever questions arise about particular points of Christian doctrine. It is not primarily for learned theologians but for ordinary people who are serious about their faith and want to become better theologians and better Christians.

Perhaps you would like to know more about what kind of person James Boice was and what kind of pastor he became. We served together in ministry for five years at Tenth Church, and although other people knew him much better than I, we worked closely enough for me to have a good sense of the man.

The first and most important thing to say is that Dr. Boice’s life was squarely focused on God and what God said in his Word, especially about salvation in Jesus Christ. For that reason, you will not find many personal stories in this book. Dr. Boice was more interested in drawing worship to Christ than in calling attention to himself.

Dr. Boice was learned enough to be a serious scholar, but he also had a rare gift for taking complex topics and making them clear enough for most people to understand. He was definitely a Calvinist in the best sense of that word: he believed strongly in the sovereignty of God and the absolute graciousness of God in salvation, as John Calvin did. As a result, he was very joyful in public worship, often smiling as he preached or as he sang his favorite hymns in church. In fact, one of my clearest memories of Dr. Boice is seeing him smile broadly when he heard me preach—not because my sermons were especially good (or funny), but because he regarded them as faithful to God’s Word, which was his primary passion. This passion fueled his popular radio broadcast, “The Bible Study Hour,” which has attracted devoted listeners across the United States and beyond.

James Boice was deeply committed to the city—specifically, to God’s work in the city of Philadelphia. Together with his wife, Linda, he not only raised three beautiful daughters in the city but also founded a Christian school there that is still thriving today. He was committed to racial reconciliation, and as a white pastor built strong relationships with leading black pastors in Philadelphia. He faithfully supported outreach to the poor and homeless, to people suffering and dying from AIDS, to people in bondage to sexual addiction, and to women with crisis pregnancies. In short, Dr. Boice believed that the gospel is powerful enough to address the most difficult problems we face in the world today.

Dr. Boice also believed in the power of the risen Christ to conquer death, including his own death. On Good Friday, in April 2000, he received an unexpected diagnosis of liver cancer. His case was terminal. Barely a week later he stood in his pulpit and addressed his beloved congregation for the very last time. As Dr. Boice encouraged his congregation to pray for him, he posed the question, “Pray for what?” Here was his answer:


Above all, I would say pray for the glory of God. If you think of God glorifying himself in history and you say, Where in all of history has God most glorified himself? He did it at the cross of Jesus Christ, and it wasn’t by delivering Jesus from the cross, though he could have. Jesus said, “Don’t you think I could call down from my Father ten legions of angels for my defense?” But he didn't do that. And yet that’s where God is most glorified.

If I were to reflect on what goes on theologically here, there are two things I would stress. One is the sovereignty of God. That’s not novel. We have talked about the sovereignty of God here forever. God is in charge. When things like this come into our lives, they are not accidental. It’s not as if God somehow forgot what was going on, and something bad slipped by. God does everything according to his will. We’ve always said that.

But what I’ve been impressed with mostly is something in addition to that. It’s possible, isn’t it, to conceive of God as sovereign and yet indifferent? God’s in charge, but he doesn’t care. But it’s not that. God is not only the One who is in charge; God is also good. Everything he does is good. And what Romans 12 verses 1 and 2 says is that we have the opportunity by the renewal of our minds—that is, how we think about these things—actually to prove what God’s will is. And then it says, “His good, pleasing, and perfect will.” Is that good, pleasing, and perfect to God? Yes, of course, but the point of it is that it’s good, pleasing, and perfect to us. If God does something in your life, would you change it? If you’d change it, you’d make it worse. It wouldn’t be as good. So that’s the way we want to accept it and move forward, and who knows what God will do?1



The goodness of God, the grace of God, and the glory of God in Jesus Christ—these were the foundations of James Boice’s faith, and you will learn more about them on every page of this marvelous book.






PREFACE
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Shortly after Harvard College was founded in 1636, the trustees of the school wrote, “Let every student be plainly instructed, and earnestly pressed to consider well [that the] maine end of his life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ . . . and therefore to lay Christ in the bottome, as the only foundation of all sound knowledge and learning.” In the 350 or so years since, Harvard (as well as most other schools, colleges, and universities) has moved far in a purely secular direction. But the words of those early trustees are still true, and many people still see their chief goal in life as knowing God better.

It is for such people that this book, originally published as four separate paperback volumes (InterVarsity Press, 1978–1981), has been written.

Not often do I, as an author, sense an area in which no book seems to exist and for which one should be written. But the area covered by this volume is an exception, in my judgment. For years I had looked for a work that could be given to a person (particularly a new Christian) who is alert and questioning and who could profit from a comprehensive but readable overview of the Christian faith, a basic theology from A to Z. But I could not find anything that was quite what I had in mind and, thus, determined that I should attempt to write it myself.

It is impossible for anyone to do something of this scope perfectly, of course. So I delayed the beginning of my work for several years. I could have delayed indefinitely. A time comes, however, when regardless of limitations one should simply go ahead and do the best one can. The result is this four-book, sixteen-part work, corresponding more or less to the ground covered by John Calvin in the four books of his monumental Institutes of the Christian Religion.

This volume is not a rehash of the Institutes, however, although I am greatly indebted to Calvin and although the theology of this work is Calvinistic. Rather, it is an attempt (a) to cover the same ground in highly readable language, yet at the same time (b) to introduce themes that Calvin did not treat but that call for treatment today, and (c) to seek to relate all doctrine to contemporary rather than ancient views and problems. Book one deals with the doctrine of God and how we know God, book two with sin and the redemptive work of Christ, book three with the Holy Spirit and the application of redemption to the individual, and book four with the church and the meaning of history.

I am indebted to a number of other writers and thinkers, as the footnotes indicate. Among them are men whom I have come to know and with whom I have worked as a result of the annual Philadelphia Conference on Reformed Theology, founded in 1974—John R. W. Stott, J. I. Packer, R. C. Sproul, John Gerstner, and Roger Nicole. I am also indebted to (and quote from) Thomas Watson, B. B. Warfield, R. A. Torrey, A. W. Tozer, A. W. Pink, C. S. Lewis, Emil Brunner, F. F. Bruce, John Warwick Montgomery, Jonathan Edwards, Francis A. Schaeffer, and others. In book three my biggest debt is to John Murray, who has dealt with the work of the Holy Spirit brilliantly and concisely in Redemption Accomplished and Applied. In my discussion of the doctrine of the church, I have been helped immeasurably by others who have explored the nature of the church and its ministry in recent days—Ray C. Stedman, Gene A. Getz, and Elton Trueblood. I have also been helped by older thinkers such as James Bannerman, a Scottish preacher and seminary lecturer of the nineteenth century. It has been harder to find good contemporary Christian works on history, but I have read and drawn on works by Reinhold Niebuhr, Oscar Cullmann, R. G. Collingwood, Herbert Butterfield, and others.

A portion of this material has already appeared in an article titled “New Vistas in Historical Jesus Research,” Christianity Today (March 14, 1968). Other parts are similar to portions of my other writings, particularly the material on Scripture that appears in The Gospel of John, vol. 2, chapters 12–15. Some material has appeared in a shortened version in the June–August 1976 and June–August 1977 issues of Bible Studies Magazine. A discussion of “The Bondage of the Will” has appeared in similar form in Tenth: An Evangelical Quarterly (July 1983). “The Marks of the Church” is condensed from The Gospel of John, vol. 4, chapters 50–55, 58, and has been printed in Earl D. Radmacher, editor, Can We Trust the Bible?

The decision of the publishers to reissue this work in a new format has given me an opportunity to re-edit the whole and change portions in accord with what I think I have learned since the four separate volumes were issued. The most extensive changes are in book three, particularly in the discussion of the place of works in the Christian life. I have also made alterations to the discussion of the will in book two, based on the contribution of Jonathan Edwards. Books one and four have few changes.

I wish to express appreciation to Miss Caecilie M. Foelster, my editorial assistant, who helps in the production of all my books. She carries the heavy burden of typing, proofreading, and preparing the indexes. I am also thankful to the congregation of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, to whom these chapters were first preached in sermon form and who responded with many helpful comments and suggestions.

May God be honored in the distribution and use of this volume, and may it cause many to awake to him whose call is life eternal.
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BOOK 1~THE SOVEREIGN GOD

PART I

THE
KNOWLEDGE
OF GOD



The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight.

PROVERBS 9:10





And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.

JOHN 17:3





For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.

ROMANS 1:18-23








BOOK 1~PART I

CHAPTER 1

ON KNOWING GOD
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One hot night in the early years of the Christian era a sophisticated and highly educated man named Nicodemus came to see a young rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth. The man wanted to discuss reality. So he began the conversation with a statement of where his own personal search for truth had taken him. He said, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with him” (Jn 3:2).

With the exception of the word Rabbi, which was merely a polite form of address, the first words were a claim to considerable knowledge. Nicodemus said, “We know.” Then he began to rehearse the things he knew (or thought he knew) and with which he wanted to begin the discussion: (1) that Jesus was continuing to do many miracles; (2) that these miracles were intended to authenticate him as a teacher sent from God; and that, therefore, (3) Jesus was one to whom he should listen. Unfortunately for Nicodemus, Jesus replied that such an approach to knowledge was wrong and that Nicodemus could therefore know nothing until he had first experienced an inward, spiritual transformation. “You must be born again,” Jesus told him (Jn 3:7).

Nicodemus’s subsequent remarks showed at least an implicit recognition of his lack of knowledge in important things. For he began to ask questions: “How can a man be born when he is old? . . . How can these things be?” (Jn 3:4, 9). Jesus taught him that true knowledge begins with spiritual knowledge, knowledge of God, and that this is to be found in God’s revelation of himself in the Bible and in Jesus’ own life and work, the work of the Savior.


CONTEMPORARY CRISIS


This ancient conversation is relevant to our day. For the problems and frustrations that Nicodemus faced nearly two thousand years ago are with us in our time also. Nicodemus possessed knowledge, but he lacked the key to that knowledge, the element that would put it all together. He knew certain things, but his search for truth had brought him to the point of personal crisis. In the same way, much is also known in our time. In the sense of information or technical knowledge, more is known today than at any previous time in history. Yet the kind of knowledge that integrates information and thereby gives meaning to life is strangely absent.

The nature of the problem can be seen by examining the two almost exclusive approaches to knowledge today. On the one hand there is the idea that reality can be known by reason alone. That approach is not new, of course. It is the approach developed by Plato and therefore assumed by much of the Greek and Roman thought after him. In Plato’s philosophy, true knowledge is knowledge of the eternal and unalterable essence of things, not merely knowledge of changeable phenomena. That is, it is a knowledge of forms, ideas, or ideals. Our nearest equivalent would be the so-called laws of science.

On the surface, this approach to knowledge through the exercise of supposedly impartial reason seems desirable, for it is productive—as the technical advances of our day often indicate. But it is not without problems. For one thing, it is highly impersonal knowledge and, as some would say, highly depersonalizing. In this approach reality becomes a thing (an equation, law, or, worse yet, mere data), and men and women become things also, with the inevitable result that they may therefore be manipulated like any other raw material for whatever ends.

An example is the manipulation of poorer nations by rich nations for the sake of the rich nations’ expanding economy, that is, the injustice analyzed and rightly condemned by Karl Marx in The Communist Manifesto, Capital, and other writings. Another example is that of communism itself, which, in spite of its desire to better the lot of the masses, actually manipulates them for ideological ends. On the personal level there is the science of behavioral technology and the frightening teaching of a man like B. F. Skinner of Harvard University who claims that individuals must be conditioned scientifically for the good of society.

There is also another problem with the attempt to know reality through reason alone. The approach does not give an adequate basis for ethics. It can tell us what is, but it cannot tell us what ought to be. Consequently, the extraordinary technical advances of our time are accompanied by an extreme and debilitating moral permissiveness that promises in time to break down even the values and system that made both the advances and the permissiveness possible. Interestingly, the same thing was also true of the Greek philosophers, who, although they were men of great intellect, on occasion led depraved lives.

In recent years the failures of the rationalistic system have impressed themselves on a new generation, with the result that many in the Western world have abandoned reason in order to seek reality through emotional experience. In the ancient world, in reaction to the impersonality of Greek philosophy, this was done through intense participation in the rites of the mystery religions. These promised an emotional union with some god, induced by lighting, music, incense, or perhaps by drugs. In our time the same approach has surfaced through the drug cult, rediscovery of the Eastern religions, Transcendental Meditation, the human potential movement, and other supposedly “mind-expanding” practices.

This modern approach also has several problems. First, the experience does not last. It is transient. Each attempt to achieve reality through emotional experience promises some sort of “high.” But the “high” is inevitably followed by a “low,” with the additional problem that increasingly intense stimuli seem to be necessary to repeat the experience. Eventually this ends either in self-destruction or acute disillusionment. A second problem is that the approach to reality through emotion does not satisfy the mind. Promoters of these experiences, particularly drug experiences, speak of a more intense perception of reality that results from them. But their experience has no rational content. The part of the human being that wants to think about such things and understand them is unsatisfied.

The result of this situation is a crisis in the area of knowledge today, as in ancient times. Many thinking people quite honestly do not know where to turn. The rationalistic approach is impersonal and amoral. The emotionalistic approach is without content, transient and also often immoral. “Is this the end?” many are asking. “Are there no other possibilities? Is there not a third way?”




A THIRD WAY


At this point Christianity comes forward with the claim that there is a third way and that this way is strong at precisely those points where the other approaches are lacking. The basis of this third approach is that there is a God who has created all things and who himself gives his creation meaning. Further, we can know him. This is an exciting and satisfying possibility. It is exciting because it involves the possibility of contact between the individual and God, however insignificant the individual may appear in his or her own eyes or in the eyes of others. It is satisfying because it is knowledge not of an idea or thing but of a supremely personal Being, and because it issues in a profound change of conduct.

This is what the Bible means when it says, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov 1:7). And, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is insight” (Prov 9:10).

Here, however, we must be clear about what we mean when we speak of “knowing God,” for many common uses of the word know are inadequate to convey the biblical understanding. There is a use of the word know by which we mean “awareness.” In this sense we say that we know where somebody lives or that we know that certain events are transpiring somewhere in the world. It is a kind of knowledge, but it does not involve us personally. It has little bearing on our lives. This is not what the Bible means when it speaks of knowing God.

Another use of the word know means “knowing about” something or someone. It is knowledge by description. For instance, we may say that we know New York City or London or Moscow. By that we mean that we are aware of the geographic layout of the city; we know the names of the streets, where the major stores are, and other facts. We may have gained our knowledge of the city by actually living there. But it is also possible that we may have gained our knowledge by reading books. In the religious realm, this type of knowledge would apply to theology that, although important, is not the whole or even the heart of religion. The Bible tells us much about God that we should know. (In fact, much of what follows in this book is directed to our need for such knowledge.) But this is not enough. Even the greatest theologians can be confused and can find life meaningless.

True knowledge of God is also more than knowledge by experience. To go back to the earlier example, it would be possible for someone who has lived in a particular city to say, “But my knowledge is not book knowledge. I have actually lived there. I have walked the streets, shopped in the stores, attended the theaters. I have experienced the city. I really know it.” To this we would have to reply that the knowledge involved is certainly a step beyond anything we have talked about thus far, but still it is not the full idea of knowledge in the Christian sense.

Suppose, for instance, that a person should go out into a starlit field in the cool of a summer evening and gaze up into the twinkling heavens and come away with the claim that in that field he has come to know God. What do we say to such a person? The Christian does not have to deny the validity of that experience, up to a point. It is certainly a richer knowledge than mere awareness of God (“There is a God”) or mere knowledge about him (“God is powerful and is the Creator of all that we see and know”). Still, the Christian insists, this is less than what the Bible means by true knowledge. For when the Bible speaks of knowing God it means being made alive by God in a new sense (being “born again”), conversing with God (so that he becomes more than some great “Something” out there, so that he becomes a friend), and being profoundly changed in the process.

All this is leading us, step by step, to a better understanding of the word knowledge. But still another qualification is needed. According to the Bible, even when the highest possible meaning is given to the word know, knowing God is still not merely knowing God. For it is never knowing God in isolation. It is always knowing God in his relationship to us. Consequently, according to the Bible, knowledge of God takes place only where there is also knowledge of ourselves in our deep spiritual need and where there is an accompanying acceptance of God’s gracious provision for our need through the work of Christ and the application of that work to us by God’s Spirit. Knowledge of God takes place in the context of Christian piety, worship, and devotion. The Bible teaches that this knowledge of God takes place (where it does take place), not so much because we search after God—because we do not—but because God reveals himself to us in Christ and in the Scriptures.

J. I. Packer writes of this knowledge,

Knowing God involves, first, listening to God’s word and receiving it as the Holy Spirit interprets it, in application to oneself; second, noting God’s nature and character, as His word and works reveal it; third, accepting His invitations, and doing what He commands; fourth, recognising, and rejoicing in, the love that He has shown in thus approaching one and drawing one into this divine fellowship.1





WHY KNOW GOD?


“But just a minute,” someone might argue. “All that sounds complicated and difficult. In fact, it seems too difficult. If that’s what is involved, I want no part of it. Give me one good reason why I should bother.” That is a fair objection, but there is an adequate answer to it. In fact, there are several.

First, knowledge of God is important, for only through the knowledge of God can an individual enter into what the Bible terms eternal life. Jesus indicated this when he prayed, “And this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (Jn 17:3). At first glance even this does not seem important enough to make people want to know God at all costs. But this is because, lacking eternal life, they cannot begin to understand what they are missing. They are like people who say that they do not appreciate good music. Their dislike does not make the music worthless; it simply indicates an inadequate grounds of appreciation in the listeners. So also those who do not appreciate God’s offer of life indicate that they do not have the capability of understanding or valuing what they are lacking. The Bible says, “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor 2:14).

It might help such a person to be told that the promise of eternal life is also the promise of being able to live life fully as an authentic human being. This is true, but it is also true that eternal life means more than this. It means coming alive, not only in a new but also in an eternal sense. It is what Jesus meant when he said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes in me shall never die” (Jn 11:25-26).

Second, knowledge of God is important because, as pointed out earlier, it also involves knowledge of ourselves. Our day is the day of the psychiatrist and psychologist. Men and women spend billions of dollars annually in an attempt to know themselves, to sort out their psyches. Certainly there is need for psychiatry, particularly Christian psychiatry. But this alone is inadequate in the ultimate sense if it does not bring individuals into a knowledge of God against which their own worth and failures may be estimated.

On the one hand, knowledge of ourselves through the knowledge of God is humbling. We are not God, nor are we like him. He is holy; we are unholy. He is good; we are not good. He is wise; we are foolish. He is strong; we are weak. He is loving and gracious; we are filled with hate and with selfish affectations. Therefore, to know God is to see ourselves as Isaiah did: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!” (Is 6:5). Or as Peter did: “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Lk 5:8). On the other hand, such knowledge of ourselves through the knowledge of God is also reassuring and satisfying. For in spite of what we have become, we are still God’s creation and are loved by him. No higher dignity has been given to women and men than the dignity the Bible gives them.

Third, the knowledge of God also gives us knowledge of this world: its good and its evil, its past and its future, its purpose and its impending judgment at the hand of God. In one sense, this is an extension of the point just made. If knowledge of God gives us knowledge of ourselves, it also inevitably gives us knowledge of the world; for the world is mostly the individuals who compose it written large. On the other hand, the world stands in a special relationship to God, in its sin and rebellion as well as in its value as a vehicle for his purposes. It is a confusing place until we know the God who made it and learn from him why he made it and what is to happen to it.

A fourth reason the knowledge of God is important is that it is the only way to personal holiness. This is a goal that the natural person hardly desires. But it is essential nonetheless. Our problems derive not only from the fact that we are ignorant of God but also from the fact that we are sinful. We do not want the good. At times we hate it, even when the good is to our benefit.

The knowledge of God leads to holiness. To know God as he is is to love him as he is and to want to be like him. This is the message of one of the Bible’s most important verses about the knowledge of God. Jeremiah, the ancient prophet of Israel, wrote, “Let not the wise man boast in his wisdom, let not the mighty man boast in his might, let not the rich man boast in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am the LORD who practice steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in these things I delight, declares the LORD” (Jer 9:23-24). Jeremiah also wrote about a day when those who do not know God will come to know him. “And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (Jer 31:34).

Finally, the knowledge of God is important in that it is only through a knowledge of God that the church and those who compose it can become strong. In ourselves we are weak, but as Daniel wrote, “The people who know their God shall stand firm and take action” (Dan 11:32).

We do not have a strong church today, nor do we have many strong Christians. We can trace the cause to an acute lack of sound spiritual knowledge. Why is the church weak? Why are individual Christians weak? It is because they have allowed their minds to become conformed to the “spirit of this age,” with its mechanistic, godless thinking. They have forgotten what God is like and what he promises to do for those who trust him. Ask an average Christian to talk about God. After getting past the expected answers, you will find that their god is a little god of vacillating sentiments. He is a god who would like to save the world, but who cannot. He would like to restrain evil, but somehow he finds it beyond his power. So he has withdrawn into semiretirement, being willing to give good advice in a grandfatherly sort of way, but for the most part he has left his children to fend for themselves in a dangerous environment.

Such a god is not the God of the Bible. Those who know their God perceive the error in that kind of thinking and act accordingly. The God of the Bible is not weak; he is strong. He is all-mighty. Nothing happens without his permission or apart from his purposes—even evil. Nothing disturbs or puzzles him. His purposes are always accomplished. Therefore, those who know him rightly act with boldness, assured that God is with them to accomplish his own desirable purposes in their lives.

Do we need an example? We can find no better one than Daniel. Daniel and his friends were godly men in the godless environment of ancient Babylon. They were slaves, good slaves. They served the court. But difficulty arose when they refused to obey anything in opposition to the commands of the true God whom they knew and worshiped. When Nebuchadnezzar’s great statue was set up and all were required to fall down and worship it, Daniel and his friends refused. When prayer to anyone but King Darius was banned for thirty days, Daniel did as he always did: he prayed to God three times a day before an open window.

What was wrong with these men? Had they fooled themselves about the consequences? Did they think that their failure to comply would go unseen? Not at all. They knew the consequences, but they also knew God. They were able to be strong, trusting God to have his way with them, whether it meant salvation or destruction in the lions’ den or the furnace. These men said, “If this be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of your hand, O king. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up” (Dan 3:17-18).

A weak god produces no strong followers, nor does he deserve to be worshiped. A strong God, the God of the Bible, is a source of strength to those who know him.




THE HIGHEST SCIENCE


So let us learn about God and come to know God in the fullest, biblical sense. Jesus encouraged us to do this when he said, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Mt 11:28-29). This is true wisdom for everyone. It is the special duty and privilege of the Christian.

What is the proper course of study for one who is a child of God? Is it not God himself? There are other worthwhile areas of learning, it is true. But the highest science, the most mind-expanding area of all, is the Godhead. Spurgeon once wrote,

There is something exceedingly improving to the mind in a contemplation of the Divinity. It is a subject so vast, that all our thoughts are lost in its immensity; so deep, that our pride is drowned in its infinity. Other subjects we can comprehend and grapple with; in them we feel a kind of self-content, and go on our way with the thought, “Behold I am wise.” But when we come to this master-science, finding that our plumb-line cannot sound its depth, and that our eagle eye cannot see its height, we turn away with the . . . solemn exclamation, “I am but of yesterday and know nothing.” . . . But while the subject humbles the mind, it also expands it. . . . Nothing will so enlarge the intellect, nothing so magnify the whole soul of man, as a devout, earnest, continuing investigation of the great subject of the Deity.2


Every Christian should confidently pursue this goal. God has promised that those who seek him will find him. To those who knock, the door shall be opened.








BOOK 1~PART I

CHAPTER 2

THE UNKNOWN GOD
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Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”1 These words from the opening paragraph of John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion mark the point to which the preceding chapter has brought us, but they also introduce a new problem. If it is true that wisdom consists in the “knowledge of God and of ourselves,” we are at once led to ask, “But who has such knowledge? Who truly knows God or knows themselves?” If we are honest, we must admit that as long as we are left to ourselves and our own abilities, the only possible answer is “No one.” Left to ourselves, not one of us truly knows God. Nor do we know ourselves adequately.

What is the trouble? Clearly, we do not know ourselves because we have first failed to know God. But why don’t we know God? Is he unknowable? Is the fault his, or is it ours? Obviously, it is more appealing to us to blame God. But before we jump to that conclusion, we should be conscious of what is involved. If the fault is ours, although that fact in itself may be uncomfortable, then at least it can be corrected, for God can do anything. He can intervene. On the other hand, if the fault is God’s (or, as we might prefer to say, if the fault is in the very nature of things), then nothing at all can be done. The key to knowledge will inevitably elude us, and life is absurd.

In The Dust of Death, Os Guinness makes this point by describing a comedy skit performed by the German comedian Karl Vallentin. In this routine the comic comes onto a stage illuminated only by one small circle of light. He paces around and around this circle with a worried face. He is searching for something. After a while a policeman joins him and asks what he has lost. “I’ve lost the key to my house,” Vallentin answers. The policeman joins the hunt, but the search eventually appears useless.

“Are you sure you lost it here?” asks the policeman.

“Oh no!” says Vallentin, pointing to a dark corner. “It was over there.”

“Then why are you looking here?”

“There’s no light over there,” answers the comic.2

If there is no God or if there is a God but the failure to know him is God’s fault, then the search for knowledge is like the search of the German comedian. Where the search should be made, there is no light; and where there is light there is no point in searching. But is this the case? The Bible declares that the problem is not God’s but ours. Therefore, the problem is solvable. It is solvable because God can take, and actually has taken, steps to reveal himself to us, thereby providing us with the missing key to knowledge.


AWARENESS OF GOD


We must begin with the problem, however: strange as it may sound, the person who does not know God, still in some lesser but valid sense, does know him yet represses that knowledge.

Here we must go back to the distinction between an “awareness” of God and truly “knowing God.” Knowing God is entering into a knowledge of our deep spiritual need and of God’s provision for that need, and then coming to trust and reverence God. Awareness of God is merely the sense that there is a God and that he deserves to be obeyed and worshiped. Men and women do not naturally know, obey, or worship God. But they do have an awareness of him.

This brings us to some of the most important words ever recorded for the benefit of humanity—from the apostle Paul’s letter to the newly established church in Rome. They contain the apostle’s first thesis in his greatest exposition of Christian doctrine.

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. (Rom 1:18-23)


Here we see three important ideas. First, the wrath of God is displayed against the natural person. Second, humanity has willfully rejected God. Third, this rejection has taken place in spite of a natural awareness of God possessed by each person.




TWOFOLD REVELATION


The third point, the natural awareness of God possessed by every person, is the necessary place to begin. For here we see that, although no one naturally knows God, the failure we have in knowing God is not God’s fault. God has given us a twofold revelation of himself, and we all have this revelation.

The first part is the revelation of God in nature. Paul’s argument may be rephrased as saying that all that can be known about God by the natural person has been revealed in nature. Of course, we must acknowledge that this is limited knowledge. In fact, Paul defines it as just two things: God’s eternal power and his deity. But although such knowledge is limited, it is sufficient to remove excuse if any person fails to move on from it to seek God fully. In contemporary speech the phrase “eternal power” could be reduced to the word supremeness, and “deity” could be changed to being. Paul is saying then that there is ample and entirely convincing evidence in nature of a Supreme Being. God exists, and human beings know it. That is the argument. When men and women subsequently refuse to acknowledge and worship God, as they do, the fault is not in a lack of evidence but in their irrational and resolute determination not to know him.

The Old Testament speaks of the clear revelation of God in nature.


The heavens declare the glory of God,

and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.

Day to day pours out speech,

and night to night reveals knowledge.

There is no speech, nor are there words,

whose voice is not heard.

Their voice goes out through all the earth,

and their words to the end of the world. (Ps 19:1-4)



The point is that the revelation of God in nature is sufficient to convince anyone of God’s existence and power, if the individual will have it.

There is a second part to God’s self-revelation. We might call it an internal revelation or, at least, the internal capacity for receiving one. No one in his or her natural state has actually come to know God in the full biblical sense. But each person has been given the capacity for receiving the natural revelation. Paul is talking about this capacity when he says that “what can be known about God is plain to them” (Rom 1:19).

Suppose that you are driving down the street and come to a sign that says, “Detour—Turn Left.” But you ignore this and drive on. It happens that there is a police officer present, who then stops you and begins to write out a ticket. What excuse might you have? You can argue that you didn’t see the sign. But that makes no difference. As long as you are driving the car, the responsibility for seeing the sign and obeying it is yours. Further, you are responsible if, having ignored the sign, you recklessly plunge on over a cliff and destroy both yourself and your passengers.

Paul is saying, first, there is a sign. It is the revelation of God in nature. Second, you have “vision.” If you choose to ignore the sign, and so court disaster, the guilt is your own. In fact, the judgment of God (like that of the police officer) comes, not because you didn’t or couldn’t know God, but because being aware of God, you nevertheless refused to acknowledge him as God. Paul writes, “So they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him” (Rom 1:20-21).

Paul is not saying that there is enough evidence about God in nature so that the scientist, who carefully probes nature’s mysteries, can be aware of him. He is not saying that the sign is there but hidden, that we are only able to find it if we look carefully. Paul is saying that the sign is plain. It is a billboard. No one, no matter how weak-minded or insignificant, can be excused for missing it. There is enough evidence of God in a flower to lead a child as well as a scientist to worship him. There is sufficient evidence in a tree, a pebble, a grain of sand, a fingerprint, to make us glorify God and thank him. This is the way to knowledge. But people will not do this. They substitute nature or parts of nature for God and find their hearts darkened.

Calvin gives this conclusion: “But although we lack the natural ability to mount up unto the pure and clear knowledge of God, all excuse is cut off because the fault of dullness is within us. And, indeed, we are not allowed thus to pretend ignorance without our conscience itself always convicting us of both baseness and ingratitude.”3




REJECTION OF GOD


When Calvin speaks of baseness and ingratitude, he brings us to the second point of Paul’s argument in Romans: the fact that all have rejected God in spite of God’s revelation of himself in nature. However, in developing this point in Romans (Rom 1:18) Paul also shows the nature of our rejection and why it has taken place.

The key to this universal rejection of God is found in the phrase “who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.” In Greek the word translated “suppress” is katechein, which means “hold,” “hold fast,” “keep,” “take,” “hold back,” “restrain,” or “repress.” In a positive sense, the word is used to mean holding to whatever is good. Paul speaks of “holding fast to the word of life” (Phil 2:16). In a negative sense it is used to mean wrongly suppressing something or holding it down. Thus other translations of the Bible speak in Romans 1:18 of those who “suppress the truth by their wickedness” (NIV), “suppress the truth in unrighteousness” (NASB), and “keep truth imprisoned in their wickedness” (JB). The New English Bible says that such people are “stifling” the truth. This, then, is the nature of the problem. The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against human beings, not because they have simply and perhaps carelessly overlooked the truth, but rather because they have deliberately and wickedly repressed whatever, deep in their hearts, they know about God.

R. C. Sproul has called this argument “the heart of Paul’s psychology of atheism,”4 pointing out it is here that human guilt lies. Sufficient knowledge has been given to all people to cause them to turn from themselves and their own way of life to God and so at least to begin to seek him. But this knowledge, like a great spring, has been pressed down. Now the spring threatens to leap up and demolish the views and lifestyle of the one repressing it. So that person holds it down, suppressing the truth.

Why do we do this? If it is true, as pointed out in the last chapter, that the knowledge of God leads to our chief good, and if, as we have just said, the beginning of that knowledge is already present to us, then why do we repress it? Would we not welcome such truth and seek to draw it out? Are people simply irrational at this point? Or is Paul’s view faulty?

Paul is not wrong. Men and women do suppress truth. But their reason for doing so is that they do not like the truth about God. They do not like the God to which the truth leads them.

Notice that Paul begins these verses from Romans by saying that the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all “ungodliness and unrighteousness of men.” Ungodliness has a variety of meanings. Here the meaning is not so much that human beings are not like God (though that is true) but that in addition they are in a state of opposition to God in his godly nature. God is sovereign, but people do not like his sovereignty. They do not want to acknowledge that there is one who rightly exercises rule over them. God is holy, but men and women do not like his holiness. His holiness calls our own sinfulness into question. God is all-knowing, but we do not like his knowledge. We do not like a God who sees into the dark recesses of our hearts and knows us intimately. Nearly everything that can be known about God is repugnant to the natural person in one way or another. So we repress the evidence that would lead us in the direction of a true knowledge of God.

The second word is “unrighteousness.” Everything about God is repugnant to the natural person, but the dominant cause of this repugnance is God’s righteousness. God is holy, but people are unholy. People are unrighteous, and they like their unrighteousness. Consequently, they do not wish to know a God who would press moral claims on them. To know God would require change. In other words, the refusal to know God is based not so much on intellectual causes as on moral ones.




REJECTING KNOWLEDGE OF GOD


At this point we have come to the true source of the human problem. Men and women have rejected the beginnings of the knowledge of God for moral and psychological reasons. But they find it impossible to stop there. They have rejected God; but they are still God’s creatures and have a need for God (or something like him) in their intellectual and moral make-up. Being unwilling to know the true God and being unable to do without him, they invent substitute gods to take his place. These gods may be the sophisticated scientific laws of our culture, the gods and goddesses of the Greek and Roman worlds, or the depraved, bestial images of paganism.

The universality of religion on this planet is not due to men and women being seekers after God, as some have argued. Rather it is because they will not have God, yet need something to take God’s place.

The process of rejection is a three-stage process well known to contemporary psychologists: trauma, repression, and substitution. In his analysis of atheism, Sproul shows that confrontation with the true God shocks and injures people. It is traumatic. Consequently, we repress what we know. “There is no trauma if the eyes are forever closed so that no light penetrates. But the eyes close in reaction to the shock of the light—after the pain has been experienced.”5 The important point here is that the knowledge of God, though repressed, is not destroyed. It remains intact, though deeply buried in the subconscious. The lack is therefore felt, and substitution of “that which is not God” for the true God follows.




GOD’S WRATH


At last, then, we arrive at Paul’s first statement, having taken the three main points of the passage in reverse order: the wrath of God is justly revealed against human beings because they suppressed the knowledge of God that was plain to them.

Some people are deeply disturbed by the teaching that the great God of the universe expresses wrath. They understand that God is a God of love, as indeed he is, and cannot see how God can possess the one characteristic as well as the other. In this, they fail either to understand or to know God. A God who does not have wrath against sin is a deformed or crippled God. He lacks something. God is perfect in his love. That is true. But God is also perfect in his wrath, which, as Paul tells us in Romans, is “revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men.”

In any logical presentation of doctrine, the wrath of God is the first truth we have to learn about him. Why didn’t Paul begin by saying that the love of God is revealed from heaven? It is not that God is not love, for he is, as Paul will show later. Rather, it is so we will recognize our deep spiritual need and be prepared to receive the knowledge of God in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Savior, where alone we can receive it. If men and women come to God boasting of their alleged spiritual knowledge, God will declare them to be ignorant. If they come to God boasting of their own achievements, God cannot and will not receive them. But if they come humbly, recognizing that they indeed have rejected what has been clearly revealed about God in nature, that they are without excuse, that God’s wrath justly hangs over them, then God will work in their lives. He will show that he has already made a way for removing the wrath due them, that Jesus has borne it, and that the way is now open for their growth in both the love and knowledge of God which is salvation.








BOOK 1~THE SOVEREIGN GOD

PART II

THE WORD OF GOD



All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.


2 TIMOTHY 3:16-17





They said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?”

LUKE 24:32





The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple; the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes.

PSALM 19:7-8





I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished.

MATTHEW 5:18





For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths.


2 TIMOTHY 4:3-4





Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.


2 TIMOTHY 2:15
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Our study of Christian doctrine has brought us to three great truths: first, the knowledge of God is our chief good; second, God has revealed in nature certain truths about himself to everyone; but third, people have rejected this revelation and have substituted false gods in place of the Creator. Awareness of the true God is conveyed to us externally, in all that we see, and internally through the workings of our own minds and hearts. But we have denied our awareness of God, changing the knowledge we do have into superstition. As a result, the world, for all its wisdom, does not know God and so lacks knowledge of itself also.

What is to be done? It is obvious from what has already been said that men and women can do nothing themselves. But the good news of the Christian religion is that although we can do nothing, God has done something. He has done what needs to be done. He has communicated with us. In other words, in addition to the general but limited revelation of himself in nature, God has provided a special revelation designed to lead those who did not know God and did not want to know God to a saving knowledge of him. This special revelation has three stages. First, there is redemption in history. This centers in the work of the Lord Jesus Christ. He died in the place of sinners and rose as proof of their divine justification. Second, there is a revelation in writing. This is the Bible. God has provided interpretive records of what he has done for our redemption. Finally, there is the application of these truths to the mind and heart of the individual by the Holy Spirit. As a result the individual is born again, receives the Lord Jesus Christ as Savior, and is enabled to follow him faithfully until life’s end.

It is evident, however, that in this three-stage special revelation the Bible is of critical importance. In the Bible alone we learn of God’s redemption of sinners in Christ; through the Bible the Spirit speaks to individuals. Therefore, as Calvin says, “Our wisdom ought to be nothing else than to embrace with humble teachableness, and at least without finding fault, whatever is taught in Sacred Scripture.”1

Without the Scriptures our imagined wisdom runs to foolishness. With the Scriptures and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we are able to learn who God is, what he has done for us, and how we can respond to him and live our lives in fellowship with him.


GOD HAS SPOKEN


The importance of the Bible lies in its being the Word of God written. And the first reason for believing the Bible to be this is the Bible’s own teaching about itself. That is where all people and particularly Christians should start. Many appeal to the Scriptures in defense of basic doctrines: the doctrine of God, the deity of Christ, the atonement, the resurrection, the nature of the church, the work of the Holy Spirit, the final judgment, and many other points of theology. They do so rightly. But if the Bible is authoritative and accurate in these matters, there is no reason why it should not be authoritative and accurate when speaking about itself.

When we take this approach, the first verse to look at is 2 Timothy 3:16. Here the New Testament speaks of the Old Testament, noting that “all Scripture is breathed out by God.” The English phrase “is breathed out by” (ESV) or “is given by inspiration of” (KJV) translates only one Greek word. This word, as B. B. Warfield pointed out at the beginning of this century, “very distinctly does not mean ‘inspired of God.’”2 That English phrase has come down to us from the Latin Vulgate (divinitus inspirata) through the translation of Wycliffe (“Al Scripture of God ynspyrid is . . .”) and other early English versions. But the Greek word does not mean “inspired.” It literally means “God-breathed.” This word was never correctly translated by any English version until publication in 1973 of the New International Version: New Testament.

The Greek word theopneustos combines the word for “God” (theos) and the word for “breath” or “spirit” (pneustos). In English we have the word for God preserved in the words theology, theophany, monotheism, and atheist, and in the names Dorothy, Theodore, and others. Pneuma is preserved in the words pneumatic and pneumonia. Together the words teach that the Scriptures are the direct result of the breathing out of God. Warfield writes,

The Greek term has . . . nothing to say of inspiring or of inspiration: it speaks only of a “spiring” or “spiration.” What it says of Scripture is, not that it is “breathed into by God” or that it is the product of the Divine “inbreathing” into its human authors, but that it is breathed out by God. . . . When Paul declares, then, that “every scripture,” or “all scripture” is the product of the Divine breath, “is God-breathed,” he asserts with as much energy as he could employ that Scripture is the product of a specifically Divine operation.3


Some things recorded in the Bible, of course, are merely the words of weak and erring men. But when that is the case, the words are identified as such, and the divine teaching in the passages involved are that such views are indeed weak and erring. To give one extreme example, in the early chapters of the book of Job we read, “Skin for skin! All that a man has he will give for his life” (Job 2:4). But that is not true, at least not in all cases. How is this to be explained? When we read the chapter carefully we see that the words were spoken by the devil, who is elsewhere described as the father of all falsehood (Jn 8:44). Similarly, in the rest of the book we find long chapters filled with the vain and sometimes faulty advice of Job’s comforters. But their words are not fully true, and suddenly God breaks into the nonsense to ask, “Who is this that darkens counsel by words without knowledge?” (Job 38:2). Here God specifically exposes the false opinions of Job’s counselors.

The Bible carries absolute authority as to the factualness of the narratives, and whenever God speaks either directly or through one of his prophets there is not only perfect accuracy but absolute authority as well. It has been noted that in the Pentateuch alone the words “the LORD said” occur almost eight hundred times and that the words “Thus saith the LORD” is a recurring refrain throughout the prophets.





“IT SAYS”/“GOD SAYS”


Next to the verse from 2 Timothy may be placed a double series of passages, collected by Warfield, showing clearly that the New Testament writers identified the Bible that they possessed, the Old Testament, with the living voice of God. “In one of these classes of passages,” writes Warfield, “the Scriptures are spoken of as if they were God; in the other, God is spoken of as if he were the Scriptures: in the two together, God and the Scriptures are brought into such conjunction as to show that in point of directness of authority no distinction was made between them.”4 The sensitive reader of the Bible can only conclude that the unique and divine character of the sacred books was by no means an invented or abstract affirmation of the biblical writers, but rather a basic assumption behind all that they taught or wrote.

Examples of the first class of passages are such as these: Galatians 3:8, “The Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles through faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed’” (Gen 12:1-3); Romans 9:17, “The Scripture says to Pharaoh, ‘For this very purpose I have raised you up, that I might show my power in you’” (Ex 9:16). It was not, however, the Scripture (which did not exist at the time) that, foreseeing God’s purposes of grace in the future, spoke these precious words to Abraham, but God himself in his own person: it was not the not yet existent Scripture that made this announcement to Pharaoh, but God himself through the mouth of his prophet Moses. These acts could be attributed to “Scripture” only as the result of such a habitual identification, in the mind of the writer, of the text of Scripture with God as speaking, that it became natural to use the term “Scripture says,” when what was really intended was “God, as recorded in Scripture, said.”

Examples of the other class of passages are such as these: Matthew 19:4-5, “He answered, ‘Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh?”’” (Gen 2:24); Hebrews 3:7, “Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, ‘Today, if you hear his voice’” (Ps 95:7); Acts 4:24-25, “Sovereign Lord . . . who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, ‘Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain?’” (Ps 2:1); Acts 13:34-35, “And as for the fact that he raised him from the dead, no more to return to corruption, he has spoken in this way, ‘I will give you the holy and sure blessings of David’” (Is 55:3); “Therefore he says also in another psalm, ‘You will not let your Holy One see corruption” (Ps 16:10); Hebrews 1:6-8, 10, “And again, when he brings the firstborn into the world, he says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship him’” (Deut 32:43); “Of the angels he says, ‘He makes his angels winds, and his ministers a flame of fire’” (Ps 104:4); “But of the Son he says, ‘Your throne, O God, is for ever and ever’” (Ps. 45:6); and “You, Lord, laid the foundation of the earth in the beginning” (Ps 102:25). It is not God, however, in whose mouth these sayings are placed in the text of the Old Testament: they are the words of others, recorded in the text of Scripture as spoken to or of God. They could be attributed to God only through such habitual identification, in the minds of the writers, of the text of Scripture with the utterances of God that it had become natural to use the term “God says” when what was really intended was “Scripture, the Word of God, says.”

The two sets of passages, together, thus show an absolute identification, in the minds of these writers, of “Scripture” with the speaking of God.5




MOVED BY GOD


None of the preceding discussion is meant to deny the genuine human element in Scripture. In 2 Peter 1:21, Peter writes, “No prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” It can hardly be overemphasized in the light of some current misunderstandings that Peter does acknowledge that people had a part in writing Scripture. He says, “Men spoke.” But what makes the Bible different from other books is that in their speaking (or writing) the biblical authors were moved on by God.

The biblical writers wrote out of their own experience. They used their own vocabulary. The literary polish of their writings varies. They sometimes use secular sources. They are selective. In many ways the books of the Bible bear evidence of having been written by people who were very human and very much people of their time.

Yet the books of the Old and New Testaments bear evidence of being something more than merely human. Peter says that these writers “spoke from God” and were “carried along by the Holy Spirit.” The word translated “carried along” is significant. It is used by Luke to describe the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost as a “sound like a mighty rushing wind” (Acts 2:2). Later, Luke once again employs the word in the dramatic account of the Mediterranean storm that ultimately destroyed the ship taking Paul to Rome. Luke notes that the ship was carried along by the wind. “When the ship was caught and could not face the wind, we gave way to it and were driven along” (Acts 27:15); “they lowered the gear, and thus they were driven along” (Acts 27:17). Luke was saying that the ship was at the mercy of the storm. It did not cease to be a ship, but it did cease to have control over its course and destination.

Similarly, Peter teaches that the writers of the Bible were borne along in their writing to produce the words that God intended to be recorded. They wrote as people, but as people moved by the Holy Spirit. The result was the revelation of God.

The verse in 2 Peter does not imply anything about a particular method by which the biblical writers became aware of God’s Word and transcribed it. The methods that God used to communicate his revelation to the biblical writers varied. Some apparently wrote as people might write today, collecting material and composing it to bring out the most significant events or emphases. Such were John, the author of the fourth Gospel, and Luke, the author of the third Gospel and of Acts (Jn 20:30; Lk 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2). They did not receive their books from God by dictation. Moses received a revelation of the law on Mount Sinai in the midst of fire, smoke, and thunder (Ex 19:18-19). The Lord came to Daniel in a vision (Dan 2:19), as he did perhaps also to the apostle Paul on one occasion (Gal 1:11-12). Isaiah claimed to have heard the voice of the Lord as he would have heard the voice of another human being. “The LORD of hosts has revealed himself in my ears” (Is 22:14). The methods are clearly varied, but the result is the same. The product is the specific revelation of God.

Most of the texts mentioned thus far have had to do with the Old Testament. But there are also texts that indicate that the teaching of the New Testament about the Old Testament applies to the New Testament writings too. Thus, Paul writes of the gospel that he had preached, “We also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers” (1 Thess 2:13; compare Gal 1:11-12). Similarly, Peter places the Pauline letters in the same category as the Old Testament. “Our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures” (2 Pet 3:15-16).

Of course, the New Testament does not speak of itself with the same frequency and in exactly the same manner as it speaks of the Old Testament, since the New Testament books had not been collected into an authoritative volume during the lifetime of the writers. Nevertheless, on several occasions the New Testament writers do speak of their writings as the words of God. In some cases, when a New Testament book was written late enough to know of other New Testament writings, the later book speaks of the earlier ones in the same terms that Christians and Jews used to refer to the Old Testament.




THE WITNESS OF JESUS CHRIST


The most important reason for believing the Bible to be the Word of God written and hence the sole authority for Christians in all matters of faith and conduct is the teaching of Jesus Christ. Today it is common for some to contrast the Bible’s authority unfavorably with Christ’s. But such a contrast is unjustifiable. Jesus so identified himself with Scripture and so interpreted his ministry in the light of Scripture that it is impossible to weaken the authority of one without at the same time weakening the authority of the other.

Christ’s high regard for the Old Testament is first seen by the fact that he appealed to it as an infallible authority. When tempted by the devil in the wilderness, Jesus replied three times by quotations from Deuteronomy (Mt 4:1-11). He replied to the question of the Sadducees about the heavenly status of marriage and the reality of the resurrection (Lk 20:27-40), first by a rebuke that they did not know either the Scriptures or the power of God, and second, by a direct quotation from Exodus 3:6, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” On many occasions Jesus appealed to Scripture in support of his actions, as in defense of his cleansing of the temple (Mk 11:15-17) or in reference to his submission to the cross (Mt 26:53-54). He taught that the “Scripture cannot be broken” (Jn 10:35). He declared, “Until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Mt 5:18).

Matthew 5:18 deserves some additional consideration. It is evident, even as we read the phrase after a space of some two thousand years, that the words “not an iota, not a dot” were a common expression referring to the most minute parts of the Mosaic law. The iota stands for the smallest letter of the Hebrew alphabet, the letter that we would transliterate by an i or y. In written Hebrew it resembled a comma, though it was written near the top of the letters rather than near the bottom. The dot (or tittle, KJV) was what we would call a serif, the tiny projection on letters that distinguishes a roman typeface from a more modern one. In many Bibles Psalm 119 is divided into twenty-two sections, each beginning with a different letter of the Hebrew alphabet. If one’s Bible is well printed, the English reader can see what a dot is by comparing the Hebrew letter before Psalm 119:9 with the Hebrew letter before Psalm 119:81. The first letter is a beth. The second is a kaph. The only difference between them is the serif. The same feature distinguishes daleth from resh and vau from zayin. According to Jesus, then, not even an i or a serif of the law would be lost until the whole law was fulfilled.

What can give the law so permanent a character? Obviously nothing human, for all things human pass away. The only basis for the law’s imperishable quality is that it is actually divine. The reason it will not pass away is that it is the Word of the true, living, and eternal God. That is the substance of Christ’s teaching.

Second, Jesus saw his life as a fulfillment of Scripture. He consciously submitted himself to it. He began his ministry with a quotation from Isaiah 61:1-2.


The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives

and recovering of sight to the blind,

to set at liberty those who are oppressed,

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. (Lk 4:18-19)



When he had finished reading he put the scroll down and said, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Lk 4:21). Jesus was claiming to be the Messiah, the one about whom Isaiah had written. He was identifying his forthcoming ministry with the lines set out for it in Scripture.

Later in his ministry we find disciples of John the Baptist coming to Jesus with John’s question: “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” (Mt 11:3). Jesus answered by a second reference to this section of Isaiah’s prophecy. He said, in effect, “Don’t take my word for who I am. Look at what Isaiah foretold about the Messiah. Then see if I’m fulfilling it.” Jesus challenged people to evaluate his ministry in the light of God’s Word.

The Gospel of John shows Jesus talking to the Jewish rulers about authority, and the climax of what he says has to do entirely with Scripture. He says that nobody would ever believe in him who had not first believed in the writings of Moses, for Moses wrote about him. “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me. . . . Do not think that I will accuse you to the Father. There is one who accuses you: Moses, on whom you have set your hope. For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me. But if you do not believe his writings, how will you believe my words?” (Jn 5:39, 45-47).

At the end of Jesus’ life, as he is hanging on the cross, he is again thinking of Scripture. He says, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (a quotation from Ps 22:1). He says that he thirsts. They give him a sponge filled with vinegar that Psalm 69:21 might be fulfilled. Three days later, after the resurrection, he is on the way to Emmaus with two of his disciples, chiding them because they have not used Scripture to understand the necessity of his suffering. He says, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” Then, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Lk 24:25-27).

On the basis of these and many other passages, it is beyond doubt that Jesus highly esteemed the Old Testament and constantly submitted to it as to an authoritative revelation. He taught that the Scriptures bore a witness to him, just as he bore a witness to them. Because they are the words of God, Jesus assumed their complete reliability, in whole and to the smallest part.

Jesus also endorsed the New Testament, though in a different form from his endorsement of the Old Testament (because, of course, the New Testament had not yet been written). He foresaw the writing of the New Testament. So he chose the apostles to be the recipients of the new revelation.

There were two qualifications of an apostle, as Acts 1:21-26 and other passages indicate. First, the apostle was to be one who had known Jesus during the days of his earthly ministry and had been a witness of his resurrection in particular (Acts 1:21-22). Paul’s apostleship was undoubtedly challenged at this point because he became a Christian after the return of Christ to heaven and thus had not known him in the flesh. But Paul cited his vision of the resurrected Christ on the road to Damascus as having met this requirement. “Am I not an apostle? . . . Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1 Cor 9:1).

The second requirement was that Jesus had chosen the apostle for his unique role and task. As part of this he promised a unique giving of the Holy Spirit so that they would remember, understand, and be able to record the truths concerning his ministry. “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” (Jn 14:26). Similarly, “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (Jn 16:12-14).

Did the apostles fulfill their commission? Yes, they did. The New Testament is the result. What is more, the early church recognized their role. For when it came time to declare officially what books were to be included in the canon of the New Testament, the decisive factor was perceived to be whether or not they were written by the apostles or bore apostolic endorsement. The church did not create the canon; if it had, it would place itself over Scripture. Rather the church submitted to Scripture as a higher authority.




BELIEVING THE BIBLE


I end this chapter with an obvious question. Do we believe these teachings? Do we believe that the Bible is indeed the written Word of God in accord with its own teaching and that of the Lord Jesus Christ?

It is popular today to doubt this teaching. This has caused much current confusion in theology and in the Christian church. But the doubt is not new. It is the most fundamental and original of all doubts. It is found on the lips of Satan in the earliest chapters of the Bible. “He [the serpent] said to the woman, ‘Did God actually say, “You shall not eat of any tree in the garden”?’” (Gen 3:1). The question is, can God be trusted? Is the Bible truly his Word? Do we believe this without any mental reservations? If we do question the Word of God and if we have mental reservations about its authority, we will never be interested in true Bible study, nor will we come into the fullness of wisdom about God and ourselves that he desires for us. On the other hand, if we do accept these truths, we will want to study the Bible, and we will grow in knowledge and devotion. In fact, the study of Scripture will bless us. The text that began this chapter goes on to say, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim 3:16-17).
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A primary cause of the confusion within the Christian church today is its lack of a valid authority. There have been attempts to supply this authority through the pronouncements of church councils, existential encounters with an intangible “word” of God, and other means. But none of these recent approaches can claim to be very successful. What is wrong? What is the source of the Christian’s authority?

The classical Protestant answer is the revealed Word of God, the Bible. The Bible is authoritative because it is not the words of mere humans, though humans were the channels by which it came to us, but it is the direct result of the “breathing-out” of God. It is his product. But there is another level on which the question of authority may be raised. This relates to the way in which we become convinced of the Bible’s authority. What is there about the Bible or the study of the Bible that should convince us that it is indeed God’s Word?

The human aspect of the authority question takes us a bit further into what we mean when we say that the Bible is the Word of God, for the full meaning of that statement is not only that God has spoken to give us the Bible but also that he continues to speak through it to individuals. In other words, as individuals study the Bible, God speaks to them in their study and transforms them by the truths they find there. There is a direct encounter of the individual believer with God. It is what Luther meant when he declared at the Diet of Worms, “My conscience has been taken captive by the Word of God.” It is what Calvin meant when he declared that “Scripture indeed is self-authenticated.”1

Nothing but direct experience will ever ultimately convince anybody that the Bible’s words are the authentic and authoritative words of God. As Calvin said, “The same spirit, therefore, who has spoken through the mouths of the prophets must penetrate into our hearts to persuade us that they faithfully proclaimed what has been divinely commanded.”2

The Bible is something more than a body of revealed truths, a collection of books verbally inspired of God. It is also the living voice of God. The living God speaks through its pages. Therefore, it is not to be valued as a sacred object to be placed on a shelf and neglected, but as holy ground, where people’s hearts and minds may come into vital contact with the living, gracious, and disturbing God. For a proper perspective on Scripture and for a valid understanding of revelation, there must be a constant interworking of these factors: an infallible and authoritative Word, the activity of the Holy Spirit in interpreting and applying that Word, and a receptive human heart. No true knowledge of God takes place without these elements.



SOLA SCRIPTURA


The assurance that God has spoken to them directly through his Holy Scriptures gave the Reformers their unique boldness. The formation of that truth theologically was the fundamentally new element in the Reformation.

The Reformation battle cry was sola Scriptura, “Scripture alone.” But sola Scriptura meant more to the Reformers than that God has revealed himself in the propositions of the Bible. The new element was not that the Bible, being given by God, speaks with God’s authority. The Roman Church held to that as well as the Reformers. The new element, as Packer points out,

was the belief, borne in upon the Reformers by their own experience of Bible study, that Scripture can and does interpret itself to the faithful from within—Scripture is its own interpreter, Scriptura sui ipsius interpres, as Luther puts it—so that not only does it not need Popes or Councils to tell us, as from God, what it means; it can actually challenge Papal and conciliar pronouncements, convince them of being ungodly and untrue, and require the faithful to part company with them. . . . As Scripture was the only source from which sinners might gain true knowledge of God and godliness, so Scripture was the only judge of what the church had in each age ventured to say in her Lord’s name.3


In Luther’s time the Roman Church had weakened the authority of the Bible by exalting human traditions to the stature of Scripture and by insisting that the teaching of the Bible could be communicated to Christian people only through the mediation of popes, councils, and priests. The Reformers restored biblical authority by holding that the living God speaks to his people directly and authoritatively through its pages.

The Reformers called the activity of God by which the truth of his Word is borne in on the mind and consciences of his people, “the internal witness of the Holy Spirit.” They stressed that such activity was the subjective or internal counterpart of the objective or external revelation, and often referred to texts from John’s writings. “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the its sound, but you do not know where it comes or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (Jn 3:8). “But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all have knowledge. . . . But the anointing that you received from him abides in you, and you have no need that anyone should teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about everything, and is true, and is no lie—just as it has taught you, abide in him” (1 Jn 2:20, 27). “And the Spirit is the one who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth” (1 Jn 5:6).

The same idea is present in Paul’s writings.


We have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual. The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one. (1 Cor 2:12-15)

I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places. (Eph 1:16-20)



Taken together, these texts teach that not only our rebirth but our entire growth in spiritual wisdom and the knowledge of God is the result of the working of the divine Spirit on our life and mind through the Scriptures, and that no spiritual understanding is possible apart from this activity. The witness of the Holy Spirit is, therefore, the effectual reason why the Bible is received as the final authority in all matters of faith and practice by those who are God’s children.




THE BOOK THAT UNDERSTANDS ME


When we begin to read the Bible and are spoken to by the Holy Spirit as we read it, several things happen. First, the reading affects us as no other reading does.

Dr. Emile Cailliet was a French philosopher who eventually settled in America and became a professor at Princeton Theological Seminary in New Jersey. He had been brought up with a naturalistic education. He had never shown the slightest interest in spiritual things. He had never seen a Bible. But World War I came, and as he sat in the trenches he found himself reflecting on the inadequacy of his world-and-life view. He asked himself the same questions Levin had asked in Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, while sitting beside the bed of his dying brother: Where did life come from? What did it all mean, if anything? What value are scientific laws or theories in the face of reality? Cailliet later wrote, “Like Levin, I too felt, not with my reason but with my whole being, that I was destined to perish miserably when the hour came.”

During the long night watches, Cailliet began to long for what he came to call “a book that would understand me.” He was highly educated, but he knew of no such book. Thus, when he was later wounded and released from the army and returned to his studies, he determined that he would prepare such a book secretly for his own use. As he read for his courses, he would file away passages that seemed to speak to his condition. Afterward he would copy them over in a leather-bound book. He hoped that the quotations, which he carefully indexed and numbered, would lead him from fear and anguish to release and jubilation.

At last the day came when he had put the finishing touches to his book, “the book that would understand me.” He went out and sat down under a tree and opened the anthology. He began to read, but instead of release and jubilation, a growing disappointment began to come over him as he recognized that instead of speaking to his condition, the various passages only reminded him of their context and of his own work in searching them out and recording them. Then he knew that the whole undertaking simply would not work, for the book was a book of his own making. It carried no strength of persuasion. Dejected, he returned it to his pocket.

At that very moment his wife (who knew nothing of the project) came by with an interesting story. She had been walking in their tiny French village that afternoon and had stumbled on a small Huguenot chapel. She had never seen it before, but she had gone in and had asked for a Bible, much to her own surprise. The elderly pastor had given her one. She began apologizing to her husband, for she knew his feelings about the Christian faith. But he was not listening to her apology. “A Bible, you say? Where is it? Show me,” he said. “I have never seen one before.” When she produced it he rushed to his study and began to read. In his own words,


I opened it and “chanced” upon the Beatitudes! I read, and read, and read—now aloud with an indescribable warmth surging within. . . . I could not find words to express my awe and wonder. And suddenly the realization dawned upon me: This was the Book that would understand me! I needed it so much, yet, unaware, I had attempted to write my own—in vain. I continued to read deeply into the night, mostly from the gospels. And lo and behold, as I looked through them, the One of whom they spoke, the One who spoke and acted in them, became alive to me. This vivid experience marked the beginning of my understanding of prayer. It also proved to be my initiation to the notion of Presence which later would prove so crucial in my theological thinking.

The providential circumstances amid which the Book had found me now made it clear that while it seemed absurd to speak of a book understanding a man, this could be said of the Bible because its pages were animated by the Presence of the Living God and the Power of His mighty acts. To this God I prayed that night, and the God who answered was the same God of whom it was spoken in the Book.4



In all ages God’s people have discovered the Reformation insight. Here is Calvin’s expression of the same truth:

Now this power which is peculiar to Scripture is clear from the fact that of human writings, however artfully polished, there is none capable of affecting us at all comparably. Read Demosthenes or Cicero; read Plato, Aristotle, and others of that tribe. They will, I admit, allure you, delight you, move you, enrapture you in wonderful measure. But betake yourself from them to this sacred reading. Then, in spite of yourself, so deeply will it affect you, so penetrate your heart, so fix itself in your very marrow, that compared with its deep impression, such vigor as the orators and philosophers have will nearly vanish. Consequently, it is easy to see that the Sacred Scriptures, which so far surpass all gifts and graces of human endeavor, breathe something divine.5


Another example is recorded toward the end of Luke’s Gospel. Jesus had just risen from the dead and had begun to appear to the disciples. Two of these, Cleopas and possibly his wife, were returning to their hometown of Emmaus when Jesus drew close to them on the road. They did not recognize him. When he asked why they were downcast, they replied by telling him what had happened in Jerusalem at the time of the Passover. They told him about Jesus, “who was a prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people.” They told him how the chief priests and rulers “delivered him up to be condemned to death, and crucified him” (Lk 24:19-20). They had been in Jerusalem that very morning and had heard tales from the women who had been to the tomb, reporting that the body was gone and that angels had appeared proclaiming that Jesus had been made alive. But they didn’t believe in resurrections. They hadn’t even bothered to go to the tomb to see for themselves, although they were within a short walk of it. The dream was over. Jesus was dead. They were going home.

But Jesus began to talk to them and explain the mission of the Christ, teaching them from the Scriptures. He said, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” (Lk 24:25-26). Then beginning with Moses and going through all the prophets, he explained to them out of the Scriptures the things they said about himself.

At last they came to where the two disciples lived. They invited Jesus in, and he revealed himself to them as they ate together. He vanished, and they at once returned to Jerusalem to tell the other disciples what had happened. Their own testimony was this: “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?” (Lk 24:32). They were convicted by the Word of God. In this instance Jesus himself fulfilled the role of the Holy Spirit by interpreting the Bible to his disciples and by applying its truths to them.

The Bible also changes us. We become different men and women as a result of encountering it. A section of the thirteenth chapter of Romans changed the life of St. Augustine as he turned to the Bible in the garden of a friend’s estate near Milan, Italy. Luther tells how in meditating on the Scriptures while secluded in the Wartburg Castle, he felt himself to be “reborn,” and tells how Romans 1:17 became for him “a gate to heaven.” John Wesley’s meditation on Scripture led to his conversion in the little meeting in Aldersgate. J. B. Phillips writes,


Some years before the publication of the New English Bible, I was invited by the BBC to discuss the problems of translation with Dr. E. V. Rieu, who had himself recently produced a translation of the four Gospels for Penguin Classics. Towards the end of the discussion Dr. Rieu was asked about his general approach to the task, and his reply was this:

“My personal reason for doing this was my own intense desire to satisfy myself as to the authenticity and the spiritual content of the Gospels. And, if I received any new light by an intensive study of the Greek originals, to pass it on to others. I approached them in the same spirit as I would have approached them had they been presented to me as recently discovered Greek manuscripts.”

A few minutes later I asked him, “Did you get the feeling that the whole material is extraordinarily alive? . . . I got the feeling that the whole thing was alive even while one was translating. Even though one did a dozen versions of a particular passage, it was still living. Did you get that feeling?”

Dr. Rieu replied, “I got the deepest feeling that I possibly could have experienced. It—changed me; my work changed me. And I came to the conclusion that these words bear the seal of—the Son of man and God. And they’re the Magna Carta of the human spirit.”



Phillips concludes, “I found it particularly thrilling to hear a man who is a scholar of the first rank as well as a man of wisdom and experience openly admitting that these words written long ago were alive with power. They bore to him, as to me, the ring of truth.”6




ONE SUBJECT


Another result of reading the Bible is that the Holy Spirit who speaks in its pages will direct the student to Jesus. The Bible contains many varieties of material. It covers hundreds of years of history. Still, the object of the Bible in each of its parts is to point to Jesus, and this goal is carried out on the subjective level by Christ’s Spirit. Jesus said, “But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me” (Jn 15:26). Since the role of the Holy Spirit is to point to Jesus in the Scriptures, we can be sure that we are listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit when that happens.

“Isn’t the Bible mostly history?” a person might ask. “How can Jesus be its subject in the Old Testament? And how can the Holy Spirit point us to him?” Jesus becomes the subject of the Old Testament in two ways: (1) by fitting in with its general themes and (2) by fulfilling specific prophecies found there.

One main theme of the Old Testament is human sin and our resultant need. The Bible begins with the story of the creation. But no sooner is this story told (in the first chapter of Genesis) than we are also told of the fall of the human race. Instead of being humbly and gratefully dependent on our Creator, as we should have been, we were soon in a state of rebellion against God. We went our own way instead of God’s. So the consequences of sin (ultimately, death) came on us.

In the rest of the Old Testament we see these consequences unfolding: the murder of Abel, the corruption leading up to the flood, demonism, sexual perversions, eventually even tragedy for the chosen nation of Israel in spite of great blessings. The Old Testament is best summarized in David’s psalm of repentance, which ought properly to be the psalm of the whole human race.


Have mercy on me, O God,

according to your steadfast love;

according to your abundant mercy

blot out my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,

and cleanse me from my sin!

For I know my transgressions,

and my sin is ever before me. . . .

Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity,

and in sin did my mother conceive me. (Ps 51:1-3, 5)



Here is one important biblical doctrine. But if we understand it rightly, even this doctrine is not an end in itself. The truth of our sin and need is expounded in the Bible because the Bible is also able to point to Christ as the solution to the dilemma.

A second Old Testament theme is the existence of a God who acts in love to redeem sinners. God the Father did this throughout the Old Testament period. At the same time, as he did it, he pointed to the coming of his Son, who would redeem men and women perfectly and forever.

When Adam and Eve sinned, sin separated them from the Creator. They tried to hide. God, however, came to them in the cool of the evening, calling them. It is true that God spoke in judgment, as he had to do. He revealed the consequences of their sin. Still, he also killed animals, clothed the man and woman with skins, covering their shame, and began his teaching of the way of salvation through sacrifice. In the same story he spoke to Satan revealing the coming of one who would one day defeat him forever: “He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen 3:15).

Nine chapters later we find another, somewhat veiled reference to the “seed” who shall crush Satan. It is God’s first great promise to Abraham, stressing that in him all nations would be blessed (Gen 12:3; 22:18). The blessing referred to is certainly not a blessing to come to all people through Abraham personally. It is not a blessing to come through all Jews indiscriminately, for all Jews are not even theists. The foretold blessing was to come through the seed of Abraham, the promised seed, the Messiah. Thus, years later the apostle Paul, who knew this text, used it to show (1) that the seed was the Lord Jesus, (2) that the promise to Abraham was one of blessing through him, and (3) that the blessing was to come through Christ’s work of redemption (Gal 3:13-16).

An interesting prophecy was spoken by the Lord through Balaam, a shifty, half-hearted prophet of Moses’ day. Balak, a king who was hostile to Israel, had hired Balaam to curse the Jewish people. But every time Balaam opened his mouth, blessings on the people came out instead. On one occasion he said,


A star shall come out of Jacob,

and a scepter shall rise out of Israel. . . .

And one from Jacob shall exercise dominion. (Num 24:17, 19)]

As he was dying, the patriarch Jacob said,

The scepter shall not depart from Judah,

nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,

until tribute comes to him;

and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples. (Gen 49:10)



Moses also spoke of the one who would come: “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your brothers—it is to him you shall listen” (Deut 18:15). And again, with God speaking, “I will put my words in his mouth, and he shall speak to them all that I command him” (Deut 18:18).

The book of Psalms contains great prophecies. The second psalm tells of Christ’s victory and rule over the nations of this earth. This psalm was a popular one with the early Christians (see Acts 4). Psalm 16:10 foretells the resurrection (see Acts 2:31). In Psalms 22; 23; 24 we have three portraits of the Lord Jesus: the suffering Savior, the compassionate Shepherd, and the King. Other psalms speak of other aspects of his life and ministry. Psalm 110 returns to the theme of his rule, looking for the day when Jesus shall take his seat at the right hand of the Father when all his enemies shall be made his “footstool.”

Details of Christ’s life, death and resurrection occur in the books of the prophets—in Isaiah, Daniel, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Zechariah, and others.

The Lord Jesus Christ and his work are the chief subjects of the Bible. It is the work of the Holy Spirit to reveal him. As the revelation takes place the Bible becomes understandable, Scripture bears witness to Scripture, and the power of the living God is sensed to be surging through its pages.




WORD AND SPIRIT


The combination of an objective, written revelation and its subjective interpretation to the individual by God’s Spirit is the key to the Christian doctrine of the knowledge of God. This combination keeps us from two errors.

The first is the error of overspiritualizing revelation. This is the error that entangled the Anabaptist “enthusiasts” in Calvin’s day and that has since entrapped many of their followers. The enthusiasts laid claim to private, Spirit-given revelations as justification for their decisions and conduct. But these were often contrary to the express teaching of the Word of God, as, for example, their occasional decision to stop working and gather for the anticipated return of the Lord. Without the objective Word there was no way to judge such “revelations” or to keep the individuals from error who were caught up in them. Calvin wrote in reference to this dilemma:

The Holy Spirit so inheres in his truth, which he expresses in Scripture, that only when its proper reverence and dignity are given to the Word does the Holy Spirit show forth his power. . . . The children of God . . . see themselves, without the Spirit of God, bereft of the whole light of truth, so are not unaware that the Word is the instrument by which the Lord dispenses the illumination of his Spirit to believers. For they know no other Spirit than him who dwelt and spoke in the apostles, and by whose oracles they are continually recalled to the hearing of the Word.7


On the other hand, the combination of an objective Word and a subjective application of that Word by God’s Spirit also keeps us from the error of overintellectualizing God’s truth. That error was evident in the diligent Bible study habits of the scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ time. The scribes and Pharisees were not slothful students. They were meticulous in their pursuit of Bible knowledge, even to the point of counting the individual letters of the Bible books. Yet Jesus rebuked them, saying, “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness about me” (Jn 5:39).

To know God we must be taught from the Bible by the Holy Spirit. It is only then that a full awareness of the nature of the Bible and its authority is borne home on our minds and hearts, and we find ourselves taking a firm stand on that cherished revelation.
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T he chief evidence for the Bible’s being the Word of God is the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit to that truth. Without such testimony the truthfulness of Scripture will never impress itself adequately on a reader. But that does not mean that there are no rational supports for one’s conviction. The rational arguments should be known by the mature Christian, as well as by anyone who is just beginning to consider the claims of Christianity.

What are these arguments? Some have already been suggested. First, there are the claims of the Scriptures themselves. The books of the Bible claim to be the Word of God, and, while this in itself does not prove that they are, nevertheless it is a fact to be accounted for. We must ask how books that seem to be right in so many other respects could yet be in error at the crucial point of their self-awareness. Second, there is the testimony of Jesus. His testimony is the greatest argument of all. For even if Jesus were only a great teacher, his regard for the Bible as the ultimate authority in life could hardly be disregarded. Third, there is the doctrinal and ethical superiority of the Bible to all other books. The Bible’s superiority has often been acknowledged even by unbelievers and is denied by few who have actually read and studied its pages. Fourth, there is the power of the Bible to affect us as we read it. What produces such results if the Bible is not divine both in its source and its operation on human lives?

Thomas Watson, one of the great English Puritans, wrote,

I wonder whence the Scriptures should come, if not from God. Bad men could not be the authors of it. Would their minds be employed in inditing such holy lines? Would they declare so fiercely against sin? Good men could not be the authors of it. Could they write in such a strain? or could it stand with their grace to counterfeit God’s name, and put, Thus saith the Lord, to a book of their own devising?1


Here are four good reasons for regarding the Bible as the revealed Word of God, plus a fifth arising out of Watson’s argument: the biblical writers would not have claimed divine origin for a book they knew to be purely their own. What follows are five more supports for the same conclusion.


THE UNITY IN DIVERSITY


A sixth reason for regarding the Bible as the revealed Word of God is the extraordinary unity of the book. This is an old argument, but it is a good one nonetheless. It is one that grows in force the more one studies the documents. The Bible is composed of sixty-six parts, or books, written over a period of approximately fifteen hundred years (from about 1450 BC to about AD 90) by over forty different people. These people were not alike. They came from various levels of society and from diverse backgrounds. Some were kings. Others were statesmen, priests, prophets, a tax collector, a physician, a tentmaker, fishermen. If asked about any subject at all, they would have had views as diverse as the opinions of people living today. Yet together they produced a volume that is a marvelous unity in its doctrine, historical viewpoints, ethics, and expectations. It is, in short, a single story of divine redemption begun in Israel, centered in Jesus Christ, and culminating at the end of history. The nature of this unity is important. To begin with, as R. A. Torrey notes,

It is not a superficial unity, but a profound unity. On the surface, we often find apparent discrepancy and disagreement, but, as we study, the apparent discrepancy and disagreement disappear, and the deep underlying unity appears. The more deeply we study, the more complete do we find the unity to be. The unity is also an organic one—that is, it is not the unity of a dead thing, like a stone, but of a living thing, like a plant. In the early books of the Bible we have the germinant thought; as we go on we have the plant, and further on the bud, and then the blossom, and then the ripened fruit. In Revelation we find the ripened fruit of Genesis.2


What can account for this unity? There is only one way of accounting for it: behind the efforts of the more than forty human authors is the one perfect, sovereign, and guiding mind of God.




UNCOMMON ACCURACY


A seventh reason for believing the Bible to be the Word of God is its uncommon accuracy. To be sure, its accuracy does not prove the Bible to be divine—human beings are also sometimes quite accurate—but it is what we should expect if the Bible is the result of God’s effort. On the other hand, if the accuracy of the Bible extends to the point of inerrancy (which we will consider in the next chapter), that would be a direct proof of its divinity. For, although error is human, inerrancy is certainly divine.

At some points the accuracy of the Bible may be tested externally, as in the historical portions of the New Testament. We may take the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts as an example. Luke–Acts is an attempt to write an “orderly account” of Jesus’ life and of the rapid expansion of the early Christian church (Lk 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2). That would be an enormous undertaking even in our day. It was especially so in ancient times, when there were no newspapers or reference books. In fact there were few written documents of any kind. Yet in spite of this, Luke charted the growth of what began as an insignificant religious movement in a far corner of the Roman Empire, a movement that progressed quietly and without official sanction so that within forty years of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ there were Christian congregations in most of the major cities of the empire. Does Luke’s work succeed? It does so remarkably and with what is apparently total accuracy.

For one thing, both books show amazing accuracy in handling official titles and corresponding spheres of influence. This has been documented by F. F. Bruce of the University of Manchester, England, in a small work entitled The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? Bruce writes:

One of the most remarkable tokens of his [Luke’s] accuracy is his sure familiarity with the proper titles of all the notable persons who are mentioned in his pages. This was by no means such an easy feat in his days as it is in ours, when it is so simple to consult convenient books of reference. The accuracy of Luke’s use of the various titles in the Roman Empire has been compared to the easy and confident way in which an Oxford man in ordinary conversation will refer to the Heads of colleges by their proper titles—the Provost of Oriel, the Master of Balliol, the Rector of Exeter, the President of Magdalen, and so on. A non-Oxonian like the present writer never feels quite at home with the multiplicity of these Oxford titles.3


Luke obviously feels at home with the Roman titles; he never gets them wrong.

Bruce adds that Luke had a further difficulty in that the titles often did not remain the same for any great length of time. For example, the administration of a province might pass from a direct representative of the emperor to a senatorial government, and would then be governed by a proconsul rather than an imperial legate (legatus pro praetore). Cyprus, an imperial province until 22 BC, became a senatorial province in that year and was therefore no longer governed by an imperial legate but by a proconsul. Thus when Paul and Barnabas arrived in Cyprus about AD 47, it was the proconsul Sergius Paulus who greeted them (Acts 13:7).

Similarly, Achaia was a senatorial province from 27 BC to AD 15, and again subsequent to AD 44. Hence, Luke refers to Gallio, the Roman ruler in Greece, as “the proconsul of Achaia” (Acts 18:12), the title of the Roman representative during the time of Paul’s visit to Corinth but not during the twenty-nine years prior to AD 44.4

This kind of accuracy by only one of the biblical writers is a testimony that may be multiplied almost indefinitely. For example, in Acts 19:38, the town clerk of Ephesus tries to calm the rioting citizens by referring them to the Roman authorities. “There are proconsuls,” he says, using the plural. At first glance the writer seems to have made a mistake, since there was only one Roman proconsul in a given area at a time. But an examination shows that shortly before the rioting at Ephesus, Junius Silanus, the proconsul, had been murdered by messengers from Agrippina, the mother of the adolescent Nero. Since the new proconsul had not arrived in Ephesus, the town clerk’s vagueness may be intentional or may even refer to the two emissaries, Helius and Celer, who were the apparent successors to Silanus’s power. Luke captures the tone of the city in a time of internal disturbance, just as elsewhere he captures the tones of Antioch, Jerusalem, Rome, and other cities, each of which had its own unique flavor.

Archaeology has also substantiated an extraordinary reliability for the writings of Luke and for other biblical documents. A plaque has been found in Delphi identifying Gallio as the proconsul in Corinth at the precise time of Paul’s visit to the city. The pool of Bethesda, containing five porticoes, has been found approximately seventy feet below the present level of the city of Jerusalem. It is mentioned in John 5:2, but it had been lost to view from the destruction of the city by the armies of Titus in AD 70 until recent times. The Pavement of Judgment, Gabbatha, mentioned in John 19:13, has also been uncovered.

Ancient documents—from Dura, Ras Shamra, Egypt, and the Dead Sea—have thrown light on biblical reliability. Recently reports have been received of remarkable finds at Tell Mardikh in northwest Syria, the site of ancient Ebla. Thus far, fifteen thousand tablets dating from approximately 2300 BC (two to five hundred years before Abraham) have been discovered. In them are hundreds of names such as Abram, Israel, Esau, David, Yahweh, and Jerusalem, showing these to be common names prior to their appearance in the biblical accounts. As they are studied carefully, these tablets will undoubtedly throw much light on customs in the subsequent era of the Old Testament patriarchs, Moses, David, and others. Their very existence already tends to verify the Old Testament narratives.

Internal evidence of the Bible’s accuracy is also available, particularly where there are parallel accounts of the same events. The Gospel accounts of the resurrection appearances of the Lord Jesus Christ are an example. They are clearly four separate and independent accounts; otherwise there would be no apparent discrepancies. Writers working in collaboration would have cleared up any difficulties. Yet the Gospels do not really contradict each other. They are mutually supportive. Moreover, an incidental detail in one sometimes clarifies what seems to be a contradiction between two of the others.

Matthew speaks of Mary Magdalene and the “other” Mary as having gone to Christ’s tomb on the first Easter morning. Mark mentions Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James (thus identifying Matthew’s “other” Mary), and Salome. Luke mentions the two Marys, Joanna, and “the other women with them.” John mentions only Mary Magdalene. On the surface these reports are different, but when they are examined further they reveal a remarkable harmony. Clearly a group of women, including all those mentioned, set out for the tomb. Finding the stone moved, the older women dispatched Mary Magdalene to tell the apostles of the disturbance and ask their advice. While she was gone the remaining women saw the angels (as Matthew, Mark, and Luke report) but not the risen Lord, at least not until later. On the other hand, Mary, returning later and alone, did see him (as John discloses). In the same way, John’s mention of “that other disciple” who accompanied Peter to the tomb throws light on Luke 24:24; that verse says that “some of those who were with us went to the tomb,” after the women had been there, though Luke mentions only Peter (a singular individual) in his own narration.

These are little things, to be sure. But because they are little, they lend special weight to the impression of the Gospels’ total accuracy.




PROPHECY


An eighth reason for believing the Bible to be the Word of God is fulfilled prophecy. Here again is an extremely large subject, one clearly beyond the scope of this chapter. Nevertheless, it is possible to show briefly the general impact of the argument.

First, there are explicit prophecies. These concern the future of the Jewish people (including things that have already occurred and some that have not yet occurred) and the future of the Gentile nations. Above all, many describe the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, first to die and then afterward to return in power and great glory. Torrey cites five passages—Isaiah 53 (the entire chapter); Micah 5:2; Daniel 9:25-27; Jeremiah 23:5-6; and Psalm 16:8-11—and comments,

In the passages cited we have predictions of a coming King of Israel. We are told the exact time of his manifestation to his people, the exact place of his birth, the family of which he should be born, the condition of the family at the time of his birth (a condition entirely different from that existing at the time the prophecy was written, and contrary to all the probabilities in the case), the manner of his reception by his people (a reception entirely different from that which would naturally be expected), the fact, method, and details regarding his death, with the specific circumstances regarding his burial, his resurrection subsequent to his burial, and his victory subsequent to his resurrection. These predictions were fulfilled with the most minute precision in Jesus of Nazareth.5


Another writer, E. Schuyler English, former chairman of the editorial committee of The New Scofield Reference Bible (1967) and editor-in-chief of The Pilgrim Bible (1948), observed that

more than twenty Old Testament predictions relating to events that would surround the death of Christ, words written centuries before his first advent, were fulfilled with precision within a twenty-four-hour period at the time of his crucifixion [alone]. For example, in Matthew 27:35 it is written, “And they crucified him, and parted his garments, casting lots.” This was in fulfillment of Psalm 22:18, where it is stated, “They part my garments among them, and cast lots upon my vesture.”6


Many of these prophecies have been questioned, and attempts have been made to redate the Old Testament books, bringing them nearer to the time of Christ. But one can bring some prophecies to the very latest date imagined by the most radical and destructive critics, and they are still hundreds of years before the birth of Christ. Moreover, their cumulative witness is devastating. These are facts. They demand an accounting. What will account for them? The only fact that will account for such evidence is the existence of a sovereign God. He revealed in advance what would happen when he sent Jesus for the redemption of our race and then saw to it that such things actually took place.

Much more can be said in reference to prophecy. The preceding material relates only to the coming of Christ. There are also prophecies concerning the scattering and regathering of Israel, as well as general and specific prophecies concerning the Gentile nations and the capitals of those nations, many of which have been destroyed in precisely the way the Bible had indicated generations and even centuries before. The institutions, ceremonies, offerings, and feasts of Israel are also prophetic of the life and ministry of Jesus.7




THE BIBLE’S PRESERVATION


A ninth reason for believing the Bible to be the Word of God is its extraordinary preservation down through the centuries of Old Testament and church history. Today, after the Bible has been translated in part or whole into hundreds of languages, some with multiple versions, and after millions of copies of the sacred text have been printed and distributed, it would be a nearly impossible feat to destroy the Bible. But these conditions did not always prevail.

Until the time of the Reformation, the biblical text was preserved by the laborious and time-consuming process of copying it over and over again by hand, at first onto papyrus sheets and then onto parchments. Throughout much of this time the Bible was an object of extreme hatred by many in authority. They tried to stamp it out. In the early days of the church, Celsus, Porphyry, and Lucian tried to destroy it by arguments. Later the emperors Diocletian and Julian tried to destroy it by force. At several points it was actually a capital offense to possess a copy of parts of Holy Writ. Yet the text survived.

If the Bible had been only the thoughts and work of human beings, it would have been eliminated long ago in the face of such opposition, as other books have been. But it has endured, fulfilling the words of Jesus, who said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (Mt 24:35).




CHANGED LIVES


A tenth reason for believing the Bible to be the Word of God is its demonstrated ability to transform even the worst men and women, making them a blessing to their families, friends, and community. The Bible speaks of this power:


The law of the LORD is perfect,

reviving the soul;

the testimony of the LORD is sure,

making wise the simple;

the precepts of the LORD are right,

rejoicing the heart;

the commandment of the LORD is pure,

enlightening the eyes;

the fear of the LORD is clean,

enduring forever;

the rules of the LORD are true,

and righteous altogether. (Ps 19:7-9)



As discussed in the last chapter, the transformation takes place by the power of the Holy Spirit who works through the Word.

Does the Bible actually transform men and women, turning them into godly persons? It does. Prostitutes have been reformed. Drunkards have become sober. Those filled with pride have become humble. Dishonest people have become people of integrity. Weak women and men have become strong, and all because of the transformation wrought in them by God as they have heard and studied the Scriptures.

A remarkable illustration comes from the life of Dr. Harry A. Ironside. Early in his ministry, the great evangelist and Bible teacher was living in the San Francisco Bay area working with a group of believers called the Brethren. One Sunday, as he was walking through the city, he came upon a group of Salvation Army workers holding a meeting on the corner of Market and Grant Avenues. There were probably sixty of them. When they recognized Ironside, they immediately asked him if he would give his testimony. So he did, giving a word about how God had saved him through faith in the bodily death and literal resurrection of Jesus.

As he was speaking, Ironside noticed that on the edge of the crowd a well-dressed man had taken a card from his pocket and had written something on it. As Ironside finished his talk, this man came forward, lifted his hat, and very politely handed him the card. On one side was his name, which Ironside immediately recognized. The man was one of the early socialists who had made a name for himself lecturing not only for socialism but also against Christianity. As Ironside turned the card over, he read, “Sir, I challenge you to debate with me the question ‘Agnosticism versus Christianity’ in the Academy of Science Hall next Sunday afternoon at four o’clock. I will pay all expenses.”

Ironside reread the card aloud and then replied somewhat like this.


I am very much interested in this challenge. . . . Therefore I will be glad to agree to this debate on the following conditions: namely, that in order to prove that Mr.—————has something worth fighting for and worth debating about, he will promise to bring with him to the Hall next Sunday two people, whose qualifications I will give in a moment, as proof that agnosticism is of real value in changing human lives and building true character. First, he must promise to bring with him one man who was for years what we commonly call a “down-and-outer.” I am not particular as to the exact nature of the sins that had wrecked his life and made him an outcast from society—whether a drunkard, or a criminal of some kind, or a victim of his sensual appetite—but a man who for years was under the power of evil habits from which he could not deliver himself, but who on some occasion entered one of Mr.—————’s meetings and heard his glorification of agnosticism and his denunciations of the Bible and Christianity, and whose heart and mind as he listened to such an address were so deeply stirred that he went away from that meeting saying, “Henceforth, I too am an agnostic!” and as a result of imbibing that particular philosophy found that a new power had come into his life. The sins he once loved he now hates, and righteousness and goodness are now the ideals of his life. He is now an entirely new man, a credit to himself and an asset to society—all because he is an agnostic.

Secondly, I would like Mr.—————to promise to bring with him one woman—and I think he may have more difficulty in finding the woman than the man—who was once a poor, wrecked, characterless outcast, the slave of evil passions, and the victim of man’s corrupt living . . . perhaps one who had lived for years in some evil resort, . . . utterly lost, ruined and wretched because of her life of sin. But this woman also entered a hall where Mr.—————was loudly proclaiming his agnosticism and ridiculing the message of the Holy Scriptures. As she listened, hope was born in her heart, and she said, “This is just what I need to deliver me from the slavery of sin!” She followed the teaching and became an intelligent agnostic or infidel. As a result, her whole being revolted against the degradation of the life she had been living. She fled from the den of iniquity where she had been held captive so long; and today, rehabilitated, she has won her way back to an honored position in society and is living a clean, virtuous, happy life—all because she is an agnostic.



“Now,” he said, addressing the man who had presented him with his card and the challenge,

if you will promise to bring these two people with you as examples of what agnosticism can do, I will promise to meet you at the Hall of Science at four o’clock next Sunday, and I will bring with me at the very least 100 men and women who for years lived in just such sinful degradation as I have tried to depict, but who have been gloriously saved through believing the gospel which you ridicule. I will have these men and women with me on the platform as witnesses to the miraculous saving power of Jesus Christ and as present-day proof of the truth of the Bible.


Dr. Ironside then turned to the Salvation Army captain and said, “Captain, have you any who could go with me to such a meeting?”

She exclaimed with enthusiasm, “We can give you forty at least just from this one corps, and we will give you a brass band to lead the procession!”

“Fine,” Dr. Ironside answered.

Now, Mr.—————, I will have no difficulty in picking up sixty others from the various missions, gospel halls, and evangelical churches of the city; and if you will promise faithfully to bring two such exhibits as I have described, I will come marching in at the head of such a procession, with the band playing “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” and I will be ready for the debate.


Apparently the man who had made the challenge must have had some sense of humor, for he smiled wryly and waved his hand in a deprecating kind of way as if to say, “Nothing doing!” and then edged out of the crowd while the bystanders clapped for Ironside and the others.8

The power of the living Christ operating by means of the Holy Spirit through the written Word changes lives. This has been true throughout history. It is a powerful proof that the Bible is indeed the Word of God.








BOOK 1~PART II

CHAPTER 6

HOW TRUE IS
THE BIBLE?
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From the beginning of the Christian church until well into the eighteenth century, the vast majority of Christians of all denominations acknowledged that the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments were uniquely the Word of God. In these books God speaks. And because God speaks in Scripture—as he does nowhere else in the same way—all who claimed to be Christians recognized the Bible as a divine authority binding on all, a body of objective truth that transcends subjective understanding. In these books, God’s saving acts in history are told to human beings so that we might believe. And the events of that history are divinely interpreted that men and women might understand the gospel and respond to it intelligently both in thought and action. The Bible is the written Word of God. Because the Bible is the Word of God, the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are authoritative and inerrant.


THE VIEW OF THE FIRST SIXTEEN CENTURIES


There are many statements to substantiate the existence of this high view of Scripture in the documents of the early church. Irenaeus, who lived and wrote in Lyons in the early years of the second century, wrote that we should be “most properly assured that the Scriptures are indeed perfect, since they were spoken by the Word of God and His Spirit.”1 Cyril of Jerusalem, who lived in the fourth century, said, “Not even a casual statement must be delivered without the Holy Scriptures; nor must we be drawn aside by mere probability and artifices of speech. . . . For this salvation which we believe depends not on ingenious reasoning, but on demonstration of the Holy Scriptures.”2

In a letter to Jerome, the translator of the Latin Vulgate, Augustine said, “I . . . believe most firmly that not one of those authors had erred in writing anything at all. If I do find anything in those books which seems contrary to truth, I decide that either the text is corrupt, or the translator did not follow what was really said, or that I failed to understand it. . . . The canonical books are entirely free of falsehood.”3 And in his treatise “On the Trinity” he warns, “Do not be willing to yield to my writings as to the canonical Scriptures; but in these, when thou hast discovered even what thou didst not previously believe, believe it unhesitatingly.”4

The same position holds for Luther. Some hold that Luther’s reference to the Bible as “the cradle of Christ” proves that he believed in a revelation within the Bible (not one that was identical with it) and that he held the Scriptures in less esteem than the Christ they speak of. For some this means that not all the Bible is the Word of God. But this is not right.

Luther’s phrase, the “cradle of Christ,” occurs at the end of the third paragraph of his “Preface to the Old Testament.” And there, as the late Lutheran scholar J. Theodore Mueller has demonstrated, Luther is actually defending the value of the Old Testament for Christians. Far from deprecating Scripture, Luther is actually concerned “to express his most reverent esteem of Holy Scripture, which offers to man the supreme blessing of eternal salvation in Christ.”5 Luther himself says, “I beg and faithfully warn every pious Christian not to be offended by the simplicity of the language and the stories that will often meet him here [in the Old Testament]. Let him not doubt that, however simple they may seem, they are the very words, works, judgments, and deeds of the high majesty, power, and wisdom of God.”6

In another place Luther says, “The Scriptures, although they also were written by men, are not of men nor from men, but from God.”7 Again, “We must make a great difference between God’s Word and the word of man. A man’s word is a little sound, that flies into the air, and soon vanishes; but the Word of God is greater than heaven and earth, yea, greater than death and hell, for it forms part of the power of God, and endures everlastingly.”8

In some places Calvin is even more outspoken. Commenting on 2 Timothy 3:16, the Geneva reformer maintains,

This is the principle that distinguishes our religion from all others, that we know that God hath spoken to us and are fully convinced that the prophets did not speak of themselves, but as organs of the Holy Spirit uttered only that which they had been commissioned from heaven to declare. All those who wish to profit from the Scriptures must first accept this as a settled principle, that the Law and the prophets are not teachings handed on at the pleasure of men, or produced by men’s minds as their source, but are dictated by the Holy Spirit.


He concludes, “We owe to the Scripture the same reverence as we owe to God, since it has its only source in Him and has nothing of human origin mixed with it.”9 In his comments on the Psalms, he speaks of the Bible as that “certain and unerring rule” (Ps 5:11).

John Wesley says the same. “The Scripture, therefore, is a rule sufficient in itself, and was by men divinely inspired at once delivered to the world.”10 “If there be any mistakes in the Bible, there may well be a thousand. If there be one falsehood in that book, it did not come from the God of truth.”11

It was the glory of the church that in the first sixteen or seventeen centuries all Christians in every place, despite their differences of opinion on theology or on questions of church order, exhibited at least a mental allegiance to the Bible as the supreme and inerrant authority for the Christian in all matters. It might be neglected. There might be disagreements about what it actually teaches. It might even be contradicted. Still it was the Word of God. It was the only infallible rule of faith and practice.




POST-REFORMATION VIEWS


In the post-Reformation period the orthodox view of Scripture came under increasingly devastating attacks. In the Roman Catholic Church the attacks came from the church’s established traditions. Already weakened by centuries of appealing to the early church fathers rather than to the Scripture in defense of points of doctrine and in violent reaction to the Protestant Reformation, the Roman Catholic Church in 1546 took the step of officially placing the tradition of the church alongside Scripture as an equally valid source of revelation. The full significance of that decision was doubtlessly overlooked at the time of the Council of Trent, but it was monumental. The act had tragic consequences for the Roman Catholic Church, as the continuing development of debilitating doctrines, such as Mariology and the veneration of the saints, indicates. In theory, the Bible remains inerrant, at least for large sectors of Catholicism. But the deep human preference for traditions rather than an absolute and inerrant Word inevitably shifts the balance of authority away from God’s Word.

In Protestantism the attack came from the so-called higher criticism. For a time, as the result of their heritage and sharp polemic against Catholicism, Protestant churches generally held to an infallible Bible. But in the eighteenth and particularly in the nineteenth century a critical appraisal of the Scriptures, backed by a naturalistic rationalism, succeeded in dislodging the Bible from the place it had held previously. For the church of the age of rationalism, the Bible became humanity’s word about God and humanity rather than God’s Word to humanity. Eventually, having rejected the unique, divine character of the Bible, many critics rejected its authority also.

The Catholic Church weakened the orthodox view of the Bible by exalting human traditions to the stature of Scripture. Protestants weakened the orthodox view of Scripture by lowering the Bible to the level of traditions. The differences are great, but the results were similar. Neither group entirely denied the revelational quality of Scripture. But in both cases, the unique character of Scripture was lost, its authority forfeited, and the function of the Bible as the reforming voice of God within the church forgotten.

The fact that neither of these two positions is tenable should be evident to everyone, and should push the church back toward its original position. But this does not seem to be happening. Instead, some evangelicals who have traditionally insisted on an inerrant Word seem to be moving in a more liberal direction, displaying an increasingly ambivalent attitude toward infallibility.

We must be extremely careful at this point. There is value in questioning what we should mean by “inerrancy,” which differs from outright and dangerous rejection of it. For example, some very conservative scholars have asked whether inerrancy is really the best term to use in reference to the Bible, since it would seem to demand a precision of detail so exact as to include even a need for faultless grammar, which does not exist. They have preferred the word infallibility at this point. Others have faulted the term inerrancy for seeming to require modern, scientific standards of accuracy in expression which the ancient writers obviously did not have. Such scholars have preferred to speak of the Bible as trustworthy or truthful. But these are not the areas of real concern. In these areas there may well be movement, based on the knowledge that no one term—inerrancy, infallibility, trustworthiness, reliability, truthfulness, or others—perfectly describes what we mean. But there must not be movement in holding to the unique character and authority of the Bible, in whole and in part, as the Word of God. The word inerrancy, whatever its limitations, at least preserves this emphasis.




THE PHILOSOPHY OF MODERN CRITICISM


Modern biblical criticism is generally credited with bringing down the old inerrancy view. It is said that inerrancy was a possible option in days when men and women knew very little about the biblical texts or biblical history. But modern discoveries have changed all that. Today we know that the Bible contains errors, so we are told, and therefore the overthrow of biblical infallibility is a fait accompli. For example, Quirinius was apparently “not strictly” the governor of Syria at the time of Christ’s birth (Lk 2:2). Moses “did not” write the Pentateuch. One scholar wrote, “The scientific development of the last century has rendered untenable the whole conception of the Bible as a verbally inspired book, to which we can appeal with absolute certainty for infallible guidance in all matters of faith and conduct.”12

But does modern critical study demand radical change of our view of Scripture? Doubts emerge when we realize that most of the alleged errors in the Bible are not recent discoveries, due to scientific criticism, but are only difficulties known centuries ago to most serious biblical students. Origen, Augustine, Luther, Calvin, and countless others were aware of these problems. They knew that various biblical time periods are reported differently by different writers. (For example, Gen 15:13 says the duration of the bondage in Israel in Egypt was four hundred years, while Ex 12:41 says it was 430 years.) They knew details of parallel narrations sometimes vary (as in the number of angels at the tomb of Christ following the resurrection). But they understood these to result merely from the authors’ varying perspectives or specific intent in writing. They did not feel compelled to jettison the orthodox conception of Scripture because of these problems.

The real problem with inerrancy therefore goes beyond the data produced by scientific criticism to the philosophy underlying the modern critical enterprise. That philosophy is naturalism. This worldview denies the supernatural, or it seeks to place it beyond scientific investigation. The supernatural therefore has no direct correlation with the specific words of the biblical text. It is, to use Francis Schaeffer’s term, an “upper story” reality, beyond proof or contradiction. Thus, writes Pinnock,

Negative criticism is now the tool of the new theology. It is no longer employed in a hit-and-run way to ferret out objectionable features of biblical teaching. It now serves to discredit the entire notion at the heart of Christianity that there is a body of revealed information, normative for Christian theology. In the modern interest in hermeneutics we see no revival of concern to take Scriptural truth seriously, but only an attempt to use the Bible in a new, non-literal, existential way.13


A prime example of this would be the theology of Rudolf Bultmann, who writes volumes of theological exposition but who denies that Christian revelation possesses propositional content at all.

If that is the real issue in the inerrancy debate, then the debate is obviously far more important than whether or not a few insignificant errors can be shown to exist in the Scriptures. What is at stake is the whole matter of revelation. Can God reveal himself to humanity? And, to be more specific, can he reveal himself in language, the specifics of which become normative for Christian faith and action? With an inerrant Bible these things are possible. Without it, theology inevitably enters a wasteland of human speculation. The church, which needs a sure Word of God, flounders. Without an inerrant revelation, theology is not only adrift, it is meaningless. Having repudiated its right to speak of Scripture on the basis of Scripture, it forfeits its right to speak on any other issue as well.




THE CASE FOR INERRANCY


Divine truthfulness is the rock beneath a defense of Scripture as the authoritative and entirely trustworthy Word of God. The steps in the defense are as follows:


	1. The Bible is a generally trustworthy document. Its reliability is established by treating it like any other historical record, like, for instance, the works of Josephus or the accounts of war by Julius Caesar.


	2. On the basis of the history recorded by the Bible, we have sufficient reason for believing that the central character of the Bible, Jesus Christ, did what he is claimed to have done and therefore is who he claimed to be: the unique Son of God.


	3. As the unique Son of God, the Lord Jesus Christ is an infallible authority.


	4. Jesus Christ not only assumed the Bible’s authority; he taught it, going so far as to teach that it is entirely without error and is eternal, being the Word of God. “For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Mt 5:18).


	5. If the Bible is the Word of God, as Jesus taught, it must for this reason alone be entirely trustworthy and inerrant, for God is a God of truth.


	6. Therefore, on the basis of the teaching of Jesus Christ, the infallible Son of God, the church believes the Bible also to be infallible.14




In other words, the case for inerrancy rests on and is an inevitable consequence of the type of material presented in chapters 3–4. The Bible as a historical document gives us reliable knowledge of an infallible Christ. Christ gives the highest regard to Scripture. Consequently, the doctrines of Christ should and must be the doctrines of his followers.




THE CASE AGAINST INERRANCY


Many who follow the logic of the traditional defense of the inerrancy of Scripture are nevertheless bothered by what seem to be insurmountable objections. Let us look at these objections and see whether they are as formidable as they appear.

The first objection is based on the character of the biblical texts. “Granted,” someone might say, “that these are reliable historical documents; isn’t it true, nevertheless, that this is precisely one of the problems? They are obviously historical and therefore human documents. They are selective in what they contain. They use the limited, sometimes figurative language of the age in which they were written. Parallel accounts reveal different points of view possessed by the different authors. The literary polish of the material varies. Is that what we are to expect of a divine revelation? Doesn’t this in itself mean that we are dealing with a purely human book?”

It is not up to us, however, to say in what form a divine revelation must be given, nor to insist that the revelation cannot be divine because of certain characteristics. Obviously, nothing human is a fit vehicle for God’s truth. But God is not prevented from stooping to use human language to convey his truth inerrantly. Calvin compared God’s action to that of a mother who uses baby talk in communicating with a child. It is obviously a limited communication, for the child cannot converse on the mother’s level. But it is true communication nonetheless. Therefore, the character of the documents in itself has nothing to do with the inerrancy question.

A second objection to inerrancy begins where the first objection leaves off. It deals not so much with the character of the biblical books but with the simple fact that they are obviously human productions. “To err is human,” such critics maintain. “Consequently, the Bible, as a human book, must contain errors.”

At first glance this argument may appear logical, but further examination shows that it is not necessarily so. While human beings do err, it is not true that a given individual will err all the time or in any case necessarily. For example, the development of a scientific equation is, for the purpose for which it is given, literally infallible. The same can be said for a correctly printed announcement of a meeting, instructions for operating a car, and other things. “To be sure,” as John Warwick Montgomery notes in developing this argument, “the production over centuries of sixty-six inerrant and mutually consistent books by different authors is a tall order—and we cheerfully appeal to God’s Spirit to achieve it—but the point remains that there is nothing metaphysically inhuman or against human nature in such a possibility.”15

The analogy between the conception and birth of the Lord Jesus Christ and the giving of our Bible is instructive. We read that, when the Lord was conceived in the womb of the virgin Mary, the Holy Spirit overshadowed her so that the child that was born was called “the Son of God” (Lk 1:35). The divine and the human met in Christ’s conception, and the result was also in its turn both human and divine. Christ was a real man. He was a particular person, a Jew. He had a certain measurable weight and a recognizable appearance. You could have taken a picture of him. Still he was also God Almighty and without sin.

Somewhat comparably, just as the Holy Spirit came on the virgin Mary so that she conceived the human Son of God in her womb, so also did the Holy Spirit come on the brain cells of Moses, David, the prophets, the evangelists, Paul, and the other biblical writers, so that they brought forth from their minds those books that constitute our Bible. Their writings bear the marks of human personality. They differ in style. Yet the ultimate source is divine, and the touch of the human does not stamp them with error any more than the womb of Mary imparted sin to the Savior.

A third objection to inerrancy is based on the fact that inerrancy is claimed only for the original autographs, not the copies that have been made from them on which our contemporary translations are based. Since no one living has ever seen the autographs and we are therefore unable either to verify or falsify the claim, is it not epistemological nonsense to appeal to them? “So what if there is an inerrant original?” someone might argue. “Since we don’t have it, the appeal to an inerrant Bible is meaningless.”

But is it? It would be if two things were true: (1) if the number of apparent errors remained constant as one moved back through the copies toward the original writing, and (2) if believers in infallibility appealed to an original that differed substantially from the best manuscript copies in existence. But neither is the case. On the contrary,

the number of textual errors steadily diminishes as one moves back in the direction of the lost autographs, reasonably encouraging the supposition that could we entirely fill in the interval between the originals and our earliest texts and fragments (some New Testament papyri going back to the first century itself), all apparent errors would disappear. . . . The conservative evangelical only appeals to the missing autographs over against existent best texts in those limited and specific instances (such as the recording of numerals) where independent evidence shows a very high probability of transcriptional errors from the very outset.16


The believer in infallibility handles textual problems in the same way that a secular scholar handles problems relating to any ancient document. However, due to the extraordinary number and variety of the biblical manuscripts, there is no reason to doubt that today’s text is identical to the original text in all but a few places. And these few problem areas are clearly known to commentators.

A fourth major objection to the doctrine of inerrancy concerns the proper function of language as a vehicle of truth. Some scholars imply that truth transcends language, so that the truth of Scripture is to be found in the thoughts of Scripture rather than in its words. But does that make sense? “To accept the inspiration of the thoughts and not the words of the biblical writers runs counter not only to the Scriptural claims, but is intrinsically meaningless,” as Pinnock observes. “What is an inspired thought expressed in uninspired language?”17 If the Bible is inspired at all, it must be inspired verbally. And verbal inspiration means infallibility.

To be sure, there are parts of Scripture where the choice of a word may make very little difference in recording a fact or doctrine. The wording of some verses can be changed, as translators regularly do to convey the proper meaning to a particular culture. But there are other places where the words are crucial, and a doctrine will inevitably suffer if we fail to take them seriously. Certainly, if we are to have an authoritative Bible, we must also have a verbally inspired and therefore an infallible Bible, a Bible that is infallible at the point in question and at other points as well. This view agrees with the Bible’s own teaching and with the nature of language.




THE QUESTION OF ERRORS


Finally, there are those who would follow the argument so far, and even agree with it in places, but who, nevertheless, feel that certain “errors” have been disclosed by the “assured results” of biblical scholarship. Are there errors that have really been proven to exist? There are difficulties in places. No one questions that. But has scholarship actually demonstrated that the books of the Bible are fallible and therefore written only by men after all?

There was a time not long ago when claims such as these were made by many influential people and were made quite openly. In past years almost every biblical theologian and scholar spoke of so-called certain results or assured findings that were imagined to have laid the orthodox conception of the Bible to rest forever. Today, however, as anyone who has had the opportunity to delve deeply into such questions knows, these phrases no longer occur with such frequency. In fact, they hardly occur at all. Why? Simply because, as a result of a continuing march of biblical and archaeological investigations, many so-called assured results have blown up in the faces of those who propounded them.

In 2 Kings 15:29, there is a reference to a king of Assyria named Tiglath-Pileser. He is spoken of as having conquered the Israelites of the northern kingdom and as having taken many of them into captivity. A generation ago scholars were saying—their books are still in our libraries—that this king never existed and that the account of the fall of Israel to Assyria is something akin to mythology. Now, however, archaeologists have excavated Tiglath-Pileser’s capital city and can give his history. They have even found his name pressed into bricks, which read, “I, Tiglath-Pileser, king of the west lands, king of the earth, whose kingdom extends to the great sea . . .” The English reader can find accounts of his battles with Israel in James B. Pritchard’s volume Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament. About the same time, some scholars were denying that Moses could have written the first five books of the Bible on the grounds, which seemed irrefutable enough, that writing had not been invented in his day. Since that time, however, archaeologists have unearthed thousands of tablets and inscriptions written many hundreds of years before Moses and even before Abraham. In fact, they now know of six different written languages from or before Moses’ period.

In more recent days, many could be found who denied that the historical books of the New Testament were written close enough to the events they relate to be reliable. The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) in particular were dated late; and John, which seemed to have the greatest measure of Greek flavoring, was pushed back well into the second or, by some scholars, into the third Christian century. In time, however, a piece of papyrus was uncovered in Egypt that required scholars to date the Fourth Gospel no later than the year AD 125, and presumably much before that time.

The results of scholarship, far from discrediting the Bible, actually increasingly validate its claims. They do not prove infallibility—no amount of data alone can do that—but they do lead in the direction of reliability. They reveal nothing incompatible with the highest view of Scripture. In fact, as Time magazine acknowledged in a 1974 cover story on the Bible,

The breadth, sophistication and diversity of all this biblical investigation are impressive, but it begs a question: Has it made the Bible more credible or less? Literalists who feel the ground move when a verse is challenged would have to say that credibility has suffered. Doubt has been sown, faith is in jeopardy. But believers who expect something else from the Bible may well conclude that its credibility has been enhanced. After more than two centuries of facing the heaviest scientific guns that could be brought to bear, the Bible has survived—and is perhaps the better for the siege. Even on the critics’ own terms—historical fact—the Scriptures seem more acceptable now than they did when the rationalists began the attack.18


The Christian need never fear to stand on the Word of God, recognizing its full authority as the Lord Jesus Christ himself did. At times there will be critical theories that run against it. The arguments may seem unanswerable, so much so that the one who tries to stand against them may be dismissed as an obscurantist. The wise of this world will say, “You can believe that if you want to, but the results of scientific criticism teach us better.” Such things have happened before and will happen again. But Christians who will stand on Scripture will find even within their lifetime that, as the so-called assured results begin to crumble around the scholars, the view of the Bible held by the Lord Jesus Christ, the historical view of the church, will prevail.

A number of years ago, a former leader of the Church of England, Bishop Ryle of Liverpool, wrote, “Give me the ‘plenary verbal’ theory, with all its difficulties, rather than this. I accept the difficulties of that theory, and humbly wait for their solution. But while I wait, I feel that I am standing on a rock.”19








BOOK 1~PART II

CHAPTER 7

MODERN BIBLICAL
CRITICISM
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Modern biblical criticism, more than anything else, has weakened and almost destroyed the high view of the Bible previously held throughout Christendom. Thus it is necessary to look at the main lines of this criticism as it has developed in the last two centuries and then reflect on it from an evangelical perspective.


THE ROOTS OF HIGHER CRITICISM


Higher criticism of the Old and New Testaments along literary lines is not in itself peculiar to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Theodore of Mopsuestia, one of the most noted theologians of the Antiochian school, relegated a number of the psalms (such as Ps 51; 65; 127) to the age of the exile. During the Middle Ages, Ibn Ezra, a Jewish scholar, claimed to have discovered a number of anachronisms in the Pentateuch. Even Martin Luther applied a form of literary criticism in his occasional pronouncements about the authenticity and relative value of the biblical books. Nevertheless, it was not until the middle of the eighteenth century, 1753, to be exact, that higher criticism was introduced on a scale and with a purpose comparable to our use of the phrase today.

In that year a scientist and physician in the French court, Jean Astruc, published a work on the literary sources of Genesis and set forth a method of biblical study that was to find widespread acceptance, first in Germany, then throughout Europe and the United States. Astruc observed that

in the Hebrew text of Genesis, God is designated by two different names. The first is Elohim, for, while this name has other meanings in Hebrew, it is especially applied to the Supreme Being. The other is Jehovah . . . the great name of God, expressing his essence. Now one might suppose that the two names were used indiscriminately as synonymous terms, merely to lend variety to the style. This, however, would be in error. The names are never intermixed; there are whole chapters, or large parts of chapters, in which God is always called Elohim, and others, at least as numerous, in which he is always named Jehovah. If Moses were the author of Genesis, we should have to ascribe this strange and harsh variation to himself. But can we conceive such negligence in the composition of so short a book as Genesis? Shall we impute to Moses a fault such as no other writer has committed? Is it not more natural to explain this variation by supposing that Genesis was composed of two or three memoirs, the authors of which gave different names to God, one using Elohim, another that of Jehovah or Jehovah Elohim?1


Astruc’s statement is a primitive expression of the critical spirit, exhibiting characteristics that were soon to become representative of literary criticism at large. First, it reveals a break with traditional views, according to which Moses was the author of the Pentateuch. Second, it discloses a shift in the object of study, from the simple meaning of the words themselves to questions of the authenticity and integrity of the biblical books. Third, it displays a new method of procedure. By laying aside the testimony of history and tradition, at least temporarily, this criticism focuses on the style, vocabulary, syntax, ideas, and features of the documents as the sole basis on which questions concerning authenticity and integrity may be answered.

At first Astruc’s work received little notice. Yet within a few years, it was picked up by some German scholars and others and was expanded to include the whole Old Testament. Johann Eichhorn applied Astruc’s approach to the entire Pentateuch. Wilhelm De Wette and Edward Reuss attempted to bring the results into line with Jewish history. Reuss concluded that in the correct historical sequence the Prophets are earlier than the Law, and the Psalms later than both. The most popular and, in some sense, the culminating work in this field was the Prolegomena of Julius Wellhausen published in 1878. This work widely disseminated the four-stage documentary hypothesis known as JEPD (J for the Jehovah source, E for the Elohim source, P for the Priestly Documents and Code, and D for the later editorial work of the Deuteronomist or Deuteronomic school). Wellhausen dated the writing of the law after the Babylonian exile and placed only the Book of the Covenant and the most ancient editing of the J and E narrative sections prior to the eighth century BC.

The profound change this involved is clear in the words of E. C. Blackman, who hails Wellhausen’s achievement as making possible “the understanding of the Old Testament in terms of progressive revelation . . . a real liberation.”2 Emil G. Kraeling notes that it also “marked the beginning of a completely secular and evolutionistic study of the Old Testament sources.”3




THE JESUS OF HISTORY


In New Testament studies, the energies of the higher critics have been directed in a slightly different direction: namely, to recover the “Jesus of history” through a study of the origins of the Gospel narratives and the development of New Testament theology as preserved in the epistles of Paul, the pastorals, the Johannine literature, and Revelation. But the same principles are involved, and they have been carried forward in New Testament studies in an even more radical way than in the nineteenth-century investigation of the Pentateuch.

The origin of higher critical principles in New Testament study is usually traced to Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792–1860), who tried to organize the material along historical lines. Hegel had developed the theory that historical development proceeds by thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Baur applied Hegelian principles to biblical history, citing the supposed conflict of Petrine and Pauline theology as evidence of a doctrinal thesis and antithesis within the early church. In Baur’s view, this led to the synthesis of early Catholicism. Today Baur’s general thesis is rejected. Still he succeeded in shaking the traditional views concerning the authorship and composition of the New Testament books, and called the attention of the scholarly world to a rediscovery of the historical Christ as the primary New Testament problem.

The so-called quest for the historical Jesus dates from the death in 1768 of Hermann Samuel Reimarus, the historian with whom Albert Schweitzer begins his survey of nineteenth-century research. Reimarus was no New Testament scholar, but at his death he left behind a manuscript that was to have far-reaching implications. He argued that historians must distinguish between the “aim” of Jesus and the “aim” of his disciples, that is, between the Jesus of history and the Christ of early Christian preaching. Faced with a choice between what he believed to be mutually exclusive aims, Reimarus opted for the former, positing a nonsupernatural Jesus. According to him, Jesus preached the coming of God’s kingdom, but he died forsaken by God and disillusioned. Christianity was viewed as the product of early disciples who stole the corpse, proclaimed a bodily resurrection, and gathered followers.

Reimarus was extreme and his work polemical. But his views of Christian origins set the pattern for a century of historical-Jesus research. Reacting against the supernatural element in the Gospels and casting about for a Jesus made in their own image, idealists found Christ to be the ideal man; rationalists saw him as the great teacher of morality; socialists viewed him as a friend of the poor and a revolutionary. The most popular “lives of Jesus,” the two by David Friedrich Strauss, rejected most of the Gospel material as mythology; and Bruno Bauer ended his quest by denying that there ever was a historical Jesus. Bauer explained all the stories about Jesus as the products of the imagination of the primitive Christian community.

One can hardly fail to be impressed even today at the immense energy and talent that German scholars poured into the old quest for the “original” Jesus, but the results were meager and the conclusions wrong, as Schweitzer found in his study. Scholarship had attempted to modernize Jesus, but the Jesus they produced was neither the historical Jesus nor the Christ of Scripture.




BULTMANN AND MYTHOLOGY


In more recent years, higher criticism of the New Testament has centered around the work of Rudolf Bultmann, former professor at the University of Marburg, Germany, the acknowledged father of form criticism. Much of Bultmann’s energy was expended on stripping away what he felt to be the “mythology” of the New Testament writers: heaven, hell, miracles. But Bultmann’s views are misunderstood if one imagines that the historically real Jesus lies beneath the mythological layer. According to Bultmann, what lies beneath the mythology is the church’s deepest understanding of life created by its experience with the risen Lord. Consequently, nothing may be known about Jesus in terms of pure history except the fact that he existed. In Bultmann’s work Jesus and the Word, he states, “We can know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus.”4

Operating under the assumption that a period of oral transmission intervened between the years of Christ’s earthly ministry and the transcribing of the traditions about him in the Gospels, Bultmann envisions a creative church, one that gradually superimposed its own world picture on what it had received of the times and teachings of Jesus. The church’s creativity took place in an “oral stage” in the development of the tradition. During this period, much of the Gospel material circulated in the form of separate oral units, which may today be classified and arranged in a time sequence on the basis of their form. It is believed, by Bultmann and others of his school, that much may be inferred about the situation in the church from these Gospel “units.” But virtually nothing may be learned about the actual, historical Jesus. The expressions of faith of the early church, preserved for us in the New Testament, must be reinterpreted in existential terms if they are to have meaning for the modern era.

In rejecting the supposed New Testament mythology, Bultmann rejects a literal preexistence of Christ, his virgin birth, his sinlessness and deity, the value of his atoning death, a literal resurrection and ascension of Christ, and the future judgment of all people. They speak rather of a new “possibility of existence,” meaning the possibility of letting go of the past (dying with Christ) and opening oneself to the future (rising with Christ). To embrace this possibility brings inner release and overwhelming freedom (salvation).

Lutheran scholar Edgar Krentz writes of Bultmann’s conclusions,

On the one hand the Scriptures are, like any other book, the object of historical inquiry, which seeks the facts. But no absolute meaning is to be found in the facts. Meaning is to be found only as man personally confronts history and finds meaning for his own existence (existential interpretations). Only as man is not subjected to a strange world view is he set free to believe. It is this self-understanding that determines the work of interpretation, for interpretation must give free play for faith, God’s creation.5


To summarize, according to the Bultmannian school: (1) the earliest Christian sources show no interest in the actual history or personality of Jesus, (2) the biblical documents are fragmentary and legendary, (3) there are no other sources against which the data provided by the biblical writers may be checked, and (4) preoccupation with the historical Jesus is actually destructive of Christianity, for it leads, not to faith in Jesus as God, but to a Jesus cult, the effects of which can be clearly seen in Pietism.

The weaknesses of some of these perspectives are now being seen in some quarters. Consequently, theological leadership is passing into other hands.6




MAJOR CHARACTERISTICS


Brief as it has been, our review of higher criticism reveals great diversity. Viewpoints are constantly changing, and even in the same period, those working in similar areas often contradict each other. However, in spite of the diversity, there are certain characteristics that tie the various expressions of the higher criticism together.

First, there is its humanism. In most forms of the modern debate, the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are handled as if they are humanity’s word about God, rather than God’s Word to humanity. But this, as J. I. Packer points out, is simply the Romantic philosophy of religion set out by Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), “namely that the real subject matter of theology is not divinely revealed truths, but human religious experience.”7 Within this framework, the Bible is only a record of human reflection and action in the field of religion. The interpreter’s task becomes the work of sifting that experience out and evaluating it for possible use in our age.

It must be recognized of course, as was pointed out in an earlier chapter, that the Bible does have a genuinely human element. On the other hand, we must object to any attempt to make it human at the expense of its being divine. Besides, as Packer adds,

if one factor must be stressed at the expense of the other, far less is lost by treating the Scriptures simply as the written oracles of God than simply as a collection of Jewish ideas about God. For we have no reason to regard merely human words as inerrant and authoritative; what will be authoritative for us, if we take the liberal view, is our own judgment as to how far they may be trusted and how far not. Thus, we land, willynilly, in subjectivism.8


A clear example of such subjectivism is the section on “Scripture” from The Common Catechism, a widely advertised modern statement of faith by an impressive team of contemporary Catholic and Protestant theologians. It states,

Everything we will have to discuss . . . is based on this now unquestioned assumption that the evidence of the Bible may and must be examined as evidence of the faith of a number of men and a number of generations. . . . For the future we can no longer say, “The Bible is the word of God.” Even saying “The word of God is in the Bible” would be wrong, if it were taken to mean that one set of statements in the Bible were purely human words and the rest God’s word. We must say something like: “The Bible is not God’s word, but becomes God’s word for anyone who believes in it as God’s word.” That sounds dangerous . . .9


At this point we must answer that indeed it does.

The second common characteristic of higher criticism is its naturalism, expressed in the belief that the Bible is the result of an evolutionary process. Evidence of this belief can be seen in Old Testament studies in the way the documentary theory of the Pentateuch developed. The belief is also evident in Bultmann’s form criticism, for everything depends on the early church’s gradually developing its understanding of reality and preserving it at various stages through the written traditions. Early and primitive understandings of God and reality are presumed to have given way to later, more developed conceptions. So-called primitive ideas may be rejected in favor of more modern ones. Thus, reports of miracles may be discounted. Also, according to this view, crude notions such as the wrath of God, sacrifice, and a visible second coming of the Lord may be excluded from the religion of the New Testament.

The third major characteristic of the higher criticism is based on the first two. If people and their ideas change as the evolutionary hypothesis speculates, then they will continue to change; they have changed since the last books of the Bible were written; consequently, we must go beyond the Scriptures to understand both humanity and true religion. There are many examples of this attitude, particularly in popular sermons in which the viewpoints of secular thinkers are often widely aired while the contrary views of the biblical writers are forgotten.




A RESPONSE TO HIGHER CRITICISM


What is to be said in reply to this widespread and popular approach? There are two perspectives. On the one hand, there is a neutral area in which anyone may properly use at least some parts of the critical method. It may be used to illuminate the human element in the biblical writings. Attention may be given to words and their varying uses, the historical situation out of which the writings came, and the unique features of the various biblical books. Besides, there are matters of archaeology and parallel secular history, both of which shed light on the texts. Use of the method in these areas and in this way is valuable. On the other hand, the best-known exponents of the critical method have proceeded on assumptions unacceptable to true biblical theologians, and the method may therefore be judged a failure in their hands.

First, users of the critical method demand the right to be scientific in their examination of the biblical data. But they are vulnerable, not when they are scientific but rather when they fail to be scientific enough. The negative literary critics presuppose the right to examine the Bible in a manner identical to that which they would use in studying any secular literature. But is it valid to approach Scripture as nothing more than a collection of secular writings? Is it scientific or wise to neglect the fact that the books claim to be the result of the “breathing-out” of God? Can a decision on this matter really be postponed while an examination of the books goes forward? If the books really are from God, doesn’t their nature in itself limit the critical options?

It is futile as well as erroneous to deny the critics the right to examine the biblical texts. They will do it whether they are asked to or not. Besides, if the Scriptures are truth, they must stand up beneath the barrage of any valid critical method; we must not make the mistake of the fundamentalists of the nineteenth century in claiming a special exemption for the Bible. On the other hand, it must be maintained that any critical method must also take into consideration the nature of the material at its disposal. In the case of the Bible, criticism must either accept its claims to be the Word of God or else offer satisfactory reasons for rejecting them. If the Bible is the Word of God, as it claims to be, then criticism must include an understanding of revelation in its methodological procedure.

The failure of criticism to do this is nowhere more apparent than in its efforts to divorce the Jesus of history from the Christ of faith. If Jesus were no more than a human being and the Bible no more than a human book, this could be done. But if Christ is divine and if the Bible is the Word of the Father about him, then it is the obligation of criticism to recognize the nature of the Gospels as a divine and binding interpretation of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God. With a firm appreciation of the Bible as revelation, literary criticism would be free, on the one hand, from all charges of irreverence and abuse, and, on the other, from an easy and unfounded optimism that would place the solution to all biblical problems within easy grasp.

The same failure is evident in the critics’ treatment of the Bible as the result of a human evolutionary process, according to which one part of Scripture may easily contradict another. If the Bible is really from God, these will not be contradictions but rather complementary or progressive disclosures of one truth.

Second, having failed to accept the Bible for what it truly is, negative critics inevitably fall into error as they proceed on other premises. Thus, they eventually display their own inherent weaknesses. One clear example of this is the old quest for the historical Jesus, which, as was pointed out earlier, simply molded the historical Christ into the interpreter’s own image. Another example is Bultmann who, although he once enjoyed almost legendary renown, is today increasingly deserted by his followers.

They ask, if, as Bultmann says, virtually all we need to know of the historicity of the Christian faith is the mere “thatness” of Jesus Christ, his existence, then why even that? Why was the incarnation necessary? And if it was not really necessary or if it is impossible to show why it was necessary, what is to keep the Christian faith from degenerating into the realm of abstract ideas? And what in that case is to distinguish its view of the incarnation from Docetism or from a gnostic redeemer myth?

Ernst Käsemann of Marburg, Bultmann’s old stomping ground, raised these questions in a now famous address to the reunion of old Marburg students in 1953. He argued, “We cannot do away with the identity between the exalted and the earthly Lord without falling into Docetism and depriving ourselves of the possibility of drawing a line between the Easter faith of the community and myth.”10 A few years later Joachim Jeremias voiced a similar warning. “We are in danger of surrendering the affirmation ‘the Word became flesh’ and of abandoning the salvation-history, God’s activity in the Man Jesus of Nazareth and in His message; we are in danger of approaching Docetism, where Christ becomes an idea.”11

Even Bultmann’s supporters must find it a bit incongruous that his Theology of the New Testament gives only thirty pages to the teachings of Jesus, while devoting more than one hundred pages to an imaginary account of the theology of the so-called Hellenistic communities, of which we know nothing.

Bultmann has minimized both the early church’s concern for the facts of Jesus’ life and its dependence on him as teacher. While it is true, as Bultmann argues, that the biblical documents are concerned primarily with Jesus’ identity as the Messiah and with the revelation he brings of the Father, it is no less significant that their understanding of him is embodied, not in theological tracts or cosmic mythologies (as in Gnosticism), but in Gospels. Their structure is historical. Moreover, every verse of the Gospels seems to cry out that the origin of the Christian faith lies, not in the sudden enlightenment of the early Christians or in an evolving religious experience, but in the facts concerning Jesus Christ: his life, death, and particularly his resurrection. Even the kerygma proclaims the historical event, for it was Jesus of Nazareth who died for our sins according to the Scriptures, was buried and who rose again on the third day, according to the Scriptures (1 Cor 15:3-4).12

A third objection to this type of higher criticism is the most important one. Such critics have a very small god. They don’t deny the existence of God entirely, but they do minimize his ability and his presence. He can speak to the individual, but he cannot guarantee the content of that revelation or preserve it in a reliable, written form. He can act in history, but he cannot act miraculously. Can miracles occur? If they can, then much of what the higher critics dismiss as mythological has a very good claim to being historical. If they can, the God of miracles is capable of giving us an authoritative and infallible revelation.

For all its alleged objectivity, in the ultimate analysis modern criticism is unable to escape the great questions: Is there a God? Is the God of the Bible the true God? Has God revealed himself in the Bible and in Jesus of Nazareth as the focal point of the written revelation? If, as has been suggested, it is necessary for criticism to deal with the full nature of the material, in particular with the claims of the Bible to be the Word of God as well as words written by particular people, then it must deal with a question that involves either denial or the response of faith.

When criticism faces the fact that the portrait of Jesus appearing in the Gospels makes the humble man from Nazareth the Son of God, then it must ask whether or not this interpretation is the right one, and if so, it must accept his teachings. When it confronts the Bible’s claims regarding its own nature, it must ask and answer whether the Bible is indeed God’s express revelation. If the answer to these questions is yes, then a new kind of criticism will emerge. This new criticism will treat the biblical statements as being true rather than errant, it will look for complementary statements rather than contradictions, and it will perceive the voice of God (as well as the voices of people) throughout. Such a criticism will be judged by the Scriptures rather than the other way around.








BOOK 1~PART II

CHAPTER 8

HOW TO INTERPRET
THE BIBLE

[image: ]


Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested; that is, some are to be read only in parts; others to be read, but not curiously; and some few to be read wholly, and with diligence and attention.”1

The seventeenth-century English essayist Sir Francis Bacon was not thinking exclusively of the Bible as he wrote these words. But there is little doubt that if the admonition “to be read wholly and with diligence and attention” is to be applied to any book, it is certainly to be applied to the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, which are the Word of God. The Bible is one form of God’s gracious revelation of himself to men and women. It should be highly cherished. Love for God, plus a desire to know him better, as well as to obey his express commands, should compel us to study it diligently.

But here a problem develops. If the Bible is God’s book, given to us over a period of approximately fifteen hundred years by more than forty human authors, obviously it is unlike any other book we have encountered. The principles of study would therefore seem to be different. Are they? If so, what should they be? Should the Bible be considered spiritually—that is, in a mystical or magical sense? Those who take that approach seem to be led into strange and irrational persuasions. Or should it be read in a purely natural manner—that is, as we would read any other book? The latter course seems proper, but this is the avowed purpose of the naturalistic higher criticism, which we have criticized strongly. What should the approach of the Christian reader or the Christian scholar be?

The answers are found in the four most important truths about the Bible, all of which have been covered in the previous chapters: (1) the Bible has one true author, who is God; (2) the Bible is given to us through human channels; (3) the Bible has a unifying purpose, namely, to lead us to an obedient and worshipful knowledge of the true God; and (4) understanding the Bible requires the supernatural activity of the Holy Spirit, whose work it is to interpret the Scriptures to us. The essential principles for study of God’s Word are implied in these four propositions.


ONE BOOK, ONE AUTHOR, ONE THEME


First, the Scriptures have but one author and that is God. True, the Bible has also come by means of human channels, but far more important is the fact that the Bible as a whole and in all its parts is from God. Superficially, a person may see the Bible as a miscellaneous collection of writings tied together more or less by the accidents of history. But the Bible is not just a collection. It is, as J. I. Packer states, “a single book with a single author—God the Spirit—and a single theme—God the Son, and the Father’s saving purposes, which all revolve around him.”2

The Bible’s authorship leads to two principles of interpretation: the principle of unity and the principle of noncontradiction. Taken together they mean that, if the Bible is truly from God, and if God is a God of truth (as he is), then (1) the parts of the book must go together to tell one story, and (2) if two parts seem to be in opposition or in contradiction to each other, our interpretation of one or both of these parts must be in error. It might even be said that if a scholar is expending effort to highlight contradictions in the biblical text and is not going beyond that to indicate how they may be resolved, then what is being demonstrated is not wisdom or honesty so much as failure as an interpreter of the Word of God.

Many will claim that an attempt to find unity where they say there is none is dishonesty. But the problem is actually one of interpretation and presuppositions.

We may take the matter of sacrifices as an example. Everyone recognizes that sacrifices play a large role in the Old Testament, and that they are not emphasized in the New Testament. Why is this? How are we to regard them? Here one person brings in the idea of an evolving religious conscience. This person supposes that sacrifices are important in the most primitive forms of religion. They are to be explained by the individual’s fear of the gods or God. God is imagined to be a capricious, vengeful deity, so worshipers try to appease him by sacrifice. This seems to be the general idea of sacrifice in the pagan religions of antiquity. It is assumed for the religion of the ancient Semite peoples too.

In time, however, such a primitive view of God is imagined to give way to a more elevated conception of him. God is then seen not so much as a God of capricious whim and wrath, but rather a God of justice. So law begins to take a more prominent place, eventually replacing sacrifice as the center of the religion. Finally, the worshipers rise to the conception of God as a God of love, and at that point sacrifice disappears entirely. The one who thinks this way might fix the turning point at the coming of Jesus Christ and his teachings. Therefore, today we would disregard both sacrifices and the idea of the wrath of God as outmoded concepts.

By contrast, another person (an evangelical might fall in this category) would approach the material with entirely different presuppositions and would therefore produce an entirely different interpretation. This person would begin by noting that the Old Testament does indeed tell a great deal about the wrath of God. But he or she would note that this element is hardly eliminated as one goes on through the Bible, most certainly not through the New Testament. It is, for instance, one of Paul’s important themes. It emerges strongly in the book of Revelation, where we read about God’s just wrath eventually being poured out against the sins of a rebellious and ungodly race. So far as sacrifices are concerned, it is true that the detailed sacrifices of the Old Testament system are no longer performed in the New Testament churches. But their disappearance is not because a supposed primitive conception of God has given way to a more advanced one, but rather because the great sacrifice of Jesus Christ has completed and superseded them all, as the book of Hebrews clearly maintains.

For such a person the solution is not to be found in an evolving conception of God; for this person, God is always the same—a God of wrath toward sin, a God of love toward the sinner. Rather it is to be found in God’s progressive revelation of himself to humankind, a revelation in which the sacrifices (for which God gives explicit instructions) are intended to teach both the serious nature of sin and the way in which God had always determined to save sinners. The Old Testament sacrifices point to Christ. John the Baptist is able to say, referring to part of the sacrificial system in ancient Jewish life that all would understand, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (Jn 1:29). And Peter can write about “knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot” (1 Pet 1:18-19).

In this example, as in all cases of biblical interpretation, the data are the same. The only difference is that one approaches Scripture looking for contradiction and development. The other approaches Scripture as if God has written it and therefore looks for unity, allowing one passage to throw light on another. The Westminster Confession states, “The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there is a question about the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly” (I, ix).




THE HUMAN COMPONENT


A second truth about the Bible is that it has been given to us through human channels, even though God is the ultimate source of the Scriptures. Its human component does not mean that the Bible is therefore subject to error, as all merely human books are. But it does mean that all sound principles of interpretation must be used in studying the Bible, precisely as they would be used in the study of any other ancient document. The way into the mind of God is through the mind of the human author, whom he used as a channel. Consequently, the only proper way to interpret the Bible is to discover what God’s human speakers were concerned to express.

One necessary part of interpretation is to consider each biblical statement in context: that is, within the context of the chapter, the book, and eventually the entire Word of God. Understanding the context is an obvious need in the interpretation of any document. Taking a statement out of context is almost always misleading. But it is to be guarded against in interpreting the Bible especially, since Bible-believing people have such regard for the words of Scripture that they sometimes elevate them at the expense of the context. Frank E. Gaebelein, author of a valuable book on interpreting the Bible, says,

Realizing that the Bible is God’s inspired Word, the devout reader attaches peculiar importance to every statement it contains. This reverence is commendable, but when it descends to the practice of picking out single verses as proofs of all sorts of things, it becomes positively dangerous. Were this a sound method of interpretation, one could find biblical support for nearly all the crimes on the calendar, from drunkenness and murder to lying and deceit.3


The Bible itself speaks of the need for proper interpretation: “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim 2:15). In this verse, the word translated “rightly handling” literally means “to cut straight” or “handle correctly.”

A second need is to consider the style of the material and then to interpret it within that framework. Consideration of style is obviously important in dealing with poetical literature such as the books of Psalms, Proverbs, Job, and even parts of prophetic material. The poetic books frequently employ symbols or images; they are misinterpreted if metaphors are taken literally. The book of Revelation is not to be taken literally in all its parts, as, for example, the vision of Jesus found in the opening verses. The result of a literal interpretation is a monstrosity, giving us a figure who is entirely white, having hair like wool, eyes like fire, feet like heated and glowing bronze, a sword going out of his mouth, with seven stars in his right hand. On the other hand, when each of these items is discovered to be an image associated with God in the Old Testament, then the vision yields us a portrait of Jesus who is thereby shown to be one with God the Father in all his attributes: holy, eternal, omniscient, omnipresent, revealing, and sovereign.

The matter of style also has its bearing on the New Testament parables. The use of parables was a special method of teaching and must be recognized as such. Usually a parable makes one or, at best, a few main points. Consequently, it is an error to fix an application to each detail of the story. For example, an attempt to assign a meaning to the husks, pigs, and other details of the story of the prodigal son is ludicrous.

A third need is to consider the purpose for which a particular passage was written. In other words, we must consider its scope. Gaebelein writes,

The Bible has a single great purpose. It was given to reveal the love of God as manifested in the divine provision of salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. This is its aim, and sound interpretation must never lose sight of this aim. Consequently, it is a serious and misleading error to regard the Bible as a source-book on science, philosophy, or any subject other than its central theme of the Deity in relation to humanity. After all, there is a proper scope of Scripture, a scope determined not by individual writers, inspired though they were, but by the divine Author of it all. One cannot hold the Bible accountable for fields of knowledge outside the scope delineated by the divine purpose of the book.4


One obvious application is to those references that seem to have bothered Rudolf Bultmann so much, in which heaven is assumed to be “up there” and hell “below” our feet. Again, a consideration of purpose or scope applies to passages about bones crying out, bowels yearning, kidneys instructing, and ears judging. It is often said that such references reveal a mistaken notion of the universe and of human physiology, but this is absurd. All they show is that the biblical writers wrote in the language of their day, so that they would be understood. Their use of such phrases is no more scientific than our use of phrases like “walking on air,” a “gut feeling,” “deep in my heart,” and so on.

It is not always easy to determine whether a passage is using literal or figurative language, of course, so we must be careful. Most important is to be aware of the problem and consciously to seek for the true scope of the passage. In seeking its purpose we may ask such questions as the following: To whom is it written? Who has written it? When was it written? What does it say?

A fourth need is to give full attention to the meaning of the individual words. It is possible that God can think without words or other symbols, but it is certain that we cannot. Consequently, the meaning of words and an individual’s use of them are of great importance. When we fail to take them into consideration, we inevitably misinterpret.

Obviously Bible students must not fail to give close attention to the precise meaning of the biblical words. Word studies themselves can be extremely rewarding; words like faith, salvation, righteousness, love, spirit, glory, church, and many others are fascinating.

The summary of these points is contained in what has come to be called the historical-literal method of biblical interpretation. The method simply means, as Packer puts it, that “the proper, natural sense of each passage (i.e., the intended sense of the writer) is to be taken as fundamental.” The intended meaning of the words in their own context and in the speech of the original writer or spokesman is the starting point.

In other words, Scripture statements must be interpreted in the light of the rules of grammar and discourse on the one hand, and of their own place in history on the other. This is what we should expect in the nature of the case, seeing that the biblical books originated as occasional documents addressed to contemporary audiences; and it is exemplified in the New Testament exposition of the Old, from which the fanciful allegorizing practiced by Philo and the rabbis is strikingly absent.5

The principle is based on the fact that the Bible is God’s Word in human language. It means that Scripture is to be interpreted in its natural sense, and that theological or cultural preferences must not be allowed to obscure the fundamental meaning.
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