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THESIS ELEVEN:

The Bible is the reservoir and conduit of divine truth, the authoritative written record and exposition of God’s nature and will.

1.
The Modern Revolt against Authority

THE PROBLEM OF AUTHORITY is one of the most deeply distressing concerns of contemporary civilization. Anyone who thinks that this problem specially or exclusively embarrasses Bible believers has not listened to the wild winds of defiance now sweeping over much of modern life. Respect for authority is being challenged on almost every front and in almost every form.

In many ways this questioning of authority is a good thing. The Bible stresses that all derived authority must answer to the living God for its use, misuse and abuse. In our time totalitarian pretenders and spurious authorities have wielded devastating power to the psychic wounding of many people. The story of thousands of persons acting under Nazi orders to exterminate six million Jews is but one case in point. As Stanley Milgram reminds us, even reputable professional people willing to obey the orders of superiors despite questions of conscience lend themselves to brutality (Obedience to Authority). The further fact that those in power bend authority for self-serving and immoral ends, and often under the pretext of serving others and advancing good causes, can only rouse skepticism over the legitimacy of any and all authority. The Bible throughout sternly condemns oppressive and exploitive miscarriages of power; Jesus pointedly contrasts those who use power to “lord it over” others (Matt. 20:24–28) with those who serve God truly.

How to justify any human authority becomes an increasingly acute problem. Not only religious authority, but political, parental, and academic authority as well come under debate. “The question of authority for and in ethical life and religious faith is one of the most pressing and challenging of modern issues,” states H. Dermot McDonald. “Is there any final court of appeal, any absolute norm to which the moral life may be referred? And is there any sure word or any ultimate fact in which religious trust can be reposed?” (“The Concept of Authority,” p. 33). In short, is not authority in any sphere of human activity simply a social convention subject to personal veto?

Christianity teaches that all legitimate authority comes from God. Loss of faith in God soon brings a questioning of the transcendent basis of any and all authority, and sets in motion a search for humanistic alternatives. But as McDonald indicates, humanistic theories are unable to sustain objective moral claims: “Humanism fails because it refuses to rest the ladder, by which it would have men ascend, upon the bar of heaven, and it is the verdict of psychology and history alike that ladders without support in a meaningful cosmic Reality are apt to come crashing down again on the earth” (ibid., p. 36). And Donald MacKinnon writes of “the quest” ever since Plato’s time “for an authoritative transcendent norm which at once supplies a standard of judgment and a resting place for the interrogative spirit” (Borderlands of Theology, p. 22). Yet how great in our day is the gulf that separates the relative from the unconditioned, how vast the distance between the subjective and the transcendent, how almost unbridgeable the span between the realm of sense experience and the order of ultimate being. According to Dorothy Emmet, one factor that encouraged abandoning liberal and modernist theologies may be their lack of the “element of awe before what is both absolute and qualitatively different” (The Nature of Metaphysical Thinking, p. 109). Every man-made alternative to the sovereign God soon shows itself to be a monologue projected on a cosmic screen.

The modern loss of the omnipotent God creates a vacuum of which powerful nationalistic ideologies soon take advantage, as the twentieth century learned full well from fascism and communism. A rebellious generation that defects from the authority of God unwittingly prepares a welcome for totalitarian programs that professedly promote the public welfare. In the West one reads more and more about the magnificent social strides made by communism and less and less of communism’s curtailment of freedom of expression and of religion that incarcerates dissenters in mental hospitals, slave labor camps and overcrowded prisons. The important struggle between the so-called free world and the totalitarian world becomes increasingly reduced to simply a conflict between the personal desires of the free, rational self and the compulsory demands of a collectivistic society. In time, both forces, even if in different ways, come to reflect the very same revolt against transcendent divine authority. Even in the United States, despite widespread belief in a God-of-the-gaps and in a blessed immortality come what may, the nationalism of democracy now frequently slips into a kind of political atheism that accommodates only the rituals of civil religion that in fact actually conceal the decline of faith in the schoolroom and in the inner city.

Today’s authority crisis runs far deeper, however, than simply questioning the propriety or legitimacy of particular authorities. Dietrich Bonhoeffer points to modern man’s relegation of God to irrelevance; God is “increasingly edged out of the world.” Now that moderns have presumably “come of age,” both “knowledge and life are thought to be perfectly possible without him” (Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 114). The modern atheistic mood, so effectively delineated by Bonhoeffer, is summarized in Heinz Zahrnt’s word-picture of the radical secularism that threatens to inundate the Western outlook: “In the modern age, secularisation, the ordering of the world on its own terms, has overwhelmed every province of life like an avalanche. This is the greatest and most extensive process of secularisation which has ever taken place in the history of Christianity, or indeed in the whole history of religion. . . . The metaphysical foundations have everywhere been destroyed: science, politics, society, economics, justice, art and morality are understood in their own terms and follow their own laws. There are no longer any reserved areas which follow some kind of extraneous ‘metaphysical’ or ‘divine’ laws. Man managed without ‘God’ as a working hypothesis; he also copes with the world and with his life without God. . . . Nowadays people no longer come to atheism through what may be a severe inward struggle or through dangerous conflicts with society, but treat it as their automatic point of departure” (The Question of God, pp. 126 ff.). Within this perspective of secularization, as Friedrich Gogarten defines it, “human existence comes to be determined by the dimensions of time and history” (quoted by Arend Th. van Leeuwen, Christianity in the Modern World, p. 331).

Christianity was opposed a few generations ago on the ground that its affirmations—such as its claim to divine authority and hence to religious supremacy—are false; its representations of truth and right were denied to be unquestionably good and valid for man. But more recently a remarkable turn has taken place. Christianity is still said not to be the final religion, not to be objectively authoritative, not to promulgate revealed truth and to identify the ultimate good, but for different reasons. Disbelief now stems from claims that finalities and objective truth simply do not exist; the good and the true are declared to be only revolutionary by-products and culturally relative perspectives.

The radical secularist, vaunting modern man’s supposed maturity, is skeptical of all transcendent authority. He repudiates divine absolutes, revealed truth, scriptural commandments, fixed principles and supernatural purpose as obstacles to individual self-fulfillment and personal creativity. Langdon Gilkey describes the mood that now often greets the mere mention of divine authority in an age snared in cultural relativity. “The divine bases for authority in theology,” he says, “seem to have fled with this historicizing of everything historical, leaving us with only … a ‘Hebrew understanding,’ an ‘apostolic faith,’ a ‘patristic mind,’ ‘Medieval viewpoints,’ a ‘Reformation attitude’. . . . And if … all faiths … are relative to their stage and place in general history, how can any one of them claim our ultimate allegiance or promise an ultimate truth or an ultimate salvation?” (Naming the Whirlwind: The Renewal of God Language, p. 51). Contemporary man, as Gordon D. Kaufman emphasizes, no longer locates himself in a world viewed biblically as God’s world and within the perspective of a Christian world-life view. Instead, it is science or sociology that supplies the framework for comprehending the cosmos and human experience. The result is clear: what was long accepted as God’s revealed truth about the cosmos and man is now viewed as merely primitive Hebrew or early Christian folklore (“What Shall We Do with the Bible?” pp. 95 ff.). Vast reaches of Western society have forfeited the conviction that “the Bible is study material,” as James Barr puts it, “for the world as a whole and not for the church only … for historians … as well as for clergymen and theologians” (The Bible in the Modern World, p. 60). In an age enamored of scientific empiricism, the very idea of unalterable absolutes, changeless commands, deathless doctrines, and timeless truths seems pretentious and unpalatable. When academia pursues change and novelty and contingency, when relativity crowds the world of truth and right, when variableness becomes the hallmark of social progress, what room remains for revelation, for a fixed Word of God—in short, for divine authority?

Even some theologians find it more natural to assert their own creative individuality than to accept religious authority; freedom to theologize as they wish is made a supposedly Christian prerogative. Neo-Protestant theologians who disown Scripture as “the final rule of faith and practice” see the rules governing theological gamesmanship not only as revisable but also as optional; emphasis on “functional authority” becomes a sophisticated way of evading the role of Scripture as an epistemic criterion for doctrine and morals. In this way the church itself sets a precedent for the world in reducing interest in the authority of the Bible.

Radically secular man does far more, however, than simply rejecting divine authority and resigning himself to historical relativity. He caps his rejection by affirming human autonomy; he flaunts a supposed inherent ability to formulate all “truths” and “values” by and for himself. Human dignity and self-realization, we are told, require creative liberty to opt for ideals of one’s own making and choosing. Human self-development assertedly demands that individuals fashion and sponsor whatever values they prefer, and assume creative roles in reshaping an ultimately impersonal cosmic environment. In this view of things, supernatural being, transcendent revelation, and divine decrees are threats to the meaning and worth of human existence. Gilkey focuses on the current scene as follows: “Is not—so the modern spirit declares—revelation the denial of all autonomy in inquiry and rationality; is not divine law the denial of personal autonomy in ethics; above all, is not God, if he be at all, the final challenge to my creativity as a man?” (Naming the Whirlwind, p. 61).

The modern loss of the God of the Bible has at the same time therefore involved a vanishing sense of human dependence on anything outside man himself; man sees himself as living on a planet devoid of any intrinsic plan and purpose, and supposedly born of a cosmic accident. He himself must originate and fashion whatever values there are. The current existential emphasis on man’s freedom and will to become himself, particularly on freedom and responsibility as the very essence of human life, regards external authority as a repressive threat. Man’s unlimited creative autonomy is exalted; this “authentic selfhood” consequently requires the rejection of all transcendently given absolute norms, for they are seen as life-draining encumbrances. There is one striking contradiction here, however. It derives from the existentialist interest in Jesus Christ as the model of authentic humanity who, in his concern for others, stood against tradition and convention. Yet at the center of Jesus’ earthly life and ministry remains the unquestioned authority of God and the appeal to Scripture. Gilkey comments pointedly: “Strangely, it is the Lord on the cross who gives to the world which put him there the only model for its own fulfillment” (ibid., p. 381).

The secularist today does not, of course, disown these categories of God, revelation, and divine authority because modern scholarship exhibits them to be unintelligible or because recent discovery indicates their intellectual supports to be demonstrably invalid. He tends rather to subscribe to the contemporary outlook on life because of personal taste or preference. Prevalent antiauthoritarian philosophies notwithstanding, no valid basis exists for declaring the concept of authority meaningless or intrinsically inappropriate. To be sure, many academicians reinforce the revolt against biblical religion by substituting natural process and chance for supernatural causality and purpose. But this does not settle an issue that must be debated head-on. In the last analysis, the question of biblical authority turns on the finality of the contemporary view (which presumes to reject all finalities) and on the intellectual relevance of the Bible for this and every other generation. If God does not truly exist and is not Creator; if evolutionary process and development replace the majesty and authority of the sovereign Lord of heaven and earth; if all truth-claims and ethical precepts are relative, then self-determination and personal taste will supplant divine revelation and will become the “rule” of life. The one reality that individual creativity is powerless to fashion, however, is a valid moral norm. As P. T. Forsyth once so pointedly stated, genuine authority is not the authority of experience but rather the authority for experience.

Any reader of the Bible will recognize at once how ancient, and not at all distinctively modern, is this revolt against spiritual and moral absolutes. The emphasis on human autonomy is pre-”secular” and pre-”modern” and carries us all the way back to Eden. The very opening chapters of Genesis portray the clash between revealed morality and human autonomy; this clash subsequently pervades not only the entire Old and New Testaments but all human history as well. Many a permissive American considers Playboy or Penthouse required reading but dismisses the Pentateuch as an archeological oddity, and debunks Mosaic morality along with Victorian prudity. In doing so he reveals, of course, not how truly modern but how ancient and antiquated are his ethical perspectives. Against the cult of Baal that worshiped nature gods and practiced ritual prostitution, Elijah affirmed Yahweh’s supremacy as transcendent Creator and sovereign Ruler of the world. The book of Judges leaves no doubt that Israel’s syncretistic compromises with Baal-religion were spiritually and morally devastating. But the cost to people and nation meant little to the “moderns” of that day who applauded apostasy and made vice a virtue. That is why Elijah’s call to belief in Yahweh and to cleansing from Canaanite impurities sounds so strange in today’s pluralistic society where history and life are surrendered to cultural contingency and where Yahweh is displaced by the myth of self-sovereignty.

At stake in the current clash over the Bible’s divine authority is a far-reaching controversy over the real nature of man and his destiny. Biblical theism has always openly challenged the rebellious rejection of any and all transcendent divine authority; it has always refused to accommodate divine moral imperatives and revelational truths to human revision. Scripture clearly affirms that man was divinely fashioned for a higher role than the animals: he was “crowned with glory and honour” (Ps. 8:5, KJV). John Baillie comments, “There are some things you can’t comfortably do with a crown upon your head” (A Reasoned Faith, p. 98).

But it is not only the Bible that confronts mankind—modern man included and the radical secularist not exempted—with the fact and reality of the living, sovereign, authority-wielding God. The pagan Gentiles that Paul indicts for their disregard of divine authority had not scorned Scripture; they had not even read Scripture nor so much as heard of it. Their guilt lay in stifling the truth of God as disclosed in nature and history and conscience. They even “offered reverence and worship to created things instead of to the Creator.” “There is,” Paul adds, “no possible defence for their conduct; knowing God, they have refused to honour him as God, or to render him thanks. . . . They have bartered away the true God for a false one” (Rom. 1:18–25, NEB). In this context the apostle speaks of “the wrath of God breaking forth from heaven” (Goodspeed) because humans in their wickedness inexcusably “suppress the truth.” Mankind everywhere has an elementary knowledge of what is ultimate and abiding, of God’s reality, and of final answerability to and judgment by him (Rom. 1:20, 32). In and through human reason and conscience the human race has an ineradicable perception of the eternal, sovereign deity.

The contemporary masses in the Western world, and increasingly masses in large metropolitan centers around the globe where Western technology and ways penetrate, live on a moral merry-go-round. At one and the same time they refuse to come to terms with the imago Dei in man yet refuse to fully repudiate man’s eternal value and destiny. A life of ethical dilettantism and of disregard for the ultimate nature of things can yield no valid convictions about God, man and morality. J. N. D. Anderson states the quandary of the practical agnostic: “It seems to me impossible to come to any satisfying conclusions about the source or content of moral imperatives until we have considered such basic questions as the nature of the universe in which we live, man’s place in this universe, and the meaning and purpose of human life” (“Ethics: Relative, Situational or Absolute?” p. 31).

The consequences of smothering this knowledge are cumulative and devastating, and involve an idolatry so monstrous that human beings soon worship and serve “the creature rather than the Creator” and finally “exchange the truth about God for a lie” (Rom. 1:24, RSV). While future and final judgment will fully overtake the godless or reprobate mind, that judgment is already anticipatively under way in a society where God abandons those who deliberately abandon him: “Since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a base mind and to improper conduct” (1:28, RSV). The breakdown of moral principle in a pagan age is therefore no excuse for unbelief; actually it attests God’s punitive judgment on an ungodly generation that repudiates divine authority. The transcendent command of God that confronted Adam in the Garden of Eden still confronts man in the wildernesses of secular society. The difference between ancient and modern man is mainly this: Adam stood too close to human beginnings to call his revolt anything but sin, whereas contemporary man rationalizes his revolt in the name of evolution and progress.

To acknowledge God’s transcendent authority as a reality universally known even apart from Scripture in no way discounts the decisive importance of scriptural authority. Both through the universally shared revelation in nature and history and the imago Dei, and in the Scriptures as well, God manifests himself as the transcendent sovereign positioned at the crossroads of human civilization and destiny. To the rhetorical question, “Does not the Protestant principle attribute too much to the Bible, and too little to God himself …?” Karl Barth replies emphatically: “The answer is that there is indeed only one single absolute fundamental and indestructible priority, and that is the priority of God as Creator over the totality of His creatures and each of them without exception. Yet how strange it is that we learn of this very priority (in the serious sense, in all the compass and power of the concept) only through the Bible” (Church Dogmatics, I/2, pp. 497–98). While Brunner too may not have made the most of his acknowledgment, he is nonetheless right: “The Living God is … known through revelation alone. This Lord God is the God of the Biblical revelation. The fact that we speak thus about the nature of the personal being is the result of the Biblical revelation …” (Revelation and Reason, p. 44). Although Barth disowns general divine revelation, he nonetheless sees that only the Bible can now acquaint sinful mankind with the comprehensive and normative content of the nature and will of God. The God of the Bible is not a past and bygone sovereign—he is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—nor is he the God only of some remote future unrelated to our present dilemmas. God is the God of the living, not of the dead, the God of the present in whose purview dwell all the spirits of all the ages. Even those who disregard and demean his majestic authority are momentarily within his reach.

It is all very well for Leonard Hodgson to stress that not the authority of the Bible but the authority of God needs to be reaffirmed in a deeper and more active faith (“God and the Bible,” p. 8), and that we need to stress what God himself seeks “to speak to us here and now today” in contrast to what the Bible says. But to equate this emphasis with what God is “now using the Bible to say” gives one the uneasy feeling that Hodgson’s deity has trouble making up his mind and becomes all things to all generations. Hodgson has no room for “a sub-stratum of revealed truth which is immune to human criticism” (p. 14). But if God has no authority over our thoughts concerning his purposes, why should we consider him authoritative over our thoughts concerning ourselves and our neighbors, or about moral principles and actions? If the truth in theology depends upon what I as a theologian happen to approve, then what is right for my neighbor may as readily turn on what he happens to approve. Hodgson prizes “the contribution of theological scholarship … as a gift of God, given to be one of the channels of his self-revelation” (p. 9). Obviously it ill-becomes this or any other theologian to deny that vocational colleagues have contributed in important ways to the realm of theological learning. But to consider ongoing theological scholarship per se a channel of God’s self-revelation raises the question as to just when and in which generation of theologians, or in which ecumenical faith-and-order conference, or on which ecumenical divinity campus God has made up his mind. What sense does it make to insist that “if God is one and is faithful and true there will be a self-consistency in his self-revelation” (p. 9), if theologues sacrifice logical consistency in order to preserve God’s unity, truth and reality?

The only cure for the theological schizophrenia that characterizes neo-Protestant dogmatics is to allow the inspired Scriptures to speak concerning more than just the personal predilections we ordain, since that procedure allows us to extract from them only what we prefer to hear and proclaim. The ambiguity that now encumbers neo-Protestant appeals to the authority of the Bible is exemplified in D. E. Nineham’s warning that any simple answer to the question, “Wherein does the authority of the Bible lie?” is likely to involve “serious, and dangerous, oversimplification. . . . The authority of the Bible,” says Nineham, “is inextricably connected with other authorities—the authority of the Church, of the saints, of the liturgy, the conscience and the reason” (“Wherein Lies the Authority of the Bible?” On the Authority of the Bible, by Hodgson and others, pp. 95–96). Nineham’s answer may not be simple, and in some cases it may even tell us what biblical authority is properly connected with (e.g., reason), but it does not tell us precisely what that authority is.

Dennis M. Campbell insists that the recovery of theology hinges on, among other things, the recognition of “the centrality of the problem of authority” (Authority and the Renewal of American Theology, p. 109). But while Campbell properly identifies the authority problem as the central issue of theology, he rejects the decisive authority of the Bible on the grounds that its vulnerability to divergent interpretations undermines its authority and that apart from one’s reliance on other norms, its meaning is obscure. Campbell impressively shows—what students of recent modern theology know full well—that influential contemporary interpreters freely adjust biblical authority to other norms. William Adams Brown tapers the content of Christianity to the changing social and intellectual milieu, whereas Langdon Gilkey’s criterion of “ultimacy,” John Cobb’s process theology, and Gordon Kaufman’s “historicist perspective” all elevate modern secular reasoning as the authority for constructive theology. Frederick Herzog coordinates the appeal to the Bible with liberation theology (cf. his “Introduction: A New Church Conflict?” in Theology of the Liberating Word, p. 20). Herzog, like Barth, aims to be biblical, but just as Barth’s Church Dogmatics all too obviously retained dialectical categories as the controlling norm, so Marxist categories impinge on Herzog’s intention to let the Word speak.

Campbell’s own approach is not unlike that of H. Richard Niebuhr, who promotes authority by fusing the primacy of revelation with the centrality of the Christian community. Campbell at times reflects an openness to multiple authorities, but divine revelation as experienced in the church is ultimately decisive. Thus, like the other theologians he evaluates and criticizes, he too joins the list of contemporaries for whom Scripture is not finally authoritative. But the circumstance that, in deciding the significance of Scripture, many modern theologians resort to extraneous norms—ecclesiastical tradition, inner experience, philosophical reasoning, sociocultural acceptability, or the faith-response of the Christian community—does not of itself, as Robert K. Johnston points out, establish Campbell’s notion that biblical authority is “undermined by the fact that interpretations of Scripture vary” (“American Theology,” review of Campbell, Authority and the Renewal of American Theology, p. 40). Moreover, the norms on which biblical meaning depends, notably the laws of logic, do not at all differ from those which make even Campbell’s views intelligible.

Beyond all doubt, biblical religion is authoritarian in nature. The sovereign God, creator of the universe, Lord of history, dispenser of destiny, determines and rewards the true and the good. God commands and has the right to be obeyed, and the power also to punish the disobedient and reward the faithful. Behind God’s will stands omnipotent power. The notion that the individual subjectively determines what is ultimately good and evil, true and false, not only results in an encroaching nihilism, but also presupposes the illusion of a godless world. God can be ignored only if we assume the autonomy of the world. But it is God who in his purpose has determined the existence and nature of the world. The divine sovereignty extends to every sphere of life—the sphere of work, whether in the laboratory or in the forum; the sphere of love, whether in the home or in neighbor-relations; the sphere of justice, whether between the nations or in local cities and towns. Divine sovereignty can be thus formulated because it extends also to the sphere of truth. We cannot understand the inner secret of the cosmos without God’s Word nor interpret anything comprehensively apart from its relation to the Creator and Sustainer of all. Human beings are commanded by him not only to love the truth but also to do it (John 3:21; 1 John 1:6); knowledge is not simply an intellectual concern but involves ethical obligation as well. Impenitence spells doom, for man can in no way justify his spiritual revolt. God’s authority was firmly stamped on man’s conscience at creation, and clearly republished in the Bible which meshes man’s fall and need of moral rescue with God’s gracious offer of forgiveness and promise of new life to all who repent and trust him.

In many respects—indeed in all essential respects—our situation is not unlike that of the apostolic age. Mankind at that time lived in a world that was passing away, but for which the gospel of redemptive renewal provided a new kairos. Like the Hebrew people before them, the early Christians recognized that divine self-disclosure and divine authority are inseparable corollaries. If on the basis of the ancient Scriptures and in their own consciences they knew man to be the highest form of created existence, they knew also Christ incarnate to be the supreme exegete of ideal humanity and the final exegete of the nature of God. Their sinful aversion to the concept of transcendent authority was breached by news that the God of final judgment had already demonstrated in Jesus’ resurrection his displeasure with oppressive evil powers, and that the final judge of humanity offers spiritual renewal and forgiveness to all who confess his sovereignty.

For many centuries the Western world took seriously its commitment to the supernatural revelation conveyed through Hebrew prophets and Christian apostles, and found in the canonical Scriptures the normative exposition of God’s revealed truth and will. It championed the divinely disclosed truths as authoritative over the deliberations of secular philosophy, over the aspirations of religion in general, and over all inferences and projections gained only from private experience. Man’s only hopeful option in a universe of God’s making and governance lay in the acceptance and appropriation of this divinely inspired teaching. The Bible, the incomparably unique and authoritative source of spiritual and ethical truth, proffered all that is needful for human salvation and felicity; Scripture was a treasured divine provision that equips sinful rebels with valid information about the transcendent realm, and discloses the otherwise hidden possibility of enduring personal reconciliation with God.

For mankind today nothing is of greater importance than a right criterion whereby men may identify the truth and the good over against mere human assertion. Christianity purports to be derived from divine revelation. Throughout the period from apostolic times through the eighteenth century, even most heretics conceded the authority of Scripture. Then in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries biblical criticism redefined “the nature of the Bible’s authority” and viewed Scripture as simply a fallible witness. All the historic Protestant confessions had affirmed the authority of Scripture. By recognizing the Bible as the sole rule of faith and of authentic proclamation, the church preserved Christ alone as its head and declared the Spirit-inspired writings to be superior in authority to the opinions of even the most revered churchmen. Whether it was the ordinary believer or the local clergyman, denominational or ecclesiastical leader, tradition or church confession, each was subject to the test of Scripture and apart from such verification was held to be fallible. As Barth says, “Scriptural exegesis rests on the assumption that the message which Scripture has given us, even in its apparently most debatable and least assimilable parts, is in all circumstances truer and more important than the best and most necessary things that we ourselves have said or can say” (Church Dogmatics, I/2, p. 719).

Under the influence of neo-Protestant theology, large church bodies have ventured in the recent past to approve diluted statements. Ecclesiastical programming and ecumenical serviceability have often relied on ambiguous expressions of biblical authority. As James Barr observes, “apart from minor survivals” ecumenical theology is not carried on in a context of “an ‘authority’ structure that involves authoritative sources and content.” He emphasizes that such “theology is characteristically pluralistic and theologians, apart from those who sigh nostalgically for old times, accept this fact, not just as a fact but as a good thing. Within the older authority structures the authority of the Bible occupied a high place in the hierarchy. It was scarcely doubted that the appeal to scripture formed a major ground for discriminating between theologies, for preferring one and rejecting another. This is no longer in effect the case. . . . Within this newer context the idea of the ‘authority of the Bible’ has become anachronistic” (The Bible in the Modern World, p. 29). Barr’s observations doubtless characterize the predominant ecumenical scene very well, although he tells us little about the contrary convictions of many evangelical theologians worldwide for whom biblical authority still remains a compelling option. In any event, the ecumenical temper today or tomorrow does not decide what ought in every age to be the case for nonchristians and for Christians.

Leading scholars on both sides of the Atlantic are acutely aware of the dilemma concerning biblical authority. Gordon Kaufman writes: “The Bible lies at the foundation of Western culture and in a deep sense, however unbeknownst, has informed the life of every participant in that culture. . . . But all this is over with and gone. . . . The Bible no longer has unique authority for Western man. It has become a great but archaic monument in our midst” (“What Shall We Do with the Bible?” pp. 95–96). For many reasons the Bible is declared to be no longer acceptable as authoritative over modern life. Western culture now tends to repudiate the very idea of transcendent authority, and intellectual centers are prone to substitute radically altered values from those identified with historic Christian theism. Even if this were not the case, it is claimed, critical scholarship has so exploded the idea of the Bible as a canon or cohesive literary document teaching a theologically unified view, and influential theologians now find in it so many divergent emphases, that the Bible’s serviceability as an instrument of objective truth is seriously compromised. “A radically new situation has developed, it is claimed,” reports David Kelsey, “in which scripture does not, and indeed, some add, cannot serve as authority for theology” (The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, p. 1). When Kelsey proposes that in these circumstances the Christian community retain the “biblical texts, and even the historical Christian canon, as authority” by technically redefining authority and Scripture in a functional way (p. 177), he simply compounds the already existing confusion.

Theologians and seminarians now often study biblical texts not as authoritative Scripture but simply as texts per se, as historical sources based on still other historical sources, or as texts used to discern the mind of the writer or that of his ancient readers. This approach has become increasingly common as theological institutions have become unsure about the Bible as the norm or rule of faith and practice.

Meanwhile the role of the Bible in public life and affairs has slumped.

Bound by the “non-establishment” clause in the national Constitution in the controversy over religion in the American public schools, the Supreme Court’s Schempp decision approved the study of the Bible only as a literary and historical source; the Bible’s claims as divinely authoritative Scripture were made educationally irrelevant. Even in many Sunday schools the Bible has become, as Edward Farley notes, less a book that evokes the piety of a godly man or woman than an object of intellectual study (Requiem for a Lost Piety, pp. 32–33). In other Sunday schools, we should add, interest in the Bible focuses mainly on personal piety and ignores the intellectual import of revealed doctrine. Once they enter high school and college, many young people from Christian homes abandon what slight biblical interest they have, and in nonevangelical seminaries students often show less interest in biblical studies than in sociopolitical and psychological pursuits.

“The mainstream of American Protestantism … is in danger of losing all its biblical foundations,” writes Elizabeth Achtemeier. “It is now possible in this country to carry on the expected work of a Frotestant congregation with no reference to the Bible whatever. The worship services of the church can be divorced from Biblical models and become the celebration of the congregation’s life together and of its more or less vaguely held beliefs in some god. Folk songs, expressive of American culture, can replace the psalms. . . . Art forms and aesthetic experiences can be used as substitutes for communion with God. The preacher’s opinions or ethical views can be made replacements for the word from the Biblical texts. . . . But the amazing thing is that no one in the pew on Sunday morning may notice” (The Old Testament and the Proclamation of the Gospel, pp. 1–2).

The so-called “modern revival of biblical authority” associated with the neoorthodox concept of revelation, Barr comments, swiftly “lost its impetus and leadership” and yielded ground to reemerging non-revelationally based alternatives. “It sometimes seems as if the great neo-orthodox revolution in theology had not taken place at all,” he writes, “so many of its favourite positions are denied or simply ignored” (The Bible in the Modern World, p. 5). “We seem to have returned to a situation in which the status and value of the Bible is very much in question” (p. 8). The “most radical questioning,” Barr adds, appears in “English-speaking theology, both in Great Britain and in the United States,” which questions not merely “the mode of biblical authority” as is more the fashion in Continental theology, but its very legitimacy. Barr makes—but does not answer—queries about the source of this “radical questioning of the status of the Bible”: is it the effect of empiricist philosophy, of the self-defeating neoorthodox theology, of the thin tradition of expository preaching, of oratorical pulpiteering frequently centered in personalities, of libertarian social philosophy? The one possible explanation that Barr does not offer is that the modern mind easily succumbs to arbitrary presuppositions that inexcusably strip biblical revelation of its power as an intellectual alternative.

The church’s long and unquestioned belief in the Bible, D. E. Nineham contends, must be compromised in the light of the explosion of modern knowledge. “It is … only since the middle of the eighteenth century that we have begun to make the really fantastic advances in knowledge to which we are now accustomed, and that Christians have found themselves holding views and presuppositions on almost every subject markedly divergent from those of the biblical writers” (“Wherein Lies the Authority of the Bible?” p. 91). But such generalities have little force unless Nineham identifies specific instances of assured modern knowledge that decisively contravene the scriptural teaching. The fact that some modern Christians, like some of the Corinthian Christians and some Hebrews also in Old Testament times, hold nonbiblical “views and presuppositions” does not of itself establish the correctness of their positions, or that of the fluid “modern view” (which is really many views), nor does it demonstrate the falsity of the scriptural teaching. As an apostle of Bultmann, Nineham himself tends to accept a positivist view of nature and history that many scientists and historians repudiate. A Canadian scientist, Walter R. Thorson, commenting on Bultmann’s demythologizing of the New Testament on the ground of the supposed requirements of positivism, notes that the philosophy of science espoused by Bultmannians is “fifty years out of date and is losing all philosophical credibility, but the theologians will be the last to find it out” (“The Concept of Truth in the Natural Sciences,” p. 37).


Nineham adds that “it was only with this rapid divergence of world-view that there came, really for the first time, the consciousness of how unlike one another men of different epochs are. . . . These changes … were reinforced by the conclusions of a growing army of biblical critics” (“Wherein Lies the Authority of the Bible?” p. 91). I consider this to be more obfuscating than illuminating. Scriptural perspectives had to contend repeatedly with rival views of the cosmos and human destiny long before the modern era, first in the ancient Semitic milieu and then in the Greco-Roman world. The medieval revival of classic Greek emphases by Thomas Aquinas and other scholastics anticipated currents of Western philosophy from Descartes onward that shifted the case for theism from scriptural revelation to philosophical reasoning. Spinoza, Hume and Kant all prized conjectural religious philosophy above revelational theology as the preferred way of knowing, and in deference to modern scientific emphases abandoned orthodoxy as no longer cognitively credible. Not only the special status of Scripture but the very role of Yahweh the God of the Bible was now also under assault. While Protestant modernism contended that twentieth-century man can still be Christian, it elevated empirical verifiability as decisive for truth; forsaking transcendent revelation and external miracle, it tapered Jesus’ significance to that of the supremely moral human being. Whatever else might be said for this view, it had nothing essentially in common with biblical Christianity. By subordinating revealed theology to empirical inquiry, the modernist era inaugurated by Schleiermacher abandoned the scriptural verification of invisible spiritual realities and excluded any fixed or timeless Word conveyed by biblical revelation. On the basis of the regnant philosophy of science, neo-Protestants assumed the unbroken continuity of nature and the evolutionary development of man and of world religions, and scoffed at the supernatural authority of the Bible. The scientific method became the all-engulfing criterion of credibility; scientific experimentalism displaced the Holy Spirit as the Christian’s escort into the truth. The fact that “a growing army of biblical critics” reinforced such views proves very little, for many such critics, to their own later embarrassment, espoused views predicated on contemporary prejudices. Observed data could in no way adjudicate the transcendent aspects of biblical revelation, and archeological discoveries repeatedly contravened what critics had been denying about historical matters.

In this context a new plea for the Bible is being sounded today even by many critical scholars. “The status of the Bible in the church and in Christian faith … affects every aspect of the life of the churches and the presentation of their message to the world,” comments James Barr (The Bible in the Modern World, p. 112). “Many of the troubles of modern Christianity are self-inflicted burdens which would be much lightened if the message of the Bible were more highly regarded. I have no faith in the vision of a Christianity which would emancipate itself more completely from biblical influence and go forward bravely, rejoicing in its own contemporary modernity. On the contrary, if there are resources for the liberation of the churches and their message, these resources lie to a considerable extent within the Bible.” Barr even makes himself a champion of biblically oriented preaching. “If a personal impression may be permitted,” he says, “from one who generally occupies the pew rather than the pulpit: the quality of most preaching is shatteringly poor, and most of the laity would be greatly relieved to hear some talk, however simple in level, about biblical materials” (p. 140).

Yet Barr dulls the edge of such a plea when he feels no constraint whatever to vindicate the authority of the Bible against skeptics, and instead voices a disposition to “leave the nature of authority to emerge at the end of the theological process” so that theology itself is freed of antecedent answerability to scriptural criteria (ibid., p. 113). The reason for such a stance is not far off: Barr holds Scripture to be errant in theological matters; theological precision and correctness do not belong, he holds, to the purpose of the Bible (p. 119) which for him is a theologically deficient book (p. 120). Barr espouses a doctrine of “scriptural authority” that bypasses questions of the Bible’s inspired origin, and its inerrancy and infallibility, as concerns of merely “marginal importance” (p. 23). As he expounds it, the term biblical authority involves no commitment to the historical reliability of Scripture, nor does it attach any inherent perfection to the Bible (pp. 24–25). Barr faces the crisis in biblical authority not only on the assumption that “for the mainstream of modern Christian faith … real dogmatic fundamentalism is not a live option” (p. 12), but also on the thesis that the historic Christian view of the Bible ought to be repudiated. He notes that Protestant theology tended in the recent past to avoid the doctrine of divine inspiration of the Bible, although Roman Catholic theology continued to use the term, albeit more flexibly than fundamentalism, since Roman Catholicism considers tradition as well as Scripture a theological norm (p. 15). For Barr the term inspiration focuses on the origin of the Bible but leaves open the question of “in what way” Scripture came from God (p. 13). He emphasizes that the term occurs in the Bible “only in a late and marginal document (II Tim. 3:16)” and calls what the writer implied by its use “an open question” (p. 14).

Barr wants to retain the scriptural representation of what God should be like—in some respects at least. He selectively exempts other emphases in a book where distortion, he says, pervades “as a whole—though not necessarily equally over the extent of the whole” (ibid., p. 130). But the ordinary person intuitively senses the artificiality of all such pleas by scholars who at the same time reject the objective truth of Scripture. Barr may deplore and caricature “how largely the humanized and secularist man of today is imprisoned, in all matters concerning the Bible, within the categories of a fundamentalist approach” (p. 13). But even those who are prone to disown a fundamentalist label know how frequently an odious term can be invoked to divert attention from some highly compromised alternative. Pleas like Barr’s, that first lament “a plain rejection” of the Bible and then urge a critically selective reordering of its content (p. 135), carry no real conviction about why the Bible should truly be expected to answer the problems besetting people in the twentieth century. Barr writes that because of its literary role in conveying “the basic foundation myth of Christianity,” the clergy should preach the Bible “as the proper normal matter for sermons … although more accurate theological ideas can quite conceivably be formulated than those … found in the Bible” (pp. 136–37). Not only to the laity but also to more and more seminarians and clergy such circumlocutions appear like plastic surgery on the content of faith that produces a new and unrecognizable identity instead of restoring its given reality.

It should be clear that any reinheritance of what Leonard Hodgson calls “the assurance of a divinely guaranteed revelation which was immune to the changes and chances of human discovery and criticism” (“God and the Bible,” p. 1) must turn on principles sounder than those which recent neo-Protestantism has been ready to sponsor. When we ask what the living God says to our impoverished humanity and what he expects of us, we are discussing something much deeper than how Calvin understands Romans 5, how Barth expounds election, how Bultmann conceives the resurrection, how Moltmann views the kingdom of God—typical issues thrust upon seminarians on the threshold of their congregational ministries. The men and women in the pew—in some places all too few in numbers—are there not primarily to learn of medieval motifs, patristic perspectives, apostolic attitudes, Christian convictions. Even if ministerial students are exposed to the content of the Bible, they are often no longer sure—at least in some seminaries—that what the sacred writers teach really puts us in touch with divine revelation.

For all that, the Bible still stands provocatively at the heart of the human dispute over truth and values, over the nature of the real world, and over the meaning and worth of human survival. No book has been as much translated and distributed as the Bible; none has been as much studied on questions of authorship and source, of historical accuracy, of faith and morals, of divine inspiration. For all the critical attacks made upon it, multitudes retain a sense of reverence for the Bible and its message. The more one contemplates recent alienation from the Bible, the more one is inclined to say that its great emphases have never been demonstrably discredited. Critical theorists who subscribe to many philosophies very different from biblical theism have indeed declared the Bible to be fallible and errant. The outcome of this critical assault has not necessarily been to discourage a reading of the Scriptures; the Bible has humbled more higher critics than they admit. Not only does the Bible retain its incomparable fascination for the multitudes, but it also reinforces as does nothing else a lively devotion to the good in a society where truth and the good seem daily more elusive. Time after time the critic, if he lives in lands where people are free to practice their faith and where critics are themselves free to dissent from an official propagandistic line, need only look about him to see how people, learned and ignorant alike, still treasure this book. It remains decisively and centrally important for Judeo-Christian faith, of course, and cannot be displaced or neglected without disastrous consequences for the fate of revealed religion and for the church.

But the Bible is just as important for the struggle against skepticism in the whole arena of metaphysical concerns. Unless present scholarship researches the Bible as openly as it does any and all other literature from the past, and unless it copes with its view of nature and history and life as much as with changing modern views, then paganism will rise again to engulf the Western world along with the world at large.

Augustine was right when he declared: “The Faith will totter if the authority of the Holy Scriptures loses its hold on men.” Western civilization falls into fast-decaying generations when generations that know better lose their hold on the Bible. If contemporary civilization truly comes of age, it will recognize and disown the idolatry of its radical secularism along with conjectural myths of past generations, disavow the assumed autonomy of man, and reach anew for the biblical God.

Today Africans and Asians, who in early postapostolic times gave the seed of Scripture scant root, seem to be rediscovering the neglected truth and power of the Gospel; the Bible can help them ward off Western secularization and lift them above the inadequacies of their own religions. The Third World is, in fact, the sending bearer of the Good News to many parts of the world. Who from the West is joining them in this task? A small but spiritually dynamic army of college and university graduates, once thought to be lost to the Christian faith, is sounding this invitation and challenge, and doing so in a time of ecumenical missionary moratorium. Often outstripping their teachers in personal devotion to the realities and vitalities of the Bible, these ambassadors are sharing and implementing a divinely authoritative message. The poignant fact of our times is not simply that a spiritually rebellious older generation is dying in its sins while its own foundlings and castaways ongoingly discover Christ to be risen and alive—among them compromised politicians like Charles Colson (in the train of Matthew the publican), social radicals like Eldridge Cleaver (reminiscent of Simon the Zealot), young university scholars (recalling Saul of Tarsus), and the multiplying task force of African and Asian nationals (recalling the first Ethiopian convert, Acts 8:28). The special irony of our age is rather that a renegade Christian society is forsaking time with the Bible for television, and considers the telecasting of its reflected vices as titillating mature entertainment. Meanwhile its disconcerted younger sons and daughters are probing anew the almost-forgotten frontiers of the authoritative Book.






2.
Divine Authority and the Prophetic-Apostolic Word

THE NEW TESTAMENT MAKES STRIKING USE of the term exousia, a dual-sense word meaning both authority and power. These two ideas are closely related. A ruler’s right to perform an act, that is, his authority to do so, counts for little if he lacks the power or ability to do it. Without power, authority becomes hobbled; without authority, power becomes illegitimate.

Where the Bible speaks of human and of angelic authority, it does so in the context of a possibility granted men and angels by a higher source. Whatever authority exists in the creaturely realm is never a matter simply of creaturely self-assertion. God stands on center stage or at least in the wings whenever and wherever the arm of authority is legitimately bared.

According to the Book of Revelation, even the antichrist is given power or authority to engage in his monstrous work. “The beast was allowed to mouth bombast and blasphemy and was given the right to reign for forty-two months. . . . It was also allowed to wage war on God’s people and to defeat them and was granted authority over every tribe and people, language and nation” (13:5, 7, NEB; italics mine). Great as may be the mystery of evil, the Bible leaves no doubt that God’s dominion so encompasses evil that it does not fall outside God’s purpose. When Pontius Pilate pressed Jesus for an answer by reminding him, “You know that I have authority to release you, and I have authority to crucify you,” Jesus replied: “You would have no authority at all over me … if it had not been granted you from above” (John 19:10–11, NEB).

The whole cosmic panorama exists through God alone as the ultimate ground of all derivative authority. Not only supernatural authorities and powers that minister in the heavenly presence of God, but even Satan who exercises and imparts limited power and authority on earth does so only within the defining bounds of God’s sovereign will and purpose. Only as spiritually disobedient creatures do human beings dead in trespasses and sin obey “the commander of the spiritual powers of the air, the spirit now at work among God’s rebel subjects” (Eph. 2:2, NEB). For the penitent, God the Sovereign of all has secured release and forgiveness; through his Son he has rescued the redeemed from “the dominion of darkness” and brought us into his kingdom (Col. 1:13, NIV). Though Saul of Tarsus had traveled the Damascus Road, as Ananias remarks, “with authority from the chief priests” to arrest Christian believers (Acts 19:14, NEB), and acknowledged before King Agrippa that “I imprisoned many of God’s people by authority obtained from the chief priests” (Acts 26:10, NEB), after his conversion he stresses that it is God who is the seat of authority. Confronted by the crucified and risen Lord, Paul declares himself now under transendent divine appointment to turn men “from Satan’s dominion to God” (Acts 26:18, NAS).

The right or authority to become God’s children is divinely given not to rejectors, but to acceptors, of the Son of God sent into this world for man’s redemption. “As many as received Him,” says the Gospel of John, “to the He gave the right [exousia] to become children of God” (John 1:12, NAS). Here not only power over sin is divinely conferred, but also a status otherwise impossible to man, that of being spiritually and morally reborn and of becoming children of the heavenly Father. By whose word other than God’s Word could iniquitous creatures gain the prospect of this almost incredible status? How else could the fallen sinner be designated for God’s Who’s Who? John uses the term gave to emphasize that grace alone makes this acceptance possible; salvation is God’s gift to the recipients: “to them he gave the authorization. . . .”

Even the world’s far-flung apparatus of civil government, as Paul’s letter to the Romans emphasizes, has a derived authority. “There is no authority but by act of God and the existing authorities are instituted by him.” Precisely for that reason, “anyone who rebels against authority is resisting a divine institution” (Rom. 13:1–2, NEB), one that reflects, even if indirectly, the lordship of God into the fallen world. That is why, when the Roman Emperor Augustus decreed a national census, Joseph traveled with Mary, despite her pregnancy, to register in far-off Bethlehem. Yet the power of civil government is not absolute. The New Testament speaks of a final judgment of both men and nations. Jesus instructed his disciples: “When you are brought before synagogues and state authorities, do not begin worrying about how you will conduct your defence or what you will say. For the Holy Spirit will instruct you” (Luke 12:11, NEB).

Whether we speak of men or angels, of civil government, even of Satan, none of them holds underived authority. God alone is the absolute power of decision. Only when exousia is used for God’s own unrestricted sovereignty, for the power of God the King, do we behold underived authority, a right suspended on no higher norm or source and which is able to fulfill itself despite any and every obstacle. It was in this sense that King David acknowledged Yahweh’s incomparable authority and power: “Thou rulest over all; might and power are of thy disposing; thine it is to give power and strength to all” (1 Chron. 29:12, NEB). Yahweh, Jehoshaphat similarly declared, rules “over all the kingdoms of the nations; in thy hand are strength and power, and there is none who can withstand thee” (2 Chron. 20:6, NEB).

The invisible authority which ultimately decides is the power of the invisible Creator, the Ruler of the nations, of him whose will is done in heaven and prevails in nature and history. In God’s case alone is exousia the absolute possibility of action, the source of all other power and legality; such is the authority of the Divine Potter that he is free to do what he wills with the clay of creation (Rom. 9:21). “Those who were not my people I will call My People, and the unloved nation I will call My Beloved” (Rom. 9:25, NEB). He is the Sovereign of history who has set “dates and times … within his own control [exousia]” (Acts 1:7, NEB). Fear not simply those that can destroy only the body, says Jesus, but “fear him who … has exousia to cast into hell” (Luke 12:5, NEB). That is what exousia means in revealed religion: authority and power that the living God alone can wield underivedly and unrestrictedly.

In the New Testament we face the fact that God’s exousia is the power and authority given to Jesus Christ and under him, to his disciples. It is Christ’s special exousia that constitutes him sovereign over the church, and it is exousia bestowed by Christ that alone enables anyone to enter the kingdom of God. Christ is the determining head of the church, the Messiah who inherits all power and shares it with his followers.

This right and power that are Christ’s constitute the fixed center of the Gospels. Mark’s Gospel records how Jesus at the beginning of his ministry healed the paralytic, lowered through the roof, in order to persuade the unbelieving “that the Son of Man has exousia on earth to forgive sins” (Mark 2:10, NEB). Jesus’ striking manifestation of “authority and power” (Luke 4:30, KJV) as the embodied Yahweh stuns his hearers and even demons (Luke 4:36). He sends out the Twelve with exousia to expel demons (Mark 3:15–19), to manifest the power of his name over the malevolent realm of Satan. “He taught as one having exousia” (Matt. 7:29, KJV), we read. “His word was with exousia” (Luke 4:32, KJV), “powerful in speech and action” (Luke 24:19, NEB). The Word of God proclaimed and exhibited by Jesus in its authority and creative power carried eschatological surprise and finality. He reminds his enemies that of his own free will alone he lays down his life; he has exousia to lay it down, and he has exousia to receive it back again (John 10:18). Those who would slay him he warns that all exousia is his in the future judgment of mankind (John 5:27). Indeed, when after his resurrection he mandates his disciples to “go forth therefore and make all nations my disciples: baptize men everywhere in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teach them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:19, NEB), the “therefore” has for its antecedent this assurance: “Full exousia in heaven and on earth has been committed to me.” Jesus’ exousia is the presupposition of whatever authority the apostles have in respect to the things of God, that is, of all apostolic authority.

Nothing I have said so far has identified the Bible as a special locus of divine exousia. Although God’s “everlasting power [dunamis] and deity [theiotēs]” are everywhere revealed throughout the universe, as the Apostle Paul avers (Rom. 1:19–20), our knowledge that the universe is a divine creation, that God proffers forgiveness to fallen mankind, and of much else that we have already indicated about God and his Christ, is available to us only in the Scriptures. From the Old Testament wherein God in past times spoke “through the prophets” (Heb. 1:1, NIV) we first learn of the promised Messiah; of this prophetic disclosure Jesus said: “If you believed Moses you would believe what I tell you, for it was about me that he wrote. But if you do not believe what he wrote, how are you to believe what I say?” (John 5:46–47, NEB). Moses derivatively proclaimed God’s authoritative Word; to reject this revelatory Mosaic word dims in one’s personal life the force of the word spoken by the embodied Logos of God. The Bible is, in fact, the only knowledge-basis we have for anything we say about the person and work of Christ, about his distinctive authority, and about the authority he conferred upon the apostles.

The first claim to be made for Scripture is not its inerrancy nor even its inspiration, but its authority. Standing in the forefront of prophetic-apostolic proclamation is the divine authority of Scripture as the Word of God. The main emphasis of the apostolic kerygma in its use of Scripture is that it is divinely authoritative. As in proclaiming the incarnate Word, so in regard to the epistemic Word, the fact of a divine reality holds center stage; related details of birth and growth and underlying psychology have lesser prominence.

Not only behind the Bible, but also in its very forefront, stand prophets and apostles who claim to be God’s chosen and authorized spokesmen. The New Testament apostle stands to God in the same relationship of call and dependence as does the Old Testament prophet, the latter as proclaimer of the divine promise and the former as proclaimer of divine fulfillment. Behind the apostles of Christ and above them stands Christ himself, the Apostle of God.

Karl Rengstorf emphasizes that among the Greek verbs for “sending,” the New Testament term apostellein carries the unusual sense of a special mission or authorization, indeed, a divine commission (“Apostleship,” p. xii); the classical secular use of apostolos did not include the idea of transcendent authorization. The term gains the sense of authorized personal authority only in connection with the communication of an absolute message by the Christian apostolate. The apostles are not merely verbal mouthpieces or messengers but commit their entire being to the Lord’s claim and commission, and in his name they then intrude their presence and his precepts. They see themselves as bondslaves in the context of an unconditional divine appointment. The Jewish rabbis had distinguished from the priesthood revered personages like Moses, Elijah, Elisha and Ezekiel generally because their performance of miracles involved what God elsewhere reserved wholly for himself. First-century Jews did not use the term apostolos in the New Testament sense, however, until the Christian church so used it (ibid., p. 20).

The term apostolos appears sixty-nine times in the New Testament and means an authorized messenger. Designated as a limited collegium whose center is in Jerusalem (Acts 8:1), the Twelve are sent by Jesus as bearers of the gospel (the number is preserved despite the loss of Judas; cf. Acts 1:26; 1 Cor. 15:5). The term is also applied to a wider company, however, that includes Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14:4, 14), and Paul reckons not only himself as an apostle but also James the Lord’s brother, who like Paul joined the community after Jesus’ death (Gal. 1:19). James is mentioned also in 1 Corinthians 15:7 as one of a larger circle. Romans 16:7 designates two unheralded fellow-workers, Junias and Andronicus, as apostles.

What specially distinguishes the New Testament apostolate is that they are “apostles of Jesus Christ,” that is, commissioned by him personally in a resurrection manifestation. Paul bases his apostolic authenticity on his meeting with the risen Christ (1 Cor. 9:1, 15:8–11). If names like Junias and Andronicus trouble us because of our lack of further information about them, we must bear in mind two facts: first, that the risen Jesus appeared to a much wider company—for example, to the godly women who saw him first (Luke 24:40–49)—than those who were designated apostles (1 Cor. 15:8–11); and second, that even some prominent New Testament leaders like Apollos and Timothy are not identified as apostles.

Jesus is himself called “the Apostle and High Priest” (Heb. 3:1, KJV), a correlation of terms that emphasizes his superiority to the Old Testament “prophet”—a title not applied to Jesus in the Book of Hebrews but contrasted rather with the word son used absolutely (1:2). The term therefore attaches to a circle of ideas in which, as Rengstorf observes (ibid., p. 30), Jesus is heralded as the final and complete revelation of God who absolutely authorizes his word (Apostle) and his work (High Priest). He is the Apostle “sent by the Father,” as Jesus himself states in the high priestly prayer (John 17:18), in and by whom the Father acts (John 14:10), and who in turn authorizes the apostles for their world mission (John 20:21) and sends them forth.

Already in the delegating of disciples, Jesus bestows on them power or authority, dispatches them on their mission, and asks them to report back to him. The disciples are duty bound to obedient service so identical with Jesus’ objectives that the treatment accorded them by the people is in effect a response to Jesus himself. This phenomenon of being sent on an authorized task occurs early in the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry, although specific appointment to apostleship takes place subsequently. Thus Jesus’ gathering of disciples has in view from the outset those who will be specially commissioned for a comprehensively singular role. The ministry of apostles is closely correlated with the preaching and activity specifically authorized by Jesus (Mark 3:14). When later they indicate what they have taught and accomplished, they rejoice in the power of his name (Luke 10:17); the success of his mission is clearly uppermost in their minds. But this preliminary sending of the apostles involved only temporary enlistment for brief missions; it included as yet no permanent commission. It is therefore not surprising that at the crucifixion of Jesus one and all were confused and confounded.

Only the reality of the resurrection welded Jesus’ followers into a joyful community ready for a world task. In this turn of events nothing was more fundamental than the risen Lord’s renewal of the apostolic commission into its final form: eyewitnesses of the resurrection, the apostles are personally enlisted by Jesus from inside the Christian community to be lifelong missionary envoys to all the world. The one New Testament reference we have to a “false apostle” (2 Cor. 11:13, KJV) designates a person who claims to be an apostle of Christ (cf. Rev. 2:2) but lacks this definitive authorization. While the number of apostles may have been somewhat larger than is usually thought (cf. Acts 1:13–15), that a particular Twelve were carefully preserved is significant (1:22–26); moreover, the world scope of the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19–20) may indicate why after Pentecost we know so little of some apostles. As a global mandate the Great Commission has a continuing character; the task of proclamation extends from the now actual resurrection to the promised return of the Lord of all (Acts 1:7–11). The apostles have a decisive role in relation to the church’s ongoing mission.

Through his own obedient apostleship Jesus grounds the authoritative mission of the apostles in the authority of the Father (John 20:21), and pledges his personal presence in their midst (John 14:18, 23; Matt. 28:20). The Holy Spirit manifests Jesus’ presence and power in the course of their obedient evangelistic initiative; in the hour of trial they are to take no thought for what they will say, for Christ by the Spirit will be their mind and mouth. God himself confirms by miraculous signs the apostolic proclamation of the risen Christ.

The apostles were not only eyewitnesses of Jesus’ resurrection but, with the exception of Paul, also had intimate contact with Jesus’ earthly life and ministry. Paul rejects any suggestion of secondary apostleship; alongside his appeal to the risen Lord’s special appearance to him, he unreservedly appropriates the primitive message of the other apostles concerning Jesus of Nazareth (1 Cor. 15:3; cf. 11:23; Rom. 15:3, etc.) as requisite for his own proclamation. Paul always emphasizes that the apostolic commission derives from God himself (1 Cor. 1:1, etc.) and that the work of an apostle required authorization by the risen Jesus (Gal. 1:1).

The coupling of the apostolic consciousness with the revealed purpose of God correlates the witness and work of the apostles with that of the prophets of old. What imparts a special value to the witness and work of prophets and apostles alike is the authoritative Word of God; divine authorization binds them both to proclaiming the divinely disclosed message (cf. 1 Cor. 1:1, 17; 2 Cor. 5:19). As Rengstorf comments: “The apostolate (1 Cor. xii, 28 f.) is … an appointment of Jesus creating the Church. For that reason the apostles rank with the O.T. prophets (Eph. ii,20; iii,5), whose office became a preparation for the coming of Christ on the ground of their having been sent” (ibid., p. 29). He adds: “The parallel between the apostles and the prophets is justified, because they are both bearers of revelation, the one anticipating its completion and the other experiencing it. The chronological difference explains why the old title of prophet could not be applied to the envoys of Jesus; the changed situation demanded a name which referred to the commission given by Jesus. On the other hand, it accounts for the way in which the two are brought together under the aspect of their historical importance for the origin of the Church in Eph. ii,20” (p. 60).

Jesus’ pledged presence of the Spirit of truth in their midst (John 14:17) vouchsafes not simply his personal continuance with the apostles in the Spirit, but also their definitive role in expositing Jesus’ own teaching and its larger implications (14:26). Jesus’ apostolic commission is a commission both for world evangelism in his name and for the verbal articulation of his mission by the Spirit. The authority of Christ underlies the apostles’ witness; they are Christ’s ambassadors in declaring the Good News (2 Cor. 5:17). As merely human formulations, even as formulations of advice, the words of the apostles have no authority and need not be followed; only because God has made them bondslaves and constituted them verbal mouthpieces is what the apostles proclaim binding upon us. Nothing whatever requires us to defer to the personal opinions of Saul of Tarsus or any other religious personality, however prestigious, however intellectually gifted, or however clever. Only a divinely conferred authority to communicate a transcendently given message can oblige us. Anyone with a flicker of pride in ecclesiastic authority does well to remember the Apostle Paul’s sobering comment: “our authority—an authority given by the Lord” (2 Cor. 10:8, NEB).

So confidently do the Christian apostles convey God’s authoritative Word to the world that they not only speak boldly of God’s revealed truth, but they also declare that to disavow that truth in effect constitutes God a liar. The human denial of God’s truth, as the Apostle John reiterates, leads to self-deception and, worse than that, maligns the very character of God: “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us” (1 John 1:8–10, KJV). We give God the lie if we thrust our rebellion across the intelligible content of divine revelation; if we deny our sin and guilt “the truth is not in us … his word is not in us.” “Who is the liar”—the superlative liar, that is—asks John, “but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ?” (1 John 2:22, NEB). However bold the assertion may be, it comes significantly from the Apostle of Love who never made the imperative of agape an excuse for concealing the truth of revelation.

The First Johannine Epistle makes the strongest conceivable epistemological claim on the basis of God’s authoritatively revealed Word. Now and then conjectural philosophers presume to have ultimate knowledge and banner the legend: “We know!” Gnosis was the hallmark of much of the Hellenistic religious philosophy, and Gnostics claimed to have a special cosmological knowledge. Christian believers were exhorted to spurn presumptive speculation and empty talk about God. Instead of Gnostic theorizing about “the deep things of God” John declares that “God is light” in whom is “no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5, KJV); the self-revealed God is definitively known in his authoritative word. On the one hand the apostles affirmed with Paul that “now we know in part” (1 Cor. 13:12); their knowledge of God, they readily concede, is limited by what God himself has chosen to reveal. On the other hand, they revel in the abundant and authoritative word God had graciously made known. 1 John rings therefore with a memorable phrase: “We know that we know!” “We know that we know him,” writes John, “if we keep his commandments” (1 John 2:3, KJV). The Christian community knows the living God and his very commandments, and it seeks to “keep his word” (1 John 2:5, NAS). “We know that we know!”—that is the apostle’s incomparable claim. With the other apostles, John stands fast in the sure knowledge of the Word of life “heard … seen with our eyes … looked upon and touched with our hands” (RSV; 1 John 1:1 uses the same Greek verb for “touched” as the Gospel of John in 20:27, thus recalling the resurrection appearances of the crucified Jesus); he stands fast also in the Word of life, in the articulately spoken Word of God, that “goes forth” out of Yahweh’s “mouth” and does “not return … void” (Isa. 55:11, KJV). “We know that we know!” reflects not simply the epistemological self-assurance of the apostles; it reflects beyond that their certainty of being entrusted with God’s objectively authoritative word. The New Testament apostles carry forward the selfsame confidence in the self-revealing God as the Old Testament prophets proclaimed with phrases like “The Word that the Lord has spoken,” and “according to the Word of the Lord,” or, “according to thy Word.”

Jesus announced the good news by word of mouth; his ministry was one of oral proclamation. He composed no written gospels or epistles. Perhaps the only conclusion we can draw from Jesus’ writing in the sand, A. Maude Royden suggests, is that Christ could write in a day when the education of a Jewish peasant boy did not necessarily include writing (I Believe in God, p. 223). But Royden proceeds to draw a further conclusion, that Christ’s failure to write a gospel was intended to save both the apostles and us from a high view of Scripture (p. 224). That inference is wholly unjustifiable. We should note that James the brother of Jesus is traditionally considered the writer of the epistle that bears his name. Luther remarks that Jesus did not “write down his teaching as Moses did, but preached it by word of mouth and ordered it to be preached by word of mouth” (Weimar Ausgabe, XII, 259). He instructed the disciples and apostles to engage in face-to-face witnessing and preaching. The apostles were to herald the message of the kingdom orally by the living voice. Much if not most of what the apostles wrote they first of all preached in the Christian churches; long before they composed New Testament writings they proclaimed God’s authoritative word orally and publicly.

Yet we are not on that account dealing, in the case of New Testament writings, with a miscarriage of divine intention, as if what the apostles wrote must be carefully distinguished from what they taught orally in Jesus’ name. To say that the Christian movement recorded its early oral tradition only out of weakness—R. H. Lightfoot reportedly attributed the writing of the Gospels to the effects of original sin within the church (cf. C. F. Evans, Is “Holy Scripture” Christian? pp. 6–7)—has no foundation whatever. In that day even the Greco-Roman world depended heavily on written sources, prizing the written word above oral tradition. Papias, for example, who in his early years gathered existing verbal traditions about Jesus and the disciples, found that the available writings were more valuable and more reliable (cf. Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, iii, 39, 3). Dewey Beegle remarks that “long before now, as the history of the church in the second and third centuries A.D. indicates, the basic messages of the Old and New Testaments would have been skewed and garbled beyond recognition by an oral tradition that had lost the ancient ability to transmit with fidelity” (Scripture, Tradition, and Infallibility, p. 51). Oral tradition apart from the written word would over several generations experience change and could be easily corrupted. Luke mentions as a motivation for composing his Gospel that “many writers” had already undertaken to detail “the events that have happened among us, following the traditions handed down to us by the original eyewitnesses and servants of the Gospel. And so I in my turn … as one who has gone over the whole course of these events in detail, have decided to write a connected narrative for you, so as to give you authentic knowledge about the matters of which you have been informed” (Luke 1:1–4, NEB).

The apostles were not only committed to the history of Jesus’ earthly life and ministry as the foundation and content of their message, and were eyewitnesses of the risen Lord, but they were also the specially authorized interpreters of Jesus’ life and mission; even the foremost apostles were judged for their consistency or nonconsistency in practicing the apostolic teaching (Gal. 2:11). The appearance of inadequate representations of Christian truth and the encroachment of heresies and alien philosophies gave the apostles further incentive to write. Yet the New Testament abundantly shows that the missionary churches grew because of resident leadership and that written communication from the apostles was more the exception than the rule. For all that, the New Testament churches do not really distinguish between the spoken and the written apostolic word. The same authority first delegated to the apostles for their oral proclamation was later carried over into their writing. The mobile missionary nature of apostolic church extension required that the content of apostolic teaching be in written form if it was to be known as widely as possible. The written proclamation was read to the churches by apostolic injunction; Paul’s letters were read as if he were personally present, when in fact he could not be, either because of extensive missionary travel or because of imprisonment; regard for the apostolic authority of the writings was made a test of Christian fidelity (2 Thess. 2:15). In view of their nature as apostolic proclamation, the oral and the written word could not be regarded as rivals.

Already at the founding of the Christian church the community of faith had its Bible, the prophetic Scriptures that we now designate as the Old Testament. The New Testament writers consider the Old Testament Scriptures to be completely authoritative. As Alan Richardson says, they held “that the Scriptures were given by God through his Spirit as the means by which the revelation originally imparted to the patriarchs and prophets of old might be communicated to the generations which came after them. . . . The ancient men of faith to whom the original revelation had been given, had been moved by the Spirit to commit to writing the sacred truths which were to instruct the generations yet unborn (e.g., Acts 4:25). Thus the words of Scripture could be cited as the direct utterance of God (e.g., Heb. 5:5) or of the Holy Spirit (e.g., Heb. 3:7); sometimes a scriptural passage is quoted under the simple formula: ‘He says’ legei; e.g., Eph. 4:8; 5:15; RSV ‘It is said’ is inaccurate” (“Scripture, Authority of,” pp. 248b–249a). “The attitude of the whole apostolic church is epitomized,” Richardson remarks, in the Pauline statement to Timothy that inspired Scripture is trustworthy in its teaching and instruction (2 Tim. 3:15–17).

The authority of the Old Testament prophets as divinely appointed spokesmen anticipates the authority also of the apostles. Repeatedly Yahweh is depicted not only as the God who acts, but also as the God who speaks, and the prophets give us the ne um yaweh, literally, the utterance or declaration of Yahweh. More familiar is the expression koh amar yahweh, translated “thus says” or “speaks the Lord,” a phrase that appears well over four hundred times in the Old Testament. Repeatedly we find such expressions as “the Lord spake unto Moses, saying …” (Exod. 14:1; Lev. 4:1; Num. 13:1; etc.); “the Lord hath spoken …” (Isa. 1:2); “Then said the Lord unto Isaiah …” (Isa. 7:3); “the word of the Lord came expressly unto Ezekiel” (Ezek. 1:3; cf. Hos. 1:1); “the word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying” (Jer. 11:1). Statements on this order, notes Henry C. Thiessen, occur more than thirty-eight hundred times in the Old Testament (Introductory Lectures in Systematic Theology, p. 110). Repeatedly and unequivocally Jeremiah, for example, says that what he speaks and writes is nothing other than the Word of the Lord; frequently he gives the specific time, place and circumstances when he was informed and dispatched as God’s spokesman to a designated audience.

The written form of prophetic proclamation is not accidental, however. Gottlob Schrenk emphasizes that “writing down is an important mark of revelation” in the Old Testament. The tables of the Law are said to be written by the finger of God (Exod. 31:18; Deut. 9:10). “God Himself writes down in Ex. 24:12, 31:18, 32:15, 32: 34:1, Dt. 4:13, 9:10 etc. Moses writes down the commandments of the Lord in Ex. 24:4, 34:27; Joshua in Jos. 24:26, Samuel in 1 S. 10:25. The king is to cause the Law of God to be written down (Dt. 17:18)” (“Graphō,” 1:744). Moses was commanded to write in a book what God had told him, and Jeremiah even calls his writing the book of Jehovah. The verb graphō carried originally the sense of carving, engraving, or inscribing (so the Law was engraved on the stones of Jordan, Deut. 27:3, and Lev. 19:28 prohibited grammata stikta or tatooing), a sense preserved both at the beginning and end of the New Testament: Zechariah designates the name of John (the Baptist) by writing on a waxed tablet (Luke 1:63) and in Revelation 2:17 the new name given to victorious saints is written on stone.

The New Testament, in short, fully endorses the authoritative significance of the Old Testament Scriptures as mediating the declaration of God’s revealed will. The use of gegraptai (“it stands written,” Matt. 4:4–10; Luke 4:8; 19:46; 1 Cor. 9:9; 14:21) reflects the character of the Old Testament as a normative record, the same formula being sometimes used not only of historical annals but even of bronze tablets (cf. Luke 3:4). The Law of God is repeatedly referred to as written, as authoritative not simply in the juridical sense but in an absolute spiritual sense as the Law of Yahweh the sovereign King and Lawgiver; the prophetic word is guaranteed by the binding truth of Yahweh. Paul reminds the Jews that to them had been entrusted the oracles of God (Rom. 3:2).

The theme of Scriptures, David R. Jackson notes, is as prominent in the Acts missionary message as is the resurrection of the crucified Jesus and the new life available through faith in the risen Lord (cf. Acts 2:17–21, 25–28, 34–35; 3:18, 21–25; 4:11; 5:30–31; 10:43; 13:16–23, 27, 29, 33–36, 40–41; cf. 26:22) (“Gospel [Message],” 2:782). The Book of Acts, H. J. Cadbury writes, is the “keystone linking the two major portions of the New Testament, the ‘Gospel’ and the ‘Apostle,’ as the early Christians called them … the only bridge we have across the seemingly impassable gulf that separates … the gospel of Jesus from the gospel about Jesus” (The Making of Luke-Acts, p. 2). It was the bridge also from prophets to apostles, and one well-traveled expressway on that bridge was prophetic scripture alive with contemporary fulfillment. The Christian church and the Bible were therefore inseparable from the outset; the church never existed without a Bible nor was there ever a time when it did not recognize the authority of Scripture.

Yet an important development distinguishes the New Testament appeal to the Old Testament, namely, the emphasis on messianic fulfillment. The principle that “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35), writes C. K. Barrett, “was an axiom both of Judaism and of primitive Christianity; the two differed only in their beliefs about the fulfilment of Scripture” (The Gospel According to St. John, p. 320). The New Testament message is that the ancient Scriptures, which set forth the prophetic witness to the coming Messiah, can be adequately understood only in the light of Jesus of Nazareth the crucified and risen Lord (1 Pet. 1:10–12). All Old Testament Scripture is said to have as its purpose a witness to Christ that centers in the promise fulfilled by Jesus. Matthew almost routinely emphasizes Jesus’ fulfillment of the prophetic Scriptures. Luke focuses prominently on Christ’s fulfillment of the written Scriptures as the one to whom they bear witness and in this regard speaks comprehensively of the Law, the Prophets and the Psalms (18:31; 21:22; 24:44; Acts 13:29; 24:14). Paul repeatedly correlates what is written with the disclosure in Jesus (Rom. 4:23–24; 15:4–5; 1 Cor. 10:11, etc.). In his compact statement of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:1–4 that reiterates what he heard in the primitive missionary churches, Paul affirms both Christ’s death for sinners and his bodily resurrection as historical events that took place “according to the scriptures.” Fulfillment of the authoritative prophetic Scriptures in Jesus of Nazareth is a central emphasis from the very beginnings of the Christian movement.

In thus honoring the Old Testament as divinely authoritative and in designating Jesus as the Christ foretold by the prophets, the apostles actually followed the Nazarene’s own example and self-testimony; they were, in fact, his authorized witnesses.

Because the prophetic witness anticipates Christ as its climax and the apostolic testimony exalts Jesus as the promised Son of God to whom all authority is given, Scripture has sometimes been adversely contrasted with Jesus Christ or with the Spirit of God as the sovereign authority. This contrast has been promoted during the past two centuries by champions of higher critical views of Scripture. But the critical assumptions governing negative theories of Scripture inevitably carry over also into other spheres, such as christology and pneumatology, so that any attempt to seal off the authority of Christ or of the Spirit from the fate of Scripture is vain.

The indissoluble connection between Christ and Scripture is evident in other ways as well. Jesus himself expressly declared that he came not to destroy the law and the prophets but to fulfill them (Matt. 5:17), and he dogmatically endorses the Old Testament Scriptures as the authoritative word of God. Pierre Marcel rightly remarks that “from the manner in which Christ quotes Scriptures we find that he recognizes and accepts the Old Testament in its entirety as possessing a normative authority, as the true Word of God” (“Our Lord’s Use of Scripture,” p. 133). He upbraids Jewish religious leaders for ignorance and neglect of the sacred Scriptures: “Had ye believed Moses, ye would have believed me: for he wrote of me. But if ye believe not his writings, how shall ye believe my words?” (John 5:46–47, KJV). “Have you not read …?” (Matt. 12:3, RSV). “Go ye and learn what that meaneth” (Matt. 9:13, KJV, referring to Hos. 6:6). He contends that “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35, KJV), and this finality of scriptural authority he extends even to minute phrases of the Old Testament, as in his quotation from Psalm 82:6.

The correlation of God’s Word and God’s power occurs frequently in the apostolic writings. We read of “the ministry of the word” (Acts 6:4, KJV), of “the word of reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:19, KJV), “the word of life” (Phil. 2:16, KJV), “the word of rightousness” (Heb. 5:13, KJV). The apostles accredit themselves in a godless world, writes Paul, “by declaring the truth, by the power of God” (2 Cor. 6:7, NEB). Only on the basis of God’s revealed Word are we able to delineate the implications even of God’s power. Still more significant, however, is that Jesus supplies the precedent for identifying this powerful word not solely with oral proclamation but with the written Scriptures as well: “You are mistaken,” he tells the Sadducees, “and surely this is the reason: you do not know either the scriptures or the power of God” (Mark 12:24, NEB).

Besides endorsing the claim of the Old Testament as authoritative over the lives of others, he himself submitted to it. Even after his resurrection he reminded his disciples that the words and events “must be fulfilled, which were written in the law of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the psalms” concerning him (Luke 24:44, KJV). Jesus instructed his followers not to evaluate his life and teaching apart from Old Testament teaching, but to hold them together as a unit. The apostles’ teaching and bearing concerning the authority of Scripture reflect that of their Master.

Jesus not only trusted the Old Testament as divinely authoritative, but he also entrusted the interpretation of his whole life and work to specifically designated apostles; they like the ancient prophets would be Spirit-guided. The incarnate Christ, whose personal word is authoritative, not only acknowledged the derivative divine authority of the Old Testament prophetic proclamation but, as risen Lord in whom is vested all power and authority, he also dispatched apostles; in his name and as divinely authorized representatives they were to teach and expound the significance of his ministry and mission. Jesus left no written word of his own direct authorship and hence no word independent of the prophetic word; this, moreover, he did deliberately. He anticipatively pledged the divine authority of the apostolic word as Spirit-directed; the apostles, in turn, claim divine authority for their oral and written proclamation, and speak of Scripture, as Jesus did before them, as divinely authoritative. The apostles set forth what they write in Christ’s name as divinely authoritative for faith and practice.

Already the earliest Pauline epistles provide a precedent for identifying the gospel not simply with verbal proclamation but also with the written message. In context, Paul’s formulation of the gospel “according to the scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3–4, KJV) refers to what was already the case in the preaching of the primitive missionary churches that dated back virtually to Pentecost. Hence we have here a precedent also for the evangelists’ writings, called Gospels because they witness to the person, words and work of Christ. By gospel, Irenaeus and other church fathers meant the entire New Testament; actually the gospel has as its content both New and Old Testaments (Acts 8:35, 13:32–33).

In whatever way the intrinsic authority of Jesus as incarnate Logos differs from the derived authority of his divinely delegated spokesmen, his word should not be contrasted in absolute terms with the truth and doctrine propounded by the prophets and apostles. A divinely given word mediated by the Logos of God through prophets and apostles is just as authoritative as that spoken directly by the incarnate Logos himself. The witness and work of John the Baptist, as well as that of the Old Testament prophets whose testimony he climaxes, Jesus interprets as theologically continuous with his own mission; Jesus fulfills the dawning kingdom announced by John (Luke 20:2–8). Sending out disciples to preach and heal in his name (Luke 9:2), Jesus promises that the Holy Spirit will recall his words to them and teach them all things (John 14:26); the authority exercised by the apostles in the new community is said to have heavenly sanction (Matt. 18:18–20). The apostolic leadership of the church became the channel for extending the divine Word first spoken by the Logos of God through Moses and the prophets, then by Jesus the incarnate Logos, and now in the postresurrection era through his specially commissioned spokesmen.

The fact that Scripture is the instrument of our knowledge of God must not obscure the role of the Logos of God as the supernatural agent in all revelation. But neither need nor does the ontological reality and mediating activity of the Logos of God cloud the epistemic significance of Scripture as word of God. James Boice notes that the Apostle John uses the word logos even “of the Old Testament Scriptures in the phrases ‘the word of God’ or ‘his word’ (5:38; 8:55; 10:35; cf. also 12:38).” “In this perception,” Boice observes, “John is not far from the opening verses of the epistle to the Hebrews in which the revelation of God through His Son is intimately connected with the speaking of God in Old Testament times through the prophets and in which, significantly enough, attention is also given as in John to the activity of the Son in the creation of the world and to the revelation of God in Christ in terms of God’s speaking to men through Jesus” (Witness and Revelation in the Gospel of John, p. 70).

In the apostolic testimony, no less than in the prophetic witness, God’s redemptive revelation thus gained permanent and universally objective form. Writing obviously implies a permanence greater than that of the nonwritten, spoken word. But the special overtones of the fixity and durability of the written word are drawn in Scripture from something else as well, the fact that the compositions bear prophetic and apostolic authority and therefore delegated divine authority.

Whether we deal with God’s ancient revelation to chosen prophets and their verbal proclamation of it, or with the revelation given by God enfleshed in Jesus of Nazareth, or with inspired scriptural writings that transmit the prophetic-apostolic message in permanent form, the Christian community manifests the same continuing and unqualified confidence in a sure knowledge of God’s authoritative Word.

“It was not written for his sake alone,” says Paul, of the record of Abraham’s faith in God’s promise, “but for us also” to whom justification is imputed by faith (Rom. 4:23–24, KJV). Of a passage in Deuteronomy (25:4) Paul says, “For our sakes, no doubt, this is written” (1 Cor. 9:10, KJV). “Whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning, that we through patience and encouragement of the scriptures might have hope” (Rom. 15:4, KJV). “They are written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the world have come” (1 Cor. 10:11, KJV). In other words, the Old Testament as literature retains an interest and value beyond its own time; far more than this, its truth is not limited to either the time of composition or to the audience to whom it was originally addressed precisely because of its revelational authority, especially because of its anticipatory teaching about the Christ and the hope God proffers those who receive him. The content of the prophetic writings had in view not simply a past time, but Paul’s day as well. In the same way the prophetic-apostolic writings are valid not simply for the prophetic era and the apostolic age but for our time also.

The impulse to record Jesus’ words and deeds lay in part in a desire to make the authoritatively revealed truth of God known in a way more accessible and permanent than oral proclamation. The fact that the church had the ancient prophecies in written form, and not merely as oral tradition, furnished a precedent for proclaiming prophetic fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth in written as well as oral form. But the apostles had an even greater stimulus. Christ himself had designated interpreters of his mission and had pledged them the guidance of the Spirit of truth to bring important considerations to their remembrance and to lead them in expounding their significance. The apostles confront us in their writings not merely as “chosen” spokesmen but as authorized conveyors of divine truth and its awesome consequences for human destiny; they insist that superhuman, supernatural authority inheres in Scripture.

Besides appealing to the Old Testament writings, the apostles imposed their very own New Testament writings as divinely authoritative; they relate what they themselves teach to the very mind and speech of God himself, and to the authority of the risen Jesus. They insist that their writings are no less the Word of God than are the ancient prophetic writings; indeed, the apostolic letters are identified with the Spirit of truth because of their apostolic identification with Christ the Apostle of God and with the Holy Spirit. The apostles speak and write the truth and word of God in the name of the risen Lord; they present their very commands as having divine authority. In enjoining obedience to his written moral instruction, Paul unreservedly adduces the authority of the Lord Jesus as the ground of his own authority: “For ye know what commandments we gave you through the Lord Jesus” (1 Thess. 4:2, KJV). The apostolic “traditions” to which the Thessalonians were to hold fast maintained a direct continuity and identity with the teaching of Jesus, whether this instruction was received, says Paul, by “our word or by our epistle” (2 Thess. 2:15, KJV). Paul’s sense of apostolic authority obtrudes frequently from his writings (e.g., Rom. 1:1; 11:13; 1 Cor. 1:1; 9:1; 15:8; Gal. 1:1, 11, 12, 15–17). He claims divine authority for what he writes as an apostle: “Did the word of God originate with you? … If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37, RSV). Claims for the divine authority of apostolic scripture could not be expressed more strongly.

Any attempt ventured in the name of Christ or of the Spirit to remove from Christianity the supposed onus of being a “book” religion is therefore ill-conceived. From the very first, the Christian religion involved a distinctive deposit of authoritative prophetic literature, confirmed as such even by the incarnate, crucified and risen Jesus, who pledged to designated apostles the operative presence of the Spirit of God in their exposition of his life and work. Although not the only factor, apostolicity was a decisive factor in identifying the authoritative writings; whether or not a work was apostolic or sanctioned by the apostles was of crucial importance for the New Testament canon; this is evident from the rejection of the Shepherd of Hermas because of its nonapostolicity.

The authority concentrated in the apostles has not during subsequent generations been extended or transferred to some postapostolic community; it continues to inhere in the scriptural witness of those who were eyewitnesses of the risen Lord and who were specially commissioned by him for their task. The well-founded conviction of the Christian church that absolute authority belongs exclusively and uniquely to the risen Jesus allows no basis for supplementing or replacing that authority expressed by Christ in the apostolic word by some correlative or subsequent authority. To say that an equally authoritative apostolic “tradition” survives alongside or outside the New Testament writings, or that decisions of early church councils are now determinative, or that the apostles transmitted their authority to episcopal successors, or that the church herself now encompasses and displaces apostolic authority, has no foundation whatever in the apostolically attested witness. Obviously the Christian church has certain rights and powers to regulate worship, exercise discipline, and systematically expound revealed doctrine. But, as William C. G. Procter pointedly states, “it is through the Bible that Jesus Christ now exercises his divine authority, imparting authoritative truth, issuing authoritative commands and imposing an authoritative norm by which all the arrangements or statements made by the church must be shaped and corrected” (“Authority,” p. 81).

It may seem incongruous to speak about the Word of God in the words and writings of human prophets and apostles, or to think of mortal men ruling as God’s ministers of public justice. The same sense of incongruity overtakes us when on “the first Palm Sunday” we behold deity astride a donkey. Alongside God and his Christ, these earthly bearers of divine authority are, as it were, but lowly asses. But the omnipotent God can surely speak his Word through human messengers. How often, in fact, humans have misrepresented themselves or one another as gods. Ancient pagan rulers were considered incarnations of divinity, crowding out the King of kings, and modern “wise men” proffering their latest insights as a divine gnosis have crowded out the Word of God. But in and by Scripture alone, the divine exousia, God’s authority and power, authorizes God’s people to withstand any derivative and conditional authority that contravenes what God requires. Scripture—that which stands written—is what Jesus uses in the wilderness to rebut Satan, and Scripture is what he repeats during the agonies of the cross (Matt. 27:46/Ps. 22). Scripture is what Paul adduces to limit the authority of civil government: “He who loves his neighbor has satisfied every claim of the law. For the commandments, ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery, thou shalt not kill, thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not covet,’ and any other commandment there may be, are all summed up in the one rule, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ “ (Rom. 13:8–10, NEB). Carrying mankind to the threshold of the last judgment, the Book of Revelation warns against subtracting from or adding to the word of prophecy lest one forfeit one’s “share in the tree of life and the Holy City” (Rev. 22:18–19, NEB). God’s exousia is God’s alone to share. He chooses and authorizes prophets and apostles to publish his unabridgeable word; he entrusts civil rulers with priorities of justice that will finally be weighed by the Lord of glory. In that day he will no longer come upon a lowly ass but astride a white horse and will come in final judgment of men and nations (Rev. 19).






3.
Modern Reductions of Biblical Authority

NEVER HAS THE CHRISTIAN MOVEMENT been confronted as in the twentieth century by such an array of influential theologians who profess loyalty to Scripture, who even speak emphatically in the name and on the side of what the Bible affirms, but who nonetheless range themselves against much of what Scripture actually teaches. Even the most fundamental biblical declarations about God, revelation and inspiration, or about the nature and work of Jesus Christ that define the human predicament and man’s salvific rescue are set aside by numerous neo-Protestant theologians who lend an aura of biblical legitimacy to their prejudicial views by appealing to Scripture but only in a selective and restricted way. In the name of a proper understanding of the Bible some recent theologians have disowned, for example, the objective existence of God; his rational self-disclosure; the inspiredness of the biblical writings; the historical incarnation of the Logos; the factuality of Jesus’ bodily resurrection; answerability to a divine revelation that universally penetrates man’s mind and conscience; any grounding of human salvation in Christ’s substitutionary and propitiatory atonement.

There is no doubt that formally the authority of Scripture—even if its authority no less than its inerrancy can be subverted by an alien hermeneutic—is prerequisite to a persevering church, pledged as the church is to Christ’s magistracy by the Spirit-given Word. Evasion of the authority of Scripture is the sign of a wavering church. However important the fact of divine inspiration is for the commanding importance of the Bible, the apostles like the prophets before them focus attention first and foremost not on the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture but rather on its authority: what is crucially important for the human race is that they speak God’s Word and not their own. The historic Christian assurance that the prophets and apostles convey a transcendently given message is therefore being probed anew in an erstwhile empirically oriented age. Both negative and positive factors contribute to this inquiry. The breakdown of optimistic evolutionary theories, the limited ability of scientific observation to inform us about the external world, the conflicting views of reality championed by philosophical reasoning, all help to shape an intellectually open situation. At a time when secular trends are abandoning spiritual concerns to plastic faiths, the reality of God thus exerts a claim upon the mind of man by preserving him in intelligible relationships not only to God’s continuing presence and purpose throughout the cosmos and history but also to his offer of redemption published in the Bible. Man lives in any case by faith—either by a credulous faith in false gods and in the verbal wisdom of this world, or by a rational faith in the living God and life-giving Logos revealed in his prophetic-apostolic Word.

There is, to be sure, a sense in which we ought and must speak exclusively of God as the absolute authority, and acknowledge scriptural authority to be merely derivative and contingent. And yet even this affirmation of God as the absolute sovereign rests upon God as disclosed in his revelation, and for man in his fallen state Scripture is the decisive and normative source of all doctrine about God. It is “in and through Scripture” that “God is the unique, infallible and absolute authority in all matters of faith and practise” (Geoffrey Bromiley, “The Inspiration and Authority of Scripture,” Holman Family … Bible). That does not mean that God is disclosed and known as life’s ultimate authority only in and through the Bible per se. For Scripture itself, which publishes God’s Word normatively and objectively to mankind in sin, reiterates that God is universally known as sovereignly authoritative over man on the basis also of general revelation; even the revelation in nature and conscience suffices to render man inexcusable (Rom. 1:18, 31; 2:15).

Scriptural authority is not unlimited, however; it coincides only with what the inspired writers teach and, as we know, they do not treat thoroughly every realm of human inquiry. Even if biblical teaching that impinges on subjects like astronomy, botany, economics, geography, history, and politics is trustworthy, it is not comprehensive. One will not find the Bible a textbook on the planets, or a complete guide to the flora and fauna of the Holy Land, or even a detailed history of the kings of Israel and Judah or of the Herodian line in the time of Jesus. Likewise for rules and regulations governing civil and social life even in biblical lands we must consult other authorities. Scripture’s chief sphere is God’s self-revelation of his nature and will. Its primary concern is therefore theological and ethical. This is a very extensive range of authority, to which every other authority claim is subject. Yet God’s work and Word impinge upon scientific, historical and other phenomena. Scripture contains authoritative teaching about many so-called secular matters; the interests of revelation are not to be compartmentalized and sealed off from any human concern. The Bible, for example, condemns predatory political policies and unjust economic programs, and its judgment in such matters is fully normative. On whatever themes it speaks in God’s name Scripture is not to be relativized.

The modern attempt to affirm Christian commitments while rejecting scriptural authority raises evident problems even if those who follow such a course often skirt the difficulties involved. Only on the basis of the scriptural witness, for example, do we know that God is creator ex nihilo of heaven and earth and is lord of the whole universe; no view of origins or principle of universal applicability can be established empirically. Since its teaching centers in supraempirical realities, much of what the Bible teaches cannot be empirically demonstrated. To replace scriptural authority with some rival authority-principle abridges historic Christian commitments in respect to Scripture as the supreme rule of faith and practice and in other respects also.

The historic standards of the Christian churches in their treatment of authority and Scripture differ notably from many expositions found in contemporary church doctrine. The historic standards unhesitatingly affirm the authority of Scripture as the Word of God and sole divine rule of faith and conduct. But modern treatments hedge concerning the correlation of divine authority and the Bible in many ways. They ascribe authority to God or to Jesus Christ the incarnate Lord, or to the divine Spirit, as if such affirmations require the downgrading of Scripture and are best preserved by devaluing the Bible. James Barr derides evangelical Christians as given to “the reification of the Bible” because “God, or Christ, or the Holy Spirit, will not quite satisfy” their need for an objective religious reality that confronts man from outside himself (Fundamentalism, p. 313). Yet some of Barr’s colleagues at Oxford would turn the same argument against Barr for insisting not simply upon God but also upon Christ and/or the Holy Spirit, while others would doubtless consider his refusal to mythologize God a matter of reification.

Barr deplores the elevation of scriptural authority as “the one question of theology, that takes precedence over all others,” while at the same time he declares that “most or all theologians would in some sense, and most of them gladly” agree that “scripture should be received as authoritative” (ibid., p. 163). But when bishops of the Church of England now affirm the authority of Scripture over the church, Barr comments, they are not motivated by a conservative evangelical understanding of biblical authority (p. 167).

While Scripture is indeed at first declared to be authoritative, riders are then appended—some of them so remarkable that closer examination often leads one to wonder whether the expositor is simply prone to exaggeration or given to subterfuge, or is self-deceived in the original high claim made for the Bible. In discussing the unique authority of the Bible, commentators have at the same time so paralleled, qualified, subordinated, and even selectively displaced parts of the Book that they bedim claims for its authority and uniqueness. Efforts by neo-Protestant theologians to clarify the concept of divine authority are often so confusing that they tend to etch a question mark over the very insistence on a transcendent reality. A God who speaks no truths but authoritatively demands obedience, or a Bible that is held to be divinely authoritative although errant, seems to our wary generation far too reminiscent of totalitarian tyranny or literary myth either to serve the cause of biblical authority in its canonical understanding or to elicit trust.

In the aftermath of higher criticism, many New Testament scholars have nonetheless ventured to combine critical views of the scriptural writings with some kind of defense of the Bible’s authority. While rejecting the verbal inerrancy and supernatural inspiration of these writings, they have championed a concept of divine biblical authority provided this is “properly understood.” This scriptural attachment they affirm in large part because no scholar can be readily perceived as bearing a truly Christian identity if in principle he places himself over against the transcendent authority of the Bible. Although some philosophers of religion and secular theologians claim to speak as Christians while they repudiate scriptural authority, even neo-Protestant scholarship in the main recognizes that one’s Christian allegiance is automatically in question if one proclaims open hostility to the Bible. Hendrik Kraemer declares, and rightly, that “the only legitimate source from which to take our knowledge of the Christian faith in its real substance is the Bible” (The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World, p. 61).

During the past half century, therefore, not only evangelical Christian scholars but also many neo-Protestant theologians have at least formally championed the principle of biblical authority. “Virtually every contemporary Protestant theologian along the entire spectrum of opinion from the ‘neo-evangelicals’ through Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, to Anders Nygren, Rudolf Bultmann, Paul Tillich and even Fritz Buri,” comments Yale theologian David H. Kelsey, “has acknowledged that any Christian theology worthy of the name ‘Christian’ must, in some sense of the phrase, be done ‘in accord’ with scripture” (The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, p. 1).

Such tributes to the Bible, however, are often circumlocutions that soften an underlying rejection of the historic Judeo-Christian affirmation of Scripture as divinely inspired teaching. Critical scholars who say complimentary things about the Bible do not at all intend to imply that what the Bible as such teaches is true. Dignifying the Bible as a unique or authoritative source of information about the biblical past—and some hesitate to do even this—is very different from identifying it as a normatively definitive canon of Christian theological and ethical commitments. As James Barr remarks, “there is an important distinction between the ‘authority’ of a historical source and the ‘authority’ of a theological norm or criterion. . . . Priority as a historical source is something different from theological normativeness” (The Bible in the Modern World, p. 80). To say we are almost wholly dependent upon the Bible for information about the life and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth is quite another matter from saying that this biblically given content is doctrinally and morally determinative for us. The Bible is declared by some scholars to be the literary or historical source from which we know the unique content of the Christian religion, or the document that the Spirit of God authorizes in experience as Word of God, or the bearer of an authority to be personally tested by empirical observation and accredited by empirical confirmation. The implicit assumption is all too clear: the truthfulness of the Bible is not held to be guaranteed by divine inspiration but is to be arbitrated or mediated by something else.

Has any book in the history of literature been so manipulated as has the Bible into a rubber mask to stretch and conform to so many divergent and contrary perceptions of existence and life? Early church fathers resisted an allegorical deployment of scriptural content, whereas neo-Protestants today eagerly prepare the way for allegorical and metaphorical interpretation of key passages by their spirited denunciation of “biblical literalism.”

C. H. Dodd sought to rescue the authority of Scripture from critical repudiations of it by focusing not on the words of the apostles but on their thoughts, which Dodd declares are loyal to God’s thought. Dodd argues that the Bible does not claim infallibility for all its parts (The Authority of the Bible, p. 15). God is personally authoritative, but this divine authority, Dodd says, has no need of speech or words, which are human characteristics. The “Word of God” is only a metaphorical expression for the “thought of God,” he contends (p. 16). Dodd emphasizes that authority rightfully pertains to truth, not words. Thus he seems to deny to words the capacity for conveying truth in precise form, so that the words of the Bible are considered inadequate for expressing the thoughts of God. He next argues for a human origin for Scripture. Dodd suggests that, as an aspect of man’s finiteness, words must in themselves be finite and capable of error.

Despite his affirmation of the errancy of words, Dodd attempts to build a concept of authority for the Scriptures. The Bible does not give us inerrant information, he says, but persuasive data (ibid., p. 289) that reaches its peak in Jesus Christ. The persuasiveness of Christ was so great, in fact, that men hailed him as the incarnate Wisdom of God. For Dodd, both human nature and human words are alike restrictive and allow only an approximation of the absolute truth and being of God. But Christ nonetheless radiated to his audiences a compelling authority to follow him (pp. 292–93). The authority modern man finds in the Bible Dodd therefore relates, not to its doctrines, but to its power to make men follow the “Way.” The Bible is capable of existentially awakening the powers of the mind and heart and of redirecting and reshaping man’s attitudes. This the Bible can do because it is the sincere utterance of men who were mightily certain of God. Biblical authority, in other words, is experientially oriented, and induces in us a religious attitude and outlook. Dodd concludes by stating that if the Bible is the “Word of God,” it is not, however, the final word, but the seminal word that allows man to apprehend springs of truth (p. 300).


We shall readily agree with Dodd, of course, that revelation is not to be sought in isolated words but rather in truths. Words as isolated units of speech are never by themselves either fallible or infallible; truth is a property of sentences or statements, and words serve this purpose only as meaningful referents in a logical, propositional context. But if divine revelation is intelligibly communicated to man, it is difficult to see how its meaning and truth can be conveyed without verbalization. If words necessarily involve error in what is taught, then Dodd’s view cannot be taken as gospel truth either; if human nature is restrictive of God’s being and truth, then the consequences for the incarnation of the Logos are such that Jesus of Nazareth must have been mistaken in his teaching. The personal sincerity and certainty of the biblical writers and the power of Scripture in experience do not vindicate the truthfulness of the Bible any more than they would the truthfulness of other works for which secular claims can be made.

Alan Richardson tells us: “The Scriptures … are not even distinctive on account of any ideas about God that they may contain—e.g., that he is love—for such ideas are found in other books which are not regarded as ‘Scripture’ ”; rather, the Bible is unique as “the authoritative historical witness to Christ” (“Scripture,” 4:250b). But if those who gave this witness were, as Richardson insists, “subject to all the limitations of their historical situation,” and the writings are “historically conditioned and therefore fallible” (p. 251a), then what sense any longer attaches to the term authoritative even in this restricted role? Rudolf Bultmann rests Christian faith instead on apostolic witness to the inner significance of Jesus as a symbol of existential new being experienced in responsive faith, and reduces Scripture to the genre of myth.

Tillich considers sola scriptura the Protestant pitfall. For him the eternal absolute is beyond verbalization, is unconditionally beyond predication or the conceptual sphere, is never to be identified with what appears in the temporal order (Systematic Theology, 1:157). Any compromise of these emphases, he holds, opens the door to self-deception and demonic delusion. Were all this the case, neither Tillich nor anybody else would be able conceptually to distinguish or verbally to delineate the unconditional in contrast to the conditional, or to posit any rational basis for affirming the unconditioned. Tillich was himself deceived in his earlier predications concerning an ontological Ground of Being and was finally constrained, in view of his own theory of knowledge, to concede that such affirmation was merely symbolic and not to be taken literally. The failure to honor Scripture as authoritative conceptual-verbal revelation of the nature of the living God becomes in fact the pitfall of neo-Protestantism.

In his Revelation and Reason, Emil Brunner empties the words of Scripture of any revelational value in terms of cognitive validity. He declares that “there is only an indirect identity between the word of the Bible and the word of God; that even the word of the Bible is only the means of the real word of God, Jesus Christ.” The writings themselves “have a share in the absolute authority of the Word, yet they are not the Word, but the means through which the witness to the Word comes” (p. 129). God’s authority is not contained in the Scriptures, but stands behind them, and comes through as man is confronted by the Christ of faith. Brunner contends that the authority of the Bible is Christocentric and that the Bible’s primary function is to point man to the Savior through its witness to revelation (The Word and the World, pp. 86–88). The Bible is the “Word of God” only as the Spirit speaks. Its authority lies in God’s attesting the witness of Scripture in our lives; “We trust the Bible,” he says, not because somebody says that it is God’s Word, but because we hear God say so. The authority of Scripture is said to be indirect, utilizing the frailty of humanity; biblical faith and biblical criticism assertedly open the door for each other (p. 102). Absolute authority is based entirely in the Word, i.e., in Christ. The Apostle Paul possessed a “special degree” of authority, “possibly based upon a special measure of knowledge of Christ.”

John Knox writes emphatically: “The Scriptures are the Word of God” (The Church and the Reality of Christ, p. 127) and means not what this affirmation has historically denoted, but rather that the Bible gives us “a kind of immediate access to the Event” in which the Word is allegedly experienced as a nonobjective, extrarational transcendent reality.

The distinction between Bible and Word of God is stretched almost to the breaking point when K. H. Miskotte writes of Scripture as “the word about the Word of the WORD” (When the Gods Are Silent, p. 112). Insofar as the being of the Logos is to be distinguished from his intelligible revelation, and prophetic-apostolic discourse is to be distinguished from the teaching of Jesus in his earthly ministry, the contrast is quite proper. But insofar as it implies that the revelational word of prophets and apostles is never identical with the Word of the Lord, the distinction is not only confusing but biblically unjustifiable.

Robert H. Bryant sees no reason whatever for regarding Scripture as a standard of authority. “The character of authority is defined ultimately not by abstract doctrine or subjective experience but in terms of a historical event—God’s revelation in Christ. . . . Every other authority falls short of this perfect union of power with holiness and sacrificial love” (The Bible’s Authority Today, p. 35). He considers Scripture and the church alike as partners in mediating the historical Christ-event: neither one is to be considered as giving more than an approximation of the incomprehensible divine reality. The Christian interpreter must therefore ask, “To what extent does the Bible lead one to encounter anew God’s self-revealing act in Christ?” The answer would be that “the Bible serves only as the obedient guide to Christ” (p. 162).

But the religion in which our Lord was brought up was first and foremost a religion of submission to the authority of the written divine Word. Jews of Christ’s day considered themselves to be the people of God living under the government and laws of the self-revealing God, and bound to obey those laws under penalty of wrath and judgment. There seems no doubt that in Jesus’ day the entire content of the Old Testament was received as divinely accredited and to be treasured, believed, studied, and obeyed. In like manner the Protestant Reformers considered Scripture to be uniquely authoritative and did so not simply because the early Christians before them recognized it as such. Rather, as Schubert Ogden concedes, they held “that it by right ought to be thus authoritative whether they or others recognize its authority or not”—in short, that some preexisting reality, namely, the Spirit of God, conferred authoritative status upon Scripture (“Sources of Religious Authority in Liberal Protestantism,” p. 405). The view of the biblical prophets and apostles, of Jesus Christ of whom they spoke, and of their ancient hearers and readers, is that God by a supernatural activity of inspiration guided these chosen spokesmen in the formulation and communication of their teaching. Historic Christianity declares Scripture to be authoritatively normative over other appeals such as tradition and church teaching.

Many recent theologians emphasize a divine presence in the life and ministry of the biblical writers but expressly repudiate their divine inspiration. God, Christ or the Spirit are stressed; scriptural inspiration is demeaned.

Ogden himself contends that classical Protestantism views “immediate experience of Scripture alone as the primary authority of faith” (ibid., p. 407), or “immediate experience of God as thus revealed through the internal testimony of the Spirit” (p. 408). This restatement of the orthodox heritage in turn provides supposed leverage for Ogden to accommodate the liberal Protestant insistence on experience as a source of religious truth by making the liberal alternative appear quasi-orthodox. According to Ogden, modern Protestant orthodoxy developed the doctrine of verbal inspiration to assert the “uniform authority” of Scripture (ibid.). But it is impossible to segregate the question of the Spirit’s inspiration in this way from the New Testament writings as a matter of theological indifference. Jesus, after all, affirmed that the Spirit would teach the apostles (John 14:26) and lead them into all the truth about his life and work (16:3 ff.). In distinguishing Scripture from the writings of heretics, orthodox churchmen emphasized that the heretical writings were not divinely inspired.

Earlier liberal theologians appealed, as Ogden says, to universal human experience to reinforce their view that Christian revelation and Scripture decisively express our experience of ultimate reality. The later neoorthodox development, by contrast, professed to return “to the sola scriptura and to specifically Christian experience as the sole ultimate source of religious authority.” Concerning neoorthodoxy, Ogden briskly notes that “events have now removed all doubt that this is, at best, an unstable theological position.” The method of neoorthodoxy, Ogden adds, “is particularly vulnerable in not allowing one to answer the question … whether the claims of Christian revelation and Scripture are, after all, meaningful and true because warranted in some way by our common human experience,” and this encourages a demand, he thinks, for warranting Christian claims by “universally human experience and reason” (ibid., p. 410). What access Ogden himself has to “universal human experience” (except on the basis of transcendent propositional revelation infallibly conveyed, which he of course rejects) it is difficult to see.

Ogden asserts that liberal Protestantism’s thoroughgoing historical approach led to relativizing the classical Protestant claim for the unique authority of Scripture (ibid.). “As we have already seen” (what we have “seen” however, is only printed verbal assertion), “it is impossible for us today, given the results of historical criticism that now seem assured, any longer to concur” that the Old and New Testaments attest authoritative Christian claims (p. 414). Ogden goes on: “We now know not only that the Old Testament is not prophetic in the traditional sense of the word but also that the New Testament is not apostolic in the same traditional sense. We know, in fact, that the New Testament canon … itself belongs to the tradition of the church, as distinct from the original witness of the apostles with which it has traditionally been identified” (ibid., italics mine). Here the finality of critical assumptions is taken for granted and becomes the substructure of Ogden’s reconstruction of religious authority.

But Ogden’s emphasis is surely right that “no authority … can be a sufficient authorization for the meaning and truth of the claims derived from it or warranted by it. Unless the claims made by the authority are themselves already authorized as meaningful and true by some method other than an appeal to authority, no claim from them or warranted by them can by that fact alone be said to be so. . . . The fact that it is authorized by authority is not by itself sufficient to make it so” (ibid., p. 412). In brief, the meaning and truth of any claim must meet the test of rational intelligibility, noncontradiction and consistency or it can only remain suspect.

But when Ogden draws from such observations the conclusion that therefore there is no one ultimate source of religious authority but two, that is, “not only specifically Christian experience of God in Jesus the Christ, but also our own experience and understanding of existence simply as human beings,” he himself seems to throw logical consistency to the winds and to subordinate revelation to experience. Ogden informs us that, while it can sufficiently authorize the meaning and truth of Christian claims, “our common human experience of ultimate reality” is not “the sole ultimate source of these claims” (ibid., p. 414). Yet his exposition of Christian experience, lacking as it does the objective intelligible revelation of Scripture as a transcendently given word of God, tends to channel religious authority vulnerably into experiential considerations.

Despite the concession that Protestant liberalism was unjustifiably selective in what it extracted from religious experience in deriving or verifying its claims, and despite the fact that radical secularity more and more inundates modern religious understanding, Ogden nonetheless appeals to human experience generally as “both confirming and confirmed by the essential claims of the Christian witness” (ibid., p. 412). All this is easier said than demonstrated, of course. Ogden contends that “the source of Scripture’s own authority” is to be found in experience of divine revelation—in Ogden’s words, in “an explicit ultimate source in specifically Christian experience of God in Christ and an implicit ultimate source in universally human experience of our existence as such” (p. 413). The thesis gains an aura of circularity rather than of logicality when Ogden assures us that this “very position” is “required by the explicit ultimate source of all specifically Christian authority” and then relies for attestation on a fanciful exegesis of John 7:16–17 and 2 Corinthians 4:2–4 (ibid.), even if he earlier declares Scripture to be fallible and, as such, not apostolic witness but tradition. Indeed, Ogden insists elsewhere that “merely to determine that a claim is derived from or warranted by the so-called biblical message is not sufficient to authorize it as a Christian claim”; he holds that we must demonstrate that the biblical message is itself in turn authorized by “the apostolic witness of faith” (p. 415), that is, “the earliest witness of the church, which is the real Christian canon” (p. 416). (Where this is accessible in clear distinction from the biblical message he does not inform us.)

Every critical effort that absolutely contrasts the Word of God and the words of Scripture contradicts our Lord’s own representations of the prophets as conveyors of an authoritative word. One does not pay special deference to the incarnate Word by turning Scripture into a nonauthoritative fallible report, to be considered less trustworthy than the verdicts passed upon it by modern theologians and ethicists. However piously they frame representations of the transcendent Word to which (supposedly errant) prophetic-apostolic words witness, or of the Word hidden and revealed in or under (supposedly fallible) scriptural words, concessive critics dissolve an authoritative prophetic-apostolic word, and simultaneously erode confidence in an authoritative divine Word somehow wholly distinguishable from, yet presumably based upon, an equivocating Scripture. On the premise that the Bible is not the unadulterated Word of God, many critical scholars have erected private theological distilleries for extracting a totally foolproof “Truth” from error-prone documents. But informed seminarians know the long list of learned analysts whose personal brand of criticism foundered because of a dilution of the biblical essence and the substitution of ersatz ingredients.

The distinction frequently made by neo-Protestant scholars between the authority of the Bible and that of Christ is untenable on the basis of two considerations. For one thing, the reliability of scriptural assertions is attested by the incarnate Christ; for another, Scripture is, in fact, the only source of significant information we have regarding the Christ. Jesus imparted to his disciples the authority to “teach concerning himself” (Matt. 28:19–20). All four Gospels evidence the truth that Jesus affirmed the authority of Scripture. Luke 24:25 records Christ’s view of the authority of the Old Testament, and this, in correlation with John 14:26, implies his similar view of the New Testament.

Barr criticizes the evangelical doctrine of the divine inspiration of Scripture as involving a concern for “objectivity” that places “the centre of authority … beyond the range of human opinion altogether” (Fundamentalism, p. 311). He comments that “for many Christians the objective reality and authority standing over against them” is found “in Christ as a person and not in the Bible.” He rejects the view that “faith in Christ cannot be considered grounded in objectivity unless the principle of biblical authority is fully conceded” (p. 312). Elsewhere Barr acknowledges that the Bible is our sourcebook concerning Christ, but that he considers it errant, even in doctrinal matters. But during the biblical period, when Christians had as yet no “finished and fixed body of canonical scripture,” he stresses, interpersonal witness was adequate to promote faith in Christ (p. 313). But even Jesus and the apostles, we should point out, appealed to the authority of the inspired Hebrew writings, and the apostles relayed a divinely inspired word often first in oral and then in written form. The objectively given Word of God is not so easily evaporated, as Barr would have it, and without that transcendently authoritative Word no normative view of Christ is possible. Barr is closer to the requirements of logical consistency when he admits that he cannot stop only with a dismissal of the evangelical emphasis on biblical authority and inerrancy, but that “christological orthodoxy has to go too” (ibid., p. 172). Nor does Barr stop there. “Fundamentalists have perceived, however dimly,” he writes, “that modern theology and the critical study of the Bible have initiated, and are initiating, massive changes in the way Christians understand the Bible, God and Jesus Christ” (ibid., p. 185). “Conservatives are perhaps right in their instinct that major changes are taking place” bearing on such basic matters as “belief in God, the understanding of Christ, the character of faith, the ethical demands of Christianity” (p. 186). Indeed, from the errancy of the Bible Barr moves on to the declaration that God’s nature is imperfect, that God is vacillating and changing, and that we must repudiate the view that he operates “out of a static perfection” (p. 277).

The widespread theological revolt against the authority of the Bible tends on occasion to drive even influential evangelical scholars to speak more timidly than necessary on the subject. Bruce Metzger writes: “For the early Christians the supreme authority was not the Old Testament but Jesus Christ, their true Master and risen Lord. The apostles and their helpers did not preach the Old Testament; they bore witness to Jesus Christ” (The New Testament: Its Background, Growth and Content, p. 274). If that is so, must we then not also say that for the ancient Hebrews the supreme authority was not the Old Testament but Yahweh their Lord? But would it not be quite uncalled for on that account to say that the prophets did not proclaim the revealed and written Word of God, but instead bore witness to Yahweh? In other connections Metzger concedes as much when he says that “the Bible of Jesus and his earliest followers was the Hebrew Scriptures, which today are called the Old Testament” (p. 34) and “belief in a written rule of faith was primitive and apostolic” (p. 276).

Even as Jesus as the divine Redeemer saw no conflict between his own claim to special access to and knowledge of the Father (Matt. 11:27) and the authority of the prophetic Scriptures, so the apostles see no tension between the enfleshed and risen Logos and the Scriptures. No New Testament letter speaks more majestically of Christ than does the Epistle to the Hebrews. Christ towers above Moses, above the law and the tabernacle and its priesthood, even above the angels. He is the divine Son through whom God “created all orders of existence … and [who] sustains the universe by his word of power” (Heb. 1:2, NEB). He is God’s express image and final word for these last days, “the effulgence of God’s splendour and the stamp of God’s very being” (1:3, NEB). But on what foundation do these superlative affirmations rest? Solely on God’s scripturally revealed Word. This very Epistle declares at its outset that God revealed himself in the prophetic past in his spoken Word (1:1); then, by those very prophetic declarations it proceeds to establish the superiority of the Son: “Of the angels he says … but of the son … and again … to which of the angels has he ever said …?” (Heb. 1:5, 8, 10, 13, NEB). Indeed, the writer of Hebrews presents Scripture itself as God’s very speech to us: “Speaking through the lips of David … he uses the words …” (4:7, NEB); again, in 13:5 we are told: “For God himself has said, ‘I will never leave you nor desert you’ ” (NEB; cf. Deut. 31:6, 8; Josh. 1:5, 6; Ps. 118:6). The writer of Hebrews appeals to Scripture, moreover, as God’s truth and guarantee: “Does not Scripture somewhere speak thus …?” (4:4, NEB); Scripture, the writer adds, gives “solemn assurance” (2:6, NEB). He admonishes us, therefore, not to forget “the text of Scripture” (12:5, NEB). God himself has no higher authority than his own Word: the glory he confers on Christ is traced to a verbal investiture (Heb. 5:4–5; 7:16–17). At stake in his Word and promise is God’s own personal integrity (6:13–14). The divine Giver of the promise may be trusted (10:24), we are told, precisely because God’s Word and oath made known in Scripture will not play us false (6:18).

In the modern demand that Scripture be made culturally “understandable” to contemporary man, Dietrich Bonhoeffer discerns an attempt to escape divine moral obedience and to combine the outward profession of Christianity with an inward autonomy. He detects the same pattern—whether in the eighteenth, nineteenth or twentieth centuries—of presumably finding an Archimedean point in culture or in human reason while the biblical teaching is declared “movable, questionable, uncertain.” Here one sifts the biblical message “through the sieve of one’s own experience, despising and shaking out what will not pass through; and one prunes and clips the biblical message until it will fit in a given space, until the eagle can no longer fly in his true element but with clipped wings is exhibited as a special showpiece among the usual domesticated animals” (Vergegenwärtigung neutestamentlicher Texte, G G 111, pp. 304–5, quoted by John A. Phillips, The Form of Christ in the World, p. 93).

Even nonevangelicals like Robert T. Osborn share the verdict that the only alternative to a theology authorized by the Bible is “a natural theology authorized by universal human experience” (“The Rise and Fall of the Bible in Recent American Theology,” p. 61). But universal human experience is still incomplete, and even contemporary empirical observation is fragmentary. Hence experiential authority is fluid and fluctuating, and no final authority at all. Evangelical theology stresses the authority of God’s uniquely inspired scriptural Word, a divine authority transcending fragmentary human experience. As Robert K. Johnston comments, “it is ultimately theology’s fundamental dependence upon the Bible that gives it authority for faith and life” (“American Theology,” review of Dennis M. Campbell, Authority and the Renewal of American Theology, p. 41).

The finality of Christianity is today challenged by humanistic anthropologists and rigorously secular philosophers who proclaim the radical relativity of all beliefs and values. The fact of cultural variation has been a subject of philosophical discussion since Herodotus’s History (5th cent. B.C.). Plato discusses it in his Protagoras and debates its significance in The Republic. Culture may surely shape the beliefs of any given period, but it cannot decide the truth or falsity of those beliefs.

If human concepts are but an evolutionary development, if the laws of logic are an experiential emergent, if all truth is culture conditioned, then no transcendent cognitive-verbal revelation is possible. Nor is that all. If the theory of historical relativity is true, this theory itself cannot be unchangingly true but is a prejudiced absolute. Whoever contends that revelation cannot be the carrier of objective truth transcending our social location in history claims a privileged standpoint of personal exemption from that dictum. Nothing in either history or culture precludes transcultural truth. If the relativist can presume to communicate truth that spans cultural boundaries when he affirms historical or cultural relativity, surely the absolutist can do so; moreover, he alone has adequate reason to do so if in fact God has intelligibly disclosed his transcendent will. The truth of God can be stated in all cultures; it does not need to be restated in any culture except by way of linguistic translation and repetition.

From the very beginnings of the church, the Christian religion has dramatically transcended both national and cultural limitations. To the body of Christ belonged not only men and women of divergent races but also “slave and free” who worshiped before Christ and fellowshiped with each other with equal dignity. Husbands had duties to wives, parents to children, masters to slaves, and not simply the other way around. To approach New Testament ethics, therefore, on the routine assumption that apostolic teaching must mirror the cultural prejudices of the day, or must reflect the inherited rabbinical morality, is presumptuous.

Liberal Protestantism sprang from a misplaced confidence that religious insights implicit in modern secular culture are basically congruent with the claims of Christian revelation. It thought Christian affinity to culture in our day to have been preceded by Christian affinity to culture in the apostolic age also. The theological denial of divine transcendence led in both cases to a leveling of differences; the Sitz im Leben was readily invoked to explain Christian commitments. Even what is most distinctive about Christianity is then derived without revelational consideration from the social milieu. Belief in the resurrection of Jesus presumably has its engendering explanation in the concept of dying and rising gods in the mystery religions and in an orthodox rabbinical bias concerning immortality that Paul inherited from the Pharisees. The Christian practice of baptism derives assertedly from the Greek mysteries and Hebrew proselyte baptism. The patterns of church government are traced to the Jewish synagogue and were later presumably adapted in details to Greek conceptions of ekklesia. Liberal Protestantism explains the New Testament ethical conceptions by inherited Jewish attitudes and by Greco-Roman philosophical ideals; it ascribes the Pauline catalogue of vices to Paul’s puritan Jewish upbringing and refers his view of the woman’s role to contemporary Hebrew and Greek attitudes.

Such “sociological explanation” was not only carried out in the face of limited historical data, and even of divergent sociological evidence, but it also raised a serious theological problem: if congruity with ancient culture discredits the revelational significance of apostolic emphases, then why should congruity with contemporary culture accredit the truth of what Christianity affirms? Deeply conditioned by evolutionary theory, the modernist view ran the danger both of relegating the revealed truths of Scripture to the realm of changing cultural fashions, and of elevating present cultural enthusiasms into eternal religious truths. There was, in fact, a still deeper difficulty: if socio-cultural factors influenced the writers of Scripture in their statement of what they believed to be a transcendently revealed morality, on what basis do we, who (presumably like them) are subject to the same influence, any longer distinguish what is true theology and ethics in the apostolic writings from what is false?

Neoorthodoxy declares the Bible to be essentially a human product, yet considers it to be from God in the sense that it speaks of what transcends human culture, namely, God who reveals himself. But since Barthianism held the teaching of the Bible to be errant, in morals and theology no less than in science and history, its effort to distinguish a revelatory content failed because this revelation could not be identified in intelligible sentences and truths.


Ogden declares that the modernist confidence in the basic congruence of contemporary cultural ideals with the Christian revelation “has now been profoundly shaken, and there are good reasons why few of us today are able to recover it. For one thing … much of the congruence that earlier liberal theologians were thought to have established was the result of their having accommodated the claims of the Christian witness to the very different claims of secularity. Another and even more decisive reason is that secularity as such has increasingly come to be explicated in terms of an out and out secularism, with which the essential claims of the Christian witness, as well as of religion more generally, are obviously incompatible” (“Sources of Religious Authority in Liberal Protestantism,” p. 411).

All the more remarkable therefore is the fact that even some evangelical scholars now apologize for aspects of biblical ethics that are out of tune with the culture of our times, and theorize that apostolic teaching shared the cultural outlook of the past at specific points and must now be superseded by a supposedly superior view more compatible with contemporary insights. Congruity with contemporaneous culture is hardly a stable confirmation of biblical legitimacy; ancient Pompeii considered sexual wickedness the norm, and the now dawning secular West may soon view indiscriminate prostitution to be culturally more acceptable than monogamous marriage. If earlier in this century American culture disadvantaged women because of male bias against the full equality of women taught by the New Testament, American culture today in defining the freedom of both men and women tends to be more libertine than biblical.

This does not mean that the concerns of Bible interpretation and culture are artificial or irrelevant. James Barr appropriately points out that various world views espoused by Christians as supposedly grounded in the Bible are often quite contrary to each other and are subsequently rejected by Christians in other places and times. Noteworthy recent examples include the tendency to correlate the Bible with evolutionary utopianism, existential philosophy, or process theology. We need to examine all outlooks carefully, and as Barr says, to reassure ourselves “whether their character really derives from the Bible or from some other cultural source, and to see whether their use of the Bible can be squared with the Bible itself or with Christian faith itself” (The Bible in the Modern World, p. 101).

The question of how, in view of Christ’s lordship, the Christian ought to live in relation to the cultural context of his day, cannot be separated from the prior question of how the giving of divine revelation is itself related to the culture in which it was imparted. Tertullian in early Christian times and Tolstoy in the recent past insisted that Christianity heralds Christ-against-culture; Protestant modernism by contrast, viewed history and culture as the immanent evolutionary unfolding of God’s kingdom. Revelation focuses attention on God’s transcendent relationship to man and to the world as Creator, Redeemer and Lord. Here, rather than culture vaunting itself pridefully as an expression of the divine, God puts the question of what worth and value truly attaches to human culture. In H. Dermot McDonald’s words, “Man ‘come of age’ is still of ‘this age’; of himself he can never make for himself the ‘age of the kingdom of God.’ Indeed, at this point his very culture breaks into idolatry” (“Theology and Culture,” p. 250). Revelation is addressed to a society in which sin is masked and must be unmasked, in which sin is still unforgiven and waits to be forgiven. “How far the gospel can be reinterpreted in terms of the cultural vogue, without losing its distinctive Christian message and meaning,” is therefore, as McDonald remarks, “always an urgent issue. It is perilously easy for the Christian preacher, and more particularly for the Christian theologian, to be found uttering the shibboleths of the hour under the delusion that they are making the eternal gospel cogent for contemporary man” (p. 254).

In view both of the striking cultural changes that have overtaken Western society since New Testament times and of the diversity of contemporary cultures in which Christian missionaries proclaim the gospel today, the biblical expositor is frequently driven to ask a series of pointed questions. What permanent principle undergirds the apostolic teaching? Is that principle best promoted today by the practice or procedure indicated in apostolic times? If it is not, what alternative preserves the biblical intention?

In many ways the early Christians undoubtedly reflected the sociological context in which they lived. Presumably the disciples and apostles followed current modes of dress, hair-styling, as well as other social customs; their public attestation of Christian faith surely did not escape some cultural conditioning of language and idiom, manner and mores. Yet we know too little about sociological conditions in the first-century Greco-Roman world to draw up any confident listing of what must and must not have been merely cultural behavior on the part of the early Christians. Even if we conclude that some given practice is culturally derived, where such a practice was followed or avoided as a higher matter of Christian duty, we still face the implicit recognition of an eternally valid moral principle grounded in divine revelation. The expression of that principle might indeed vary from culture to culture, but that variation would not lessen the principle’s significance simply to a matter of sociological conformity. What is cultural misbehavior and—more than that—sin in the sight of God, is evident from apostolic catalogues of prevalent vices.

Many once-isolated primitive cultures have experienced intrusion not only by missionaries but also by government agents, anthropologists, explorers, merchants, and colonists. Such encroachment shapes changes in technology, medicine, and especially in customs. But it is the missionary especially who engenders a questioning of inherited beliefs and values, even if he or she sometimes does so from a standpoint that ambiguously seems to wed Christianity to Western culture. The missionary is not called to the task of ethnocide—that is, to the eradication of a national or tribal culture and replacing it by a “Christian Western culture.” He does not expect nationals to duplicate his food, dress, education, marriage customs or other ceremonies.

Yet the conscious effort in recent generations to avoid imposing Western Christianity as such upon potential Christians in other lands leads sometimes to their ready abandonment instead to cultural relativism, that is, to the notion that one culture is as good as another.

If the missionary is not called to promote Western Christianity, neither is the missionary called to promote or accept religious syncretism. Ecumenical dialogue has often mirrored the notion that Christ has a hidden presence in all religions, and that the nonbiblical religions share truths and values in common with biblical religion in view of universal divine revelation. The resultant dialogue sometimes achieves a tenuous “tie-in” of the Christian message with alien religious concepts, tribal myths and pagan worship.

The missionary role in relationship to culture is neither one of uncritical acceptance and accommodation, nor of revolutionary repudiation. His or her primary task is proclaiming the self-revealed God, Christ and the Bible, and through the consequent transformation of lives to promote culture-transforming perspectives and practices. To undermine the established culture of a people who have no superior commitment to the living God and his revealed will can only spawn confusion and disorder in the lives of those whose inherited cultural tradition serves as a carrier of the content of traditional morality in personal and social life. The task of encouraging constructive alternatives is no less important than that of identifying unacceptable options. The godly example of the missionary family and of national or tribal Christians bearing witness to the living Christ who transforms human beings by the Spirit gains added force from God’s universal revelation in nature and in the imago Dei. But the translated Scriptures themselves best carry the comprehensive demand for cultural change. In recent decades the propositional exegetical significance of Scripture has, unfortunately, been neglected because the Bible’s meaning was all too often transmuted into internal existential significance. Against the strange and mystical methodologies of our age, Oscar Cullmann notably emphasizes: “I know no other ‘method’ than the proven philological-historical one” for arriving at the sense of Scripture (The Christology of the New Testament, p. xiii).

The missionary may at times minister among tribes where men braid their hair, women expose their breasts, shamans are consulted, teen-age puberty rites are held, a dowry is paid for the bride, multiple mating or polygamy, tribal drunkenness, and even revenge-killing may be common, twins or malformed infants are abandoned to die, and funeral rites are cannibalistic. Which practices are to be accepted or condoned as mere cultural variants, and which require scriptural alternatives?

To distinguish the supercultural from the cultural is a fundamental concern of hermeneutics. Some scriptural injunctions are permanent, some are dated and local. Few issues are more important than the debate over whether the Old Testament forms and ceremonies are permanently applicable, or whether they belong only to a now past Hebrew culture that has given way through revelational and redemptive fulfillment to the Christian realities. Which biblical imperatives are permanent, which are temporary? How do they bear on cultural and tribal patterns? Some evangelical observers think that most external tribal practices need not be changed, since Christian commitment transforms inner attitudes and values; others hold that such an assessment ignores the interrelated and interdependent character of tribal culture far too much. The Old Testament prophets and New Testament apostles deplored much in the culture of their day as wicked—including the conduct of some professing believers. What would they say today about human rights in Russia and North and South Korea, about apartheid in South Africa, about the tide of pornography in America?

The problem of cultural adaptation remains an important one for the missionary task force. Few aspects of Christianity’s nineteenth-century extension around the world had as costly a sequel as the frequent shrouding of the gospel in the trappings of Western society. Yet surely all thoughtful missionaries were aware that in its global outreach Christianity must clothe itself in the language, idiom and mannerisms of the nationals among whom it nourished churches. Where is the line to be drawn?

Two recent developments tend to erase any line whatever in regard to cultural adjustment: first, the loss of belief in the authority of the Bible by neo-Christians, and second, the encroachment of secular relativism on many societies around the world. A pluralistic theology often underlies such sweeping affirmations as “Christ accepts all cultures” and “Christians must learn from Buddhists.” As Donald A. McGavran tirelessly points out in his lectures and writings, the element of truth in such pronouncements is vitiated by a failure to emphasize equally that “Christ judges all cultures” and that “Buddhists (and all of us) must learn from the Bible.” The pluralistic approach often stresses the importance of casting the gospel in other than “Western thought-forms” and in “other logics” than that identified by Greek philosophy. Since Christianity teaches that the Logos of God is the source of all meaning, and considers the laws of logic an aspect of the imago Dei, such pleas amount in the end to relativizing Christian theology and replacing it by non-Christian philosophy under the guise of Christian mission.

The initial step in eliminating the Bible as God’s authoritative revelation now often occurs, though sometimes unwittingly, through the emphasis that Scripture encases the mind and will of God in a parochial Greek coloration, and that the Bible and the historic Christian creeds need therefore to be restated in other thought-forms, world views and cultural frameworks. Robin H. S. Boyd, for example, thinks Christian theology must be freed from “Latin captivity” if theology in India is to become free to be truly Indian (India and the Latin Captivity of the Church), but he does not clarify the ultimate standard by which all truth is to be measured. Even an evangelical scholar like McGavran, who insists on the final authority of what God has revealed in Jesus Christ and in the Bible, thinks other ethnic and linguistic churches must state the content of that revelation not only in their own language and idiom, but also in their own “logic systems.” But if “Greek thought-forms” and language or “Latin thought-forms” and language strait-jacket the mind of God, why would “Indian thought-forms” and language transcend such restriction? The early Christians did not, of course, consider the gospel to be true because it was formulated in Greek. Arius’s theology was no less “Greek” than that of Athanasius. The difference between them was that Athanasius’s teaching coincided with what the Scriptures teach. Are we to accept the prevalent notion that the rules of logic—simply because Aristotle first consistently expounded them—are culture-relative? Are they not indispensable—whatever may be one’s cultural limitations—even if one intelligibly questions them? And how, apart from the law of noncontradiction, does one propose to insist on the truth of revelation—whether or not one considers such truth to be authoritatively given in Jesus Christ and the Bible?

Some Asian missions discussion has criticized the evangelical imposition of “Western thought-forms” on the gospel, only to champion post-Kierkegaardian dialectical theology or European neoorthodoxy as somehow more compatible with the logic of Asian religions. In Latin America, some liberation theologians plead for casting the gospel in Latin American “thought-forms” rather than in those of North American-Western European capitalist societies; the result has been, as some critics have noted, that Karl Marx and his social theories suddenly are treated as authentically Latin American. Asian ecumenism is no longer dialoguing as it did in the 1950s about a supposedly “hidden Christ” in Buddhism, Confucianism or Hinduism, as a way of indigenizing the church and theology; this kind of discussion is presently gaining momentum in Africa, however. The notion that God himself stands behind all theological models and that Christ himself stands behind all christological models becomes the first step in an argument in which some preferred contemporary theological and christological model is advanced as alone admissably true by Christians in a particular time and place and then in all times and places. With the emergence of our planet into the mass media and space ages, however, the question of “Indianizing” Christian theology, or of “Koreanizing” or “Africanizing,” must sooner or later yield—without eroding the legitimate national interests of believers—to an adequate biblicizing of Christian theology in order to best maintain its universal revelational import. The alternative is to forfeit needlessly the universal validity of the Christian revelation.

Apart from Bultmann’s imposition of the category of myth upon the Bible as a whole, the most comprehensive subordination of Scripture to a culturally rooted conceptuality occurs in Marxist exegesis of the sort promoted by the theology of revolution. Here the social sciences, conformed to Marxist analysis and solutions, become the contextual starting point for theological reflection and biblical interpretation. Revolution theology contemplates the biblical representations of man’s fall and redemption in terms of the Marxist theory of class struggle and of an impinging socialist kingdom; it wraps its espousal of political and social violence in the eschatological motifs of the Bible. While liberation theology avoids sanctifying its cause in terms of eschatological violence, it too preserves Marxist praxis as its interpretative lens. A regard for the intellectual Zeitgeist in whole or in part as indispensable to the biblical view will only admit into the circle of revelation what is unstable and inadequate as a foundation for life and society.

G. C. Berkouwer finds in the time-relatedness of Scripture no reason “to arbitrarily separate within Scripture … ‘eternal truth’ and … a ‘time-bound’ expression of that truth” (Holy Scripture, p. 173) as Bultmann does in distinguishing inner salvation from the New Testament’s supposedly mythological world-view. Such efforts to isolate form and content in the scriptural revelation obviously conflict with the inspiration of the whole.

Yet Berkouwer notably holds that “revelation comes to us through concepts determined by the age, implying therefore an element of accommodation that should be accounted for in the understanding of revelation” (ibid., p. 174). At the same time he resists the view that the essence of revelation must therefore be sought within the framework of continuity “with the concepts and categories of knowledge from the time of its origin.” He does not mean that divine revelation accommodates “the views and conceptions of the period” in which the apostles lived. Nor is the truth of Scripture to be reduced only to one Truth—Jesus Christ—which ignores all else, so that certain articles of faith in the Christian confessions become marginal (p. 179). Instead, Berkouwer considers the purpose or goal of Scripture, defined as the giving of information relating us to the redemption that is in Christ Jesus (p. 314), to be decisively normative.

There is no doubt that revelation is historically oriented or time-related in that it is communicated in a particular language (Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek) and in the context of certain events and situations and peoples. And some forms in which revelation is set certainly reflect similarities to be found in the cultural milieu. The Mosaic law, for example, is not without some formal similarities to the code of Hammurabi; the covenant form is not without some formal similarities to ancient peace treaties; Solomon’s temple is not without some formal similarities to other ancient temples. That does not, however, demonstrate historical derivation and dependence, let alone similarity of meaning and purpose. It would be difficult to imagine what the human species would be like if, as evidence that man is truly a special creation of God, he must have no anatomical similarities to the animals. The fact that the forms of divine revelation reflect some similarities to other existing forms of communication hardly supplies a basis for questioning their legitimacy.

Yet we must look more closely at Berkouwer’s emphasis on “Scripture that is time-related and has universal authority” (ibid., p. 194). A certain ambiguity attaches to Berkouwer’s emphasis that “the gospel did not come to us as a timeless or ‘eternal’ truth” (p. 184). To be sure, God’s redemptive mercy is not known universally as an aspect of general revelation; knowledge of God’s saving grace rests upon the once-for-all prophetic-apostolic disclosure. But the fact that God thus mercifully offers salvation to all who believe is nonetheless as eternally true as is the fact that God exists. The time-relatedness of God’s special revelation, or for that matter of his general revelation, does not require the contrast of “time-boundness (as opposed to timelessness)” on which Berkouwer insists (p. 186).

The fact that some apostolic admonitions are intended only for a local or particular historical situation supplies no basis for clouding the eternal truth of any and all argumentation, including Berkouwer’s own evangelical affirmations. Berkouwer tells us that “Paul … did not in the least render timeless propositions concerning womanhood. Rather, he wrote various testimonies and prescriptions applicable to particular—and to a certain degree transparent—situations against the background of specific morals and customs of that period” (ibid., p. 187). Now this is in some respects more confusing than enlightening. If Paul intended in any case to tell the truth, that truth must be expressed in a timelessly true proposition (e.g., “it was wrong for women in Corinth in A.D. 50 to worship with heads uncovered”). Any implication moreover that Paul’s ethical admonitions concerning women had their basis only in culture-relative considerations is patently false. When the apostle taught that a woman is to have “her own husband” (1 Cor. 7:2, NEB), the sense of that biblical imperative is hardly to be reduced to inner personal salvation as its goal or to the avoidance of Corinthian permissiveness in marital affairs. The time-boundedness of certain Pauline admonitions (1 Cor. 7:26), or their formulation in specifics related to the cultural situation of the day (1 Cor. 11:10), supplies no argument against the abiding (eternal, if one wishes) truth that the apostles formulated particular teachings for particular times: the Old Testament similarly includes teaching that is temporarily applicable (e.g., circumcision, animal sacrifices), while the fact of such stipulation for this purpose is timelessly true. The cultic elements of the Old Testament have indeed lost their applicability to Christians inasmuch as Jesus Christ “fulfills the law” both as priest and sacrifice. But that is no reason to distinguish in Scripture teaching that is not permanently true. It is forever true that God willed the Mosaic sacrifices in the Old Testament era, and forever true that he fulfilled them in Jesus of Nazareth.

The real difficulty of Berkouwer’s view derives from the fact that he veers away from the intelligible divine disclosure of truths. He seems to conceive revelation therefore as divinely given not simply in and through a historical epoch and language but also in and through temporally fluid and culturally embedded concepts and categories, even if he denies a cultural accommodation of prophetic conceptions. From temporal milieu and temporal language he moves to temporary meaning and truth as well; transcendence of this limitation becomes “illegitimate desire,” we are told. Berkouwer then invokes the Spirit of God to carry “the message of Scripture” (ibid., p. 193). Consequently he centers the abiding normativeness of Scripture in a narrowly defined purpose or goal, and thereby seems to moderate its fully intended normative range and content as the church has historically perceived it.

According to Jack Rogers, not only human language but also human forms of thought are culture conditioned; on this basis he emphasizes that “God did not communicate divine information to us in … culturally transcendent forms” (“Some Theological Resources for Approaching the Question of the Relation of the Bible to Sociology,” p. 3). Yet Rogers here presumes on his own part to communicate transculturally true information about the nature and content of divine disclosure, despite the fact that he employs the English language and “Western thought-forms.” Rogers ventures to distinguish the “abiding meaning” that biblical teaching contains in different cultural contexts from its meaning in “the time-bound cultural context” in which it came originally. But how can meaning be “abiding” if its meaning is subject to alteration from culture to culture? And with what propriety does Rogers speak, on his premises, of “biblical meaning,” since the Bible spans many cultures? It is, of course, necessary and appropriate to differentiate apostolic admonitions directed at the peculiar cultural aberrations of the time, and to identify procedures which set Christians apart from the observance of contemporary pagan practices, in distinction from the underlying revealed truths or principles that might be applied in quite different ways in other cultural contexts. But if both human language and human thought-forms are culturally conditioned, as Rogers contends, then no enduring meaning whatever either is known to man or can be verbally communicated by or to him; in fact Rogers disowns an intellectualistic view that revelation involves the communication of transcendent truths. Rogers’ theory seems to accommodate contrary and even possibly contradictory formulations of “the meaning” of the same divine revelation in different times and places. But surely then his own declarations can hardly be taken, as he intends them, to tell us what is transcultural truth.

The recent symposium Biblical Authority, edited by Rogers, in which almost all contributors express dissatisfaction with Harold Lindsell’s The Battle for the Bible (1976), fails nonetheless in its announced objective, that of presenting “a responsible alternate view in the conflict over the precise nature of biblical infallibility.” Almost all the contributors concentrate on the saving purpose of Scripture and insist, in this context, on its truthworthiness, but they provide no persuasive rationale for an errantly inspired Scripture. The strongest essay, by Clark Pinnock, “Three Views of the Bible in Contemporary Theology,” avoids the extremes of Lindsell’s approach, yet emphasizes that inerrancy should not be lightly dismissed, and moreover insists upon it. He notes that liberal theologians customarily preface their treatment of inspiration with an attack upon the infallibility of the Bible, as does L. Harold DeWolf (A Theology of the Living Church); in consequence their critical interpretation is beset by a confused and subjective notion of biblical authority. Pinnock speaks as “one who defends biblical inerrancy” and warns that its detractors often employ a liberal theological methodology that renders unstable the authoritative content of Scripture, but he urges charity toward evangelicals “whose hesitation over inerrancy is due to their honest judgment and not to any weakness of their evangelical convictions” (“Three Views of the Bible,” pp. 68–70). In the same volume David Hubbard (“The Current Tensions: Is There a Way Out?”) underplays the significance of the inerrancy-errancy conflict. Lacking enthusiasm for inerrancy (pp. 178–79) and emphasizing that ministerial success need not depend on doctrinal precision (p. 180), he thinks evangelicals should instead rally broadly around “the inspiration and authority of the whole Bible” (p. 171). Rogers himself promotes an errant Bible except in respect to “God’s saving purpose” (“The Church Doctrine of Biblical Authority,” p. 45) and seems, moreover, to abandon knowledge of God as he is in himself (pp. 28, 40).

The problem of biblical content and cultural context is rapidly becoming a central concern in current evangelical discussions of Scripture, since more and more theologians hold that the New Testament writers in some respects teach as doctrine what in fact reflects the cultural milieu in which they live. W. D. Davies ascribes, as a case in point, Paul’s openness to the possibility that God has not revoked the promise of a land or territory for Jewry to an unfortunate subordination of christology to the rabbinic ethos (The Gospel and the Land, pp. 195 ff.).

Evangelical mediating scholars took much the same stance concerning indebtedness to culture in Cambridge in the 1930s. In such an approach, even the strongest doctrine of inerrancy is futile, since (even as in extreme dispensationalism) the reputedly inerrant statements are not normative for us, unless our hermeneutical rules or our doctrine of scopus command them that way. The notion that the Apostle Paul compromises New Testament christology under the influence of the rabbinic ethos is often advanced by critical theologians in connection with various biblical emphases that they find personally distasteful. If what Paul teaches about evangelical women or about Christians and divorce, or about homosexuals, is to be comprehended by dismissing the authority of the biblical teaching, the axe surely is laid to the root of the tree. Evasion of the authority of Scripture can only lead eventually to an apostate church.

It is one thing to affirm that the Bible exhibits progressive divine revelation, but quite another to posit contradictions in that revelation, as when Paul Jewett asks us to choose in the New Testament between the rabbinic Paul and the Christian Paul in the apostle’s teaching about man-woman relationships. Jewett contends (Man as Male and Female) “that the scriptural passages that teach woman’s subordination to man are culturally-conditioned rabbinic tradition that the teaching and example of Jesus transcends” (cf. Gal. 3:28). The Apostle Paul is said to err on the ground that the analogy of faith, predicated on Jesus’ instruction and practice, allegedly contradicts some Pauline emphases. Jewett identifies the latter as rabbinical tradition which Paul allegedly failed to convert and sanctify in the light of the gospel and apostolic revelation. Since Paul is acknowledged to have spoken in God’s name even in these supposedly erroneous passages, the divine inspiration of Scripture is here breached. More than this, since the subordination of women that Jewett attributes to rabbinic tradition is also Old Testament teaching (Gen. 3:16; cf. 1 Cor. 14), the authority of Scripture is likewise compromised.

Here the affirmation of a wholly trustworthy Scripture is subverted by a hermeneutic that distinguishes within the teaching what presumably is authoritative and what is not, and thus accommodates twentieth-century cultural preferences. To be sure, Jewett supposes Scripture itself to contain a bifurcation of perspectives, and justifies what he considers the revelational view (which is congruous with that of modernity); this he does by reference to the “higher” stand, as over against the view—now in cultural disfavor—ascribed by him to the unenlightened world-culture of apostolic times.

Letha Scanzoni and Nancy Hardesty, in a work with many otherwise fine features, claim that Paul’s statements about women are inapplicable to our time because they are culturally conditioned (All We’re Meant to Be). But these authors adduce no rabbinic quotations that parallel 1 Corinthians 11 and Ephesians 5 on which Pauline teaching depends. Even were they to do so, the question still remains whether rabbinic teaching in this instance necessarily diverges from biblical depiction of the order of creation and salvation, since the rabbis were hardly wrong in all respects. In the context of modern social revolt there is unfortunately a growing tendency to write an agenda of commitments to which God must subscribe as a condition of modern man or woman’s acknowledgment of his authority.

Some writers suggest that the method of interpretation of certain Old Testament passages by Paul and other New Testament writers reflects a dependence on the rabbinic pesher method that introduces a meaning not based on historical-grammatical exegesis. This theory would seem in part to ground apostolic interpretation in a conditioning culture and to question the normativity of apostolic interpretation for contemporary exegesis (cf. Richard Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period, pp. 219–20). The notion that we need not consider the apostolic method of exegesis as normative for ourselves leads on, if not by necessity then at least by possibility, to Anthony T. Hanson’s view that we need only agree with the intention of the apostolic writers but not with their exegetical method (Studies in Paul’s Technique and Theology).

Win Van Gemeren seems to overstate the case when he says that even Longenecker’s view is “a death blow to a truly Christian understanding of the Old Testament” because it abandons “a punctilious observation of the rules of the historical-grammatical analysis of the Old Testament and leaves us only with pointers to the salvation to come” (Review of Longenecker’s Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period, p. 394). For Longenecker does not deny outright that the apostolic method of exegesis is in all respects normative for us. The apostles shared the inspiration of the Spirit and therefore they could identify, even as Jesus did on the basis of fulfillment, a meaning in the Old Testament texts that their Jewish contemporaries did not discern. Longenecker does not say that the content of apostolic exegesis is not normative, whereas Hanson says that only the apostolic intention is normative. Longenecker, moreover, does not say that historical-critical methodology excludes a messianic content in the Old Testament texts.

More than one observer has noted how theologians who reject scriptural revelation of truths or propositions nonetheless often covertly strengthen their alternatives by insinuating into their views a cognitive content borrowed from the Bible and adduced as reliable in view of such conformity. By subscribing to scientific empiricism many liberal Protestant churchmen felt that they could best preserve the essence of Christianity and vindicate the abiding core of the biblical teaching. Not a few quoted the Bible selectively with special unction to support contemporary ideals. While they abandoned special revelation and the final truth of Christianity, and explained the Bible in terms of developmental dependence on other religions, they nonetheless insisted that Jesus is the world’s incomparable moral example, and conformed his ethical priorities to modern motifs. Edwin A. Burtt indicates how modernists invoked elements of Scripture to stimulate enthusiasm for their view: “Ever since the era of the great prophets,” he writes, “sincerity and inward integrity had been praised as essential to true religion; even a certain impartiality and reflective detachment had been encouraged by the sobering lessons of the captivity and the realization that God is the God of all nations alike, not of the Jews alone. These virtues had taken their place among the fundamental religious values of Christianity, and science, whether ancient or modern, is nothing but their systematic expression in the quest for truth about the world” (Types of Religious Philosophy, p. 284).

By way of contrast, G. Ernest Wright stresses God’s mighty once-for-all historical acts as redemptively revelatory, yet notably restricts legitimate theological proposals to the scripturally given inferences of prophets and apostles. Hans-Werner Bartsch seeks to find a cognitively unique revelation of Yahweh in biblical concepts.

Neo-Protestant theologians who insist most strenuously on the fallibility and errancy of the Bible boldly appeal to Scripture in a partisan and restricted way in order to clothe their prejudices with the aura of biblical legitimacy. In repudiating classic modernism and advancing neoorthodoxy, Emil Brunner says indignantly: “This is not the view of the Bible” (The Mediator, p. 408), or, “This idea … is directly in line with the message of the Bible, as indeed it is expressed in the New Testament, although in other language” (p. 492). Brunner can pay tribute to the Bible in a dozen ways: “In the prophets and in the Psalms … there is scarcely a trace of magical or mythical elements” (Revelation and Reason, p. 91); “it was only this written form which preserved ‘the word’ from distortion due to continual changes in the living stream of historical tradition, and to changes derived from the subjective ‘life of faith’ “ (p. 126); “the Bible is a special form of the divine revelation” (p. 135). But Brunner nevertheless cannot bring himself to acknowledge that the Bible is what the Christian church has historically affirmed it to be, namely, the Word of God written, conveying divinely inspired and objectively authoritative truths (pp. 175–76). Of the apostolic writings Brunner says: “They are human testimonies given by God, under the Spirit’s guidance, of the Word of God; they have a share in the absolute authority of the Word, yet they are not the Word, but means through which the Word is given” (p. 129); the Bible is, in short, only the means of the real word of God, Jesus Christ (p. 181). Brunner holds that “even legends … may be used by God as means for proclaiming His Word” (p. 281, n. 17).

Not infrequently other contemporary theologians object that some rival view fails “to pass the test of agreeing with the biblical witness,” when in fact these scholars have themselves earlier undermined Scripture as an authoritatively inspired canon of truth; they proceed then to exhibit an impressive concurrence between their own positions and certain aspects of the Bible which are specially treasured because they so remarkably agree with the authoritative convictions of the present-day theorist. Schubert Ogden, in some of his essays, uses Bultmann and others to “demythologize” Scripture, yet himself then uses Scripture to reinforce his own views. Robin H. S. Boyd likewise makes some strong statements about Scripture, insisting here and there that the test of Scripture be applied to formulations of Christian truth (India and the Latin Captivity of the Church, pp. 128, 132, 138, etc.); nowhere, however, does he develop or explicitly affirm the theme of the authority of the Bible.

The Bible thus remains formally the watershed of present theological debate, even though this fact is not acknowledged. Modern theologians still make special claims for the Bible, and appeal to it to support what they adduce. Yet on their premises they can give no consistent reason for not appealing to the segments that they exclude. The differences between contemporary theologians, therefore, turn largely on which facets of the Bible each one elects or rejects.

In view of the sorry record of repeated revision and ongoing divergency in critical theories about what is and what is not reputed to be authoritative or trustworthy in the Bible, it may be noteworthy that the Apostle Peter characterizes those who wrestle, twist and wrench the biblical teaching as the “unlearned and unstable” (2 Pet. 3:16, KJV). If critical scholars are unable to adduce any transcendent principle that consistently accommodates a distinction between authoritative and non-authoritative facets of the Bible, then their contention that what Scripture teaches is compromised by cultural biases or by the personal fallibility of the writers makes the ordinary lay reader’s effective use of the Bible quite impossible. One scholar after another is found to repudiate the Bible as a full and final authority; some declare that what Jesus taught is Word of God, others say that Jesus Christ as God’s exemplary Son alone is God’s authoritative Word, and others, like Dodd, find in Scripture what they call a seminal Word, the authority of which lies not in its words but in the truth of God. As for Brunner, he thinks that the Bible is an indirect fallible authority that witnesses to God behind the Scriptures. Other examples could be cited to illustrate the divergences among influential contemporary nonevangelical scholars. Such conflict of scholarly opinion, often honored because of the academic credentials of the individual adherents, precludes the effective use of the Bible by seminarians and the clergy. Eminent teachers may individually limit scriptural authority in only one or another respect; the cumulative effect of such modern hedging of biblical authority, however, can only serve to nullify that authority in principle if not in reality.






4.
Divine Authority and Scriptural Authority

THE CHRISTIAN APOSTLES AFFIRMED not only the divine authority of Scripture but also its supernatural inspiration. Any repudiation of divine inspiration as a property of the biblical text they would have considered an attack on the authority of Scripture. In their view Scripture is authoritative, because divinely inspired, and as such, is divine truth.

During the past two generations, numerous nonevangelical scholars have professed to champion the authority of Scripture while at the same time they have repudiated its special divine inspiration and have questioned the objective truth of its teaching. These scholars have expounded scriptural authority in irreconcilably diverse ways. The current tendency is to redefine biblical authority functionally and therefore not to identify Scripture with any fixed intellectual content. The Bible is said to be authoritative merely in the manner in which it operates existentially in the life of the believing community. “Inspiredness” is repudiated as a property of the biblical texts; instead, “inspiringness” is championed in relation to the faith-response of the believing individual or of the community of faith.

This modern denial of the objective inspiration of the Scripture does violence, as we shall see, to the prophetic-apostolic view and, further, erodes the propositional authority and normativity of the Bible.

The apostles, to be sure, did not rest the case for Christian realities wholly upon divine inspiration, that is, upon the Spirit’s supernatural guidance in articulating their oral and written teaching. First and foremost they were eyewitnesses of the historical facets of Jesus’ life and ministry. Even before the risen Lord designated them as authorized verbal witnesses on a full-time global mission, they were persuaded of the crucified Nazarene’s bodily resurrection from the grave. Their eyewitnessing of the risen Lord preceded their apostolic authorization; the resurrection realities illumined other opaque facets as well of Jesus’ earlier teaching (John 2:2). During the risen Lord’s postresurrection appearances, he committed a worldwide mandate to those to whom he had earlier also vouchsafed the Spirit’s guidance and recollection of what he had done and said (John 14:26). Without the resurrection eyewitnessing there would have been no commission for world witnessing. Without the Spirit’s guidance there would have been no divinely authoritative teaching.

In his view of scriptural authority B. B. Warfield remains in many ways evangelically representative. However much Warfield insisted on scriptural inspiration and inerrancy, he did not found the Christian system solely on the fact of plenary inspiration; while he championed divine inspiration as the intrinsic distinctive of the biblical texts, he refused to base the case for Christian theism wholly upon it. He writes: “Inspiration is not the most fundamental of Christian doctrines. . . . We must indeed prove the authenticity, credibility and general trustworthiness of the New Testament writings before we prove their inspiration; and even were they not inspired.” He further notes, “this proof would remain valid and we should give them accordant trust” (The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, pp. 210, 212). In brief, the New Testament documents come from competent witnesses; were their reports simply as reliable as those of the New York Times, for example, they would still require of readers a destiny-laden decision in relation to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

One might insist that, since its editorial writers, reporters, and columnists are sometimes mistaken, the New York Times is not really trustworthy. But the paper is hardly on that account comprehensively unreliable. To be sure, even respectable publications have sometimes unwittingly and at other times even wittingly (cf. “Neo-Nephalitism,” Baker’s Dictionary of Christian Ethics, p. 452) published hoaxes. But such hoaxes are soon uncovered. The Gospels deliberately call attention to the Sanhedrin’s charge that the resurrection story was a hoax (Matt. 28:13) and adduce evidence that satisfied even the most doubting disciple. No first-century counter-exposé responds to the Gospels; even the most hostile adversary armed with unlimited authority to persecute the Christians becomes a persuaded witness and ambassador of the risen Lord.

For Warfield, the doctrine of plenary inspiration rests logically on the authority of Scripture, and not vice versa. Warfield argues that whatever doctrine is taught by Scripture is authoritative. Scripture is self-reflexive; it teaches even its own inspiration, and in regard to inspiration teaches biblical inerrancy. The general trustworthiness of the Scriptures can be validly proven, Warfield insists, and therefore “we must trust these writings in their witness to their inspiration, if they give such witness; and if we refuse to trust them here, we have in principle refused them trust everywhere” (Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 212). A recent commentator, David H. Kelsey, rightly infers that while the doctrine of inspiration is “methodologically indispensable for doing theology Warfield’s way,” it is “logically dispensable” for Warfield’s defense and explication of other doctrines (The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, p. 21).

James Barr specially criticizes both Charles Hodge and Warfield for emphasizing the priority of the teaching of the Bible in formulating Christian doctrine, principally the doctrine of biblical authority and inspiration that undergirds the entire body of revealed doctrine. He declares this view to be acceptable only to those who are already fundamentalists since it makes “no attempt to accommodate the growing practice of biblical criticism” (Fundamentalism, p. 263). Barr comments: “If the only ground for the authority of the Bible lies in its inspiration, and if the only ground for believing in inspiration is that certain biblical texts say so, then the fundamentalist has proved to his own satisfaction that only fundamentalists can affirm the authority of the Bible” (p. 264). Barr therefore misses many of the nuances of Warfield’s thought. In a sweeping judgment on evangelical theological motivation, he says that the conservative view of biblical inspiration “was a doctrine designed to prevent those who were already fundamentalists from abandoning that position, and in that aim it was, perhaps relatively successful” (p. 264, italics mine). Barr boldly declares that “in fundamentalist doctrine, the inspiration of the Bible, far from being deeply grounded in the essentials of the Christian faith, is almost accidental in relation to them” (p. 265).

One might appropriately ask whether the newer theory—that the Bible’s authority consists solely in its functional value in the life of the believing community—stems from the apologetic ingenuity of neo-Protestant theologians instead of the essential nature of revelation or the teaching of Scripture. Barr contends that the so-called (Hodge-Warfield) Princeton School avoided grounding biblical authority in the Spirit’s witness instead of in the Bible because the Spirit—so Barr claims—inwardly witnesses “to the authority of the Bible in the lives of persons and of churches that fully accept the critical approach” (ibid., p. 264, italics mine to emphasize Barr’s functional rather than cognitive orientation of scriptural authority). It is clear that Barr is disinterested in vindicating the doctrinal authority or even an exceptional verbal-propositional inspiration of Scripture on any ground whatever. Warfield did not, to be sure, rest the case for Christian theism wholly upon the Bible, as if the only basis for Christian realities is what the Bible teaches (The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 211). But to infer from this, as Barr does, that Warfield thought scriptural inspiration “is not necessarily grounded in the nature of divine revelation” and “might be accidental in relation to God’s total plan of salvation” quite misses the mark (Fundamentalism, p. 265). The evangelical does not dissociate the doctrine of biblical inspiration from the theological framework of God’s self-revelation, his inspired interpretation of redemptive history, and Jesus’ teaching and example. Inspiration rises out of revelation and is an intrinsic ground for positing revelation.


The nonconservative, says Barr, wants “reasons … why biblical inspiration should be essential, apart from the fact that the Bible says so” (ibid., p. 266). That is doubtless the case: nonevangelical scholarship increasingly demands extrabiblical and even extrarevelational grounds—that is, welcomes only what commends itself to philosophical reasoning or personal experience or empirical investigation—relating to whatever it proposes to believe. But when Barr dismisses the evangelicals’ world-life view as a self-contained circle, from which one can escape “only at the cost of a deep and traumatic shattering of their entire religious outlook” (p. 266), he seems to forget that the same characteristic applies also to modernist, neoorthodox and existentialist alternatives. Historic Christian theism, however, insists that its circle of faith be completely answerable to transcendent revelation and logical consistency, and in no way considers logical inconsistency an ideal or secure support for spiritual commitment.

According to Warfield, plenary inspiration guarantees the trustworthiness of biblical teaching in all its parts and minutiae, as well as in the whole. When personal salvation and eternal destiny are at stake, even the details of Jesus’ and the apostles’ teaching are indisputably important.

While the authority and the inspiration of the Bible are distinguishable doctrines, they are nonetheless correlative. The Bible is authoritative because God the revealer of divine truth and redemptive grace authorized selected spokesmen to communicate his specially disclosed word to mankind. These authoritative spokesmen, however, affirm their message to be God-breathed, that is, given by the Spirit through them.

In view of God’s sovereign initiative, and the primary emphasis that the prophets and the apostles themselves place on the authority of Scripture, it seems proper enough to discuss first the divine authority of the prophetic-apostolic word. But the question arises, and rightly so, whether a solid doctrine of biblical authority will long survive if the doctrine of scriptural inspiration is truncated or dismissed.

The point can be illustrated by examining all the index references to “inspiration” in The Interpreter’s Bible, an imposing twelve-volume Bible commentary compiled by American ecumenists. George A. Buttrick, the editor, disowns any “arbitrary doctrine of inspiration,” specifically the “theory of verbal inerrancy”; what he ends up with is an arbitrarily unspecific doctrine. In effect he makes Jesus’ criticism of religious tradition (Mark 7:12–13) a repudiation of “literal inspiration” and “literal infallibility,” of the notion specifically that the Bible is “the literal and explicit Word of God”; such views he even labels “mild blasphemy” (“The Study of the Bible,” 1:166b–167a). Buttrick nonetheless insists on “the fact” of inspiration: “the men who wrote the Bible,” he says, “contend that God found them: that is why they wrote. Likewise hosts who have read the Bible testify that through it God has found them also: that is why they have continued to read” (p. 166b). Later in the same essay Buttrick tells us that “we need not try to define inspiration in terms more exact, whether literal or ‘plenary’; for if God could be defined by man, God would no longer be God” (p. 167b). The noteworthy point is that Buttrick’s thesis of the rational indefinability of God clearly predetermines whatever possibilities he attaches to inspiration; furthermore, it controls what Jesus must have meant in his denunciation of religious tradition even if his explicit appeals elsewhere to Scripture require a contrary view. The recent neo-Protestant revolt against intelligible divine revelation and scriptural inspiration has in fact led to notions that God is so indefinable as to be allegedly dead.

J. Edgar Park writes in the same commentary series: “Being inspired is hard work. Inspiration is not an isolated phenomenon to be found only in the specific sphere of religion. It is very closely related to inspiration in all the creative arts” (“Exodus: Exposition,” 1:912b). Another commentator in the series, James W. Clarke, remarks on Paul’s commendation of the Thessalonians (1 Thess. 2:13) for receiving the apostolic word as the veritable Word of God and suffering for the faith; if persecution and suffering fell on Christians today, he says, its “great fruits—identification, purgation, and inspiration” would reappear (“I and II Thessalonians: Exposition,” 11:277b). Still another contributor, Albert E. Barnett, in exegeting Jude 20 under the caption “Sound Theology Essential to the Good Life,” interprets the phrase “praying in the Holy Spirit” to involve divine inspiration: “In the language of the N.T. to be in the Holy Spirit means to be inspired. Inspired persons are regarded as thinking, speaking, acting under the power and prompting of the Spirit (cf. Rev. 1:10–11, 4:1–2), and here as praying in the Spirit” (“Jude: Introduction and Exegesis,” 12:388–89). Barnett ignores the decisive New Testament reference to inspiration where Scripture is designated as God-breathed (2 Tim. 3:16). Nor does he indicate that John, to whom he alludes, is transcendently given an intelligible message in Revelation 4:1–2 and commanded to write in a book precisely what he sees (Rev. 1:11). Another expositor, Ralph W. Sockman, after acknowledging that the phrase “the words of the Lord came” (1 Kings 16:1, KJV) occurs frequently in that Old Testament book, tells us that “nothing is more certain than that some persons at some moments are carried beyond the usual range of their thoughts and receive insights which seem to be given them from a higher wisdom. . . . Upon examination, these flashes of inspiration are found not to be wholly intrusions from without. . . . The rational mind becomes a sort of conductor between the oversoul and the unconscious” (“I Kings: Exposition,” 3:137a–186a). In the same series, Theodore P. Ferris says concerning Acts 16:16 only that “the border line between insanity and inspiration is so fine that it is often possible to mislead the public into believing that the ravings of a mad man are in reality the revelations of God” (“The Acts of the Apostles: Exposition,” 9:218b).

There may be other incidental references to inspiration in The Interpreter’s Bible, but the editors apparently considered those indicated to be the most important comments by exegetes and expositors. The index, remarkably, contains no reference to comments on the classical text on inspiration, 2 Timothy 3:15–16, where the historic doctrine gains at least some passing reflection. Morgan P. Noyes, the expositor of 2 Timothy, uses the occasion to reject any invocation of the passage as a “proof text for a particular theory of verbal inspiration of the Bible. Such an interpretation reads into the text more than it actually says” (“I and II Timothy and Titus: Exposition,” 11:504a). Noyes assures us that “all scripture is inspired” “obviously refers to the written tradition through which God has spoken and speaks to those who approach him in faith” (apparently God says nothing to unbelievers) and that “the ‘inspiration’ of the Bible means that God speaks to man through the book” (pp. 506b–507a). Scripture is “not unique in being free from error,” its inspiration is not “verbal”; rather, “this passage … takes a practical view of inspiration … attested by the profitable value of the scriptures for the guidance and amendment of life” (p. 507a).

But another scholar exegeting the same passage, Fred B. Gealy, summarizes the scriptural characterization of Timothy’s heritage as follows: “if the purity of the Christian faith is guaranteed by an approved and authorized succession of teachers, it is established beyond the possibility of change on an unalterable bedrock of authoritative sacred writings. . . . In vss. 15–16 the emphasis is on the fact that the faith stands written. The ‘knowledge of the truth’ is readily and unmistakenly available in sacred writings, writings which God has written and which can be read by anyone” (“I and II Timothy and Titus: Introduction and Exegesis,” p. 505). (Here, contrary to Noyes, God apparently speaks in Scripture to unbelievers also, and not solely to the precommitted.) The terms “sacred writings” (v. 15) and “inspired scripture” (v. 16), says Gealy—who, however, thinks the pastoral letters were written not by Paul himself but by “an ardent Paulinist”—designate not only the Old Testament books but also the Pauline writings, if not the Gospels and other Christian writings as well (p. 506). Whether we take the passage distributively (“every scripture”) or collectively (“all scripture”), says Gealy, “the main point is that the writer is concerned to emphasize the fact that the Christian faith is guaranteed by its inspired scriptures. Once written down, these become the standard for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness. The minister finds here correct doctrine whereby he may refute false opinions, correct and restore those who are in error, theoretical or practical, and train men in the moral and religious life” (p. 507).

Gealy alone in this whole range of commentators reflects the meaning of the text, even if he suspends the affirmation of prophetic-apostolic inspiration upon a supposed nonapostolic forger using Paul’s name (v. 1). He recognizes that the passage refers to the objective inspiration of the scriptural writings, that their doctrinal teaching is depicted as the norm of truth by which false and erroneous views are to be tested, and that biblical inspiration cannot be diluted to a merely functional or practical role in Christian experience with no regard for divinely revealed truths.


The insistent modern revolt against rational divine disclosure—particularly God’s communication of truths or of intelligible information—explains why the awakening neo-Protestant interest in revelation has not been paralleled by a recovery of interest in the transcendent divine inspiration of the biblical writings. One can hardly speak of the inspiration of writings without reference to words and sentences, that is, to intelligible propositions. As G. W. Grogan notes in The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, “much modern theology denies the propositional element in revelation and so it is not surprising to find that the return of ‘revelation’ to a central place in the theological vocabulary has not been followed by a renewal of interest in inspiration” (“Scripture,” 5:305a). To detach inspiration from the writings and to append it instead to the writers, asserts a vague type of ‘biblical authority’ that readily dismisses the truth of scriptural teaching.

The foregoing exegetes and expositors of the doctrine of inspiration in The Interpreter’s Bible clearly manifest this confusion and contradiction. The neo-Protestant trend has been to resist any specific doctrine of inspiration and in particular to repudiate the view that Gealy rightly finds in 2 Timothy. It deplores the emphasis that divinely inspired Scripture is what guarantees the Christian faith and rejects the biblical insistence on revealed scriptural truths. Buttrick considers any regard for Scripture as “the literal and explicit Word of God” to be “mild blasphemy”; instead of thrusting this verdict on Jesus in view of his use of Scripture (cf. Matt. 4:4; John 10:34–36), he emotionally enlists Jesus’ repudiation of man-made tradition to support his own speculations. Park dissolves any miraculous basis for biblical inspiration and assimilates it to genius in general. Clarke depicts inspiration not as a divine activity, but rather as a product of suffering; Barnett connects it with fervent praying in the Spirit. Sockman illustrates it by flashes of insight in which reason connects with the oversoul and the unconscious. Ferris thinks the public often cannot distinguish inspiration from lunacy; he might have noted that Joan of Arc was burned as a heretic and canonized as a saint (depending on whether one is English or French). If some of these neo-Protestant representations are to replace what the biblical writers themselves say, Ferris may well be right.

One might in fact considerably parallel and supplement this curious assortment of modern notions of “biblical inspiration” from the writings of still other nonevangelical writers. Austin Farrer redefines inspiration to mean the expression of revelation not in literal truths but in prophetic images that convey their content fictionally or poetically or parabolically—that is, not by discursive reason, but in religious imagination (The Glass of Vision, 1948; A Rebirth of Images, 1949). G. W. H. Lampe writes in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible that “the Spirit’s inspiration is experienced by all who acknowledge Christ” and that “the whole community of the Church can be said to be inspired” (“Inspiration and Revelation,” 2:716b).

“The Scriptures,” Alan Richardson says forthrightly in another Interpreter’s Dictionary article, “were not held to be authoritative on the ground that they were inspired,” and he insists that fundamentalism in its recent modern discussion of biblical authority elevated “the unbiblical word ‘inspiration’ “ to centrality (“Scripture,” 4:249b).

The apostolic church, by contrast, considered inspiration a ground of the authority of Scripture. Gealy properly notes that “the main point” of 2 Timothy 3:16 is that “the Christian faith is guaranteed by the inspired scriptures” (“I and II Timothy and Titus …,” 11:507). Precisely because of its written form as inspired Scripture, the Bible is the permanent standard and norm by which all the church’s doctrine is to be validated. Kirsopp Lake emphasizes that only those unlearned in historical theology can suppose that “the infallible inspiration of all Scripture” is a modern fundamentalist viewpoint rather than the inherited view of the Christian church. “The fundamentalist may be wrong; I think he is,” he writes. “But it is we who have departed from the tradition, and not he, and I am sorry for the fate of anyone who tries to argue with the fundamentalist on the basis of authority. The Bible and the corpus theologicum of the Church is on the fundamentalist side” (The Religion of Yesterday and Tomorrow, p. 61).
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