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      “The ministry of John MacArthur has had a worldwide impact. MacArthur and Mayhue clearly unfold the doctrines that are at the heart of this ministry, which has touched so many. Here we see a ministry built on truth, the truth of God’s Word and the truth of the gospel. A wonderful resource for students, pastors, and professors.”

      Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation and Professor of Biblical Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky 

      “This book comes from a lifetime of studying and from the garnered wisdom of centuries. In combining devotion to Scripture with commitment to biblical doctrine, it addresses a great contemporary need. Strong beliefs make strong churches. One does not have to agree with the esteemed authors on every subject to be thankful for a volume of rich and enduring importance.”

      Iain H. Murray, author, Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography and Evangelical Holiness; Founding Trustee, Banner of Truth Trust 

      “This new resource is a rich and compelling presentation of Christianity’s theological foundations, providing readers with an accessible but compelling systematization of biblical truth. As the last vestiges of Christian influence erode in the West, rich theological resources like Biblical Doctrine will edify and strengthen the church as it faces stiff opposition from the world.”

      R. Albert Mohler Jr., President and Joseph Emerson Brown Professor of Christian Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

      “It is a delight to wholeheartedly recommend John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue’s Biblical Doctrine. It will be celebrated for the clarity of its outline and description of the Bible’s doctrines. It is just too good to miss.” 

      Walter C. Kaiser Jr., President Emeritus and Colman M. Mockler Distinguished Professor Emeritus of Old Testament, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

      “The emphasis of John MacArthur’s ministry has always been preaching—unleashing God’s truth by preaching God’s Word. All the while, his ministry has been undergirded by doctrine—doctrine drawn carefully, consistently from the Bible. His thousands of expository sermons stand as proof of his faithfulness to the work of the preacher; Biblical Doctrine stands as proof of faithfulness to the work of the theologian. May both be used to encourage a new generation of preacher-theologians to commit their lives to the high calling of teaching and equipping Christ’s church.”

      Tim Challies, blogger, Challies.com

      “Clarity ought to be an essential requirement of books on systematic theology. And this one offers just that! A comprehensive summary of all that a Christian needs to know—sounds like something every Christian should have available, doesn’t it? And written by a name that epitomizes orthodoxy and truth—John MacArthur. Enough said. It speaks for itself.”

      Derek W. H. Thomas, Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church, Columbia, South Carolina; Robert Strong Professor of Systematic and Pastoral Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary–Atlanta; Dean of Doctor of Ministry Program, Ligonier Academy

      “For decades John MacArthur has exemplified expository preaching, putting on full display the Word of God for the people of God. Now MacArthur, teaming up with Richard Mayhue and the Master’s Seminary faculty, has written a systematic theology, demonstrating how his verse-by-verse exposition naturally blossoms into a robust, colorful theological mosaic. This book is the theological dessert at the end of an expository meal. Regardless of your theological heritage, I encourage every Christian to sit under the doctrinal teaching of MacArthur and Mayhue. Certainly, you will walk away saturated in Scripture, left in total awe after relishing the majesty and glory of our gracious God.” 

      Matthew Barrett, Tutor of Systematic Theology and Church History, Oak Hill Theological College 

      “In addition to presenting orthodox theology common to historic Protestants, MacArthur and Mayhue defend an unusual combination of views that evangelicals debate, such as young-earth creationism, Calvinist soteriology, credobaptism, elder-rule polity, complementarianism, cessationism, and traditional dispensationalism (or what they call futuristic premillennialism). They argue in a clear and orderly way that is worth engaging even if you disagree.” 

      Andrew David Naselli, Assistant Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Bethlehem College & Seminary, Minneapolis, Minnesota

      “As a professor of theology, I am able to recommend this single volume on systematic theology by MacArthur and Mayhue to my students and tell them with confidence that this is a book I can endorse from cover to cover. I especially appreciate the dispensational aspects of this work and the way the authors consistently and firmly ground the doctrines in the biblical text.”

      Kevin D. Zuber, Professor of Theology, Moody Bible Institute, Chicago, Illinois; contributor to Evidence for the Rapture: A Biblical Case for Pretribulationism and The Moody Bible Commentary
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      To all the faithful graduates of the Master’s Seminary who are serving Christ around the globe.

    

  
    
      “Praise to the Lord, the Almighty”1

      Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, the King of creation!

      O my soul, praise Him, for He is thy health and salvation!

      All ye who hear,

      Now to His temple draw near;

      Join me in glad adoration!

      Praise to the Lord, who o’er all things so wondrously reigneth,

      Shelters thee under His wings, yea, so gently sustaineth!

      Hast thou not seen

      How thy desires all have been

      Granted in what He ordaineth?

      Praise to the Lord, who doth prosper thy work and defend thee;

      Surely His goodness and mercy here daily attend thee.

      Ponder anew

      What the Almighty can do

      If with His love He befriend thee.

      Praise to the Lord! O let all that is in me adore Him!

      All that hath life and breath, come now with praises before Him!

      Let the “amen”

      Sound from His people again;

      Gladly forever adore Him! Amen.

      ~Joachim Neander (1650–1680)

    

    
      
        1. All hymns quoted in this volume are in the public domain.
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      Preface

      Professor Eugene Merrill has admonished his students that a biblically derived theology is “an old man’s game.” He explains,

      By this I mean it presupposes so many other disciplines and so much accumulation of knowledge that few scholars are prepared to undertake the task unless they have invested long, hard years in preparation of its accomplishment.1

      We concur with his sage advice and have waited until the “evening hours” of our own lives to undertake this theology volume.

      The following qualities shape the overall design and formation of Biblical Doctrine:

      1. Biblical in content with a view to the progress of scriptural revelation

      2. Exegetical in methodology because the meaning of Scripture is extracted from texts in the Bible

      3. Systematic in presentation by focusing on an orderly synthesis of all that Scripture teaches on each area of doctrine

      4. Comprehensive in breadth by evenly covering the major elements of systematic theology

      5. Pastoral in application with expository preaching and holy living in view

      6. Practical in its affordability, portability, and utility

      Five interpretive principles guided our explanation of biblical revelation and doctrine:2

      1. The literal principle. Scripture should be understood in its literal, natural, and normal sense. While the Bible does contain figures of speech and symbols, they are intended to convey literal truth. In general, however, the Bible speaks in literal terms and must be allowed to speak for itself.

      2. The historical principle. A passage should be interpreted in its historical context. What the author intended and what the text meant to its first audience must be taken into account. In this way, a proper, contextual understanding of the original meaning of Scripture can be grasped and articulated.

      3. The grammatical principle. This task requires an understanding of the basic grammatical structure of each sentence in the original languages. To whom do the pronouns refer? What is the tense of the main verb? By asking simple questions like these, the meaning of the text becomes clearer.

      4. The synthetic principle. This principle, the analogia scriptura, means that Scripture is to be its own interpreter.3 It assumes that the Bible does not contradict itself. Thus, if an understanding of a passage conflicts with a truth taught elsewhere in the Scriptures, that interpretation cannot be correct. Scripture must be compared with Scripture to discover its accurate and full meaning.

      5. The clarity principle. God intended Scripture to be understood. However, not every portion of the Bible is equally clear. Therefore, clearer portions should be employed to interpret the less clear.

      While many would label us fundamentalists, this term can be historically and pejoratively misleading. For almost four decades, we have periodically considered what one word would best describe us. Futurists, normalists, and sovereigntists have been considered but set aside because none of these adequately capture the one, most essential element of our theology. While not a perfect term, we have chosen biblicists, because at the core of our convictions lies an unshakable trust in God’s inerrant and infallible Bible, rightly interpreted.

      This volume is marked by the following noteworthy distinctives:4

      1. A presuppositional approach to Scripture that affirms (1) the eternal existence of almighty God and (2) his progressive, written revelation collected in the sixty-six-book canon of Scripture, which is inerrant and infallible in the autographs

      2. An affirmation of recent creationism, that is, a young earth and a global flood

      3. An emphasis on covenants that are biblically derived, not theologically constructed

      4. A soteriology that reflects God’s sovereignty in the redemption of sinners

      5. A belief in the cessation of all miraculous sign gifts at the completion of the biblical canon, which is concurrent with the end of the apostolic era

      6. A biblically based understanding of the New Testament church

      7. A complementarian approach to the roles of men and women in the home and in the church

      8. A futuristic premillennial understanding of eschatology according to God’s sovereign plan for the whole world, including Israel

      Additionally, a substantial reservoir of bibliographic references will enable readers to expand their studies beyond this volume.

      Biblical Doctrine’s design has multiple audiences in mind:

      1. Seminary, college, and Bible institute instructors

      2. Seminary, college, and Bible institute students

      3. National and international preachers5

      4. Local church teachers

      5. Lay people who want to understand Scripture in its entirety

      All theologies should begin with biblical content arranged systematically that then leads to Christians being motivated to live holy lives of obedience to God’s Word for the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31; Col. 3:17; 1 Pet. 4:11). To this end, Biblical Doctrine goes forth with our hope that it will

      extend one’s biblical knowledge, which will . . . 

      enable one’s sound understanding of doctrine, which will . . . 

      enrich one’s divine wisdom, which will . . . 

      expand one’s Christlike obedience, which will . . . 

      elevate one’s holy worship.6

      The value of this volume will be enhanced by the complementary use of (1) the MacArthur Study Bible (ESV, NASB, NIV, and NKJV versions), (2) the MacArthur Topical Bible, and (3) the MacArthur New Testament Commentary series. A minilibrary consisting of these four study tools will basically equip one to be a student of Scripture for a lifetime (2 Tim. 2:15).

      A work of this magnitude comes about only as a result of significant involvement by many people. We greatly appreciate the vision and encouragement for Biblical Doctrine from Crossway, especially Dr. Lane Dennis (president), Dr. Justin Taylor (executive vice president of book publishing), Dave DeWit (vice president of book publishing), Dr. David Barshinger (editor, book division), and Jill Carter (editorial administrator). Our thanks go to the Master’s University and Seminary board members who generously encouraged and prayed for this project. Our Master’s Seminary colleagues Dr. Bill Barrick, Dr. Nathan Busenitz, Dr. Jim Mook, Dr. Bryan Murphy, Dr. Michael Vlach, and Professor Michael Riccardi supported us by producing drafts of several sections. Special thanks go to Jeremy Smith for his consultation. We express deep gratitude to Michael Riccardi and Nathan Busenitz for their comprehensive final edit of the entire volume. Janice Osborne cheerfully prepared innumerable drafts up to and including the final one presented to the publisher.

      We offer this material with the prayer that

      the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might. (Eph. 1:17–19)

      John MacArthur, DD, LittD

      Pastor, Grace Community Church

      President, The Master’s University and Seminary

      Richard Mayhue, ThD

      Executive Vice President, Dean,

      and Research Professor of Theology Emeritus

      The Master’s Seminary
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              NICOT

            
            	
              New International Commentary on the Old Testament
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              Exodus

            
          

          
            	
              Lev.

            
            	
              Leviticus

            
          

          
            	
              Num.

            
            	
              Numbers

            
          

          
            	
              Deut.

            
            	
              Deuteronomy

            
          

          
            	
              Josh.

            
            	
              Joshua

            
          

          
            	
              Judg.
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      “Amazing Grace”

      Amazing grace! How sweet the sound

      That saved a wretch like me!

      I once was lost but now am found;

      Was blind, but now I see.

      ’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,

      And grace my fears relieved.

      How precious did that grace appear

      The hour I first believed.

      The Lord has promised good to me;

      His Word my hope secures.

      He will my shield and portion be

      As long as life endures.

      Thro’ many dangers, toils and snares

      I have already come.

      ’Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far,

      And grace will lead me home.

      When we’ve been there ten thousand years,

      Bright shining as the sun,

      We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise

      Than when we’d first begun.

      ~John Newton (1725–1807)

      stanza 5, John P. Rees (1828–1900)
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      The term prolegomena originated from the combination of two Greek words, pro, meaning “before,” and legō, meaning “to say,” which together convey the general sense of “to say beforehand or “to say in advance.” A prolegomena chapter serves as a prologue or a preliminary discussion that introduces and defines the central content of the work that follows. These prefatory comments include assumptions, definitions, methodology, and purposes, thereby providing a context for understanding the subsequent content. Here the prolegomena discussion is organized by giving answers to a series of significant questions that will prepare the reader for the ensuing material, which constitutes the main body of Biblical Doctrine.

      What Is Theology?

      Theology—from the Greek theos, “god,” and logia, “word”—is not a uniquely Christian word. The Greek verb theologeō refers to the act of speaking about a god, while the noun theologos refers to a person who engages in theologeō, that is, a theologian. The adjective theologikos describes something theological, while the noun theologia means “a word about god”—literally, theology. These words were used in pagan religious contexts centuries before the New Testament. None of these four words are found in the New Testament or the Septuagint. The earliest known Christian use of one of these terms is a reference to the apostle John as a theologos early in the second century AD.

      Christian theology is the study of the divine revelation in the Bible. It has God as its perpetual centerpiece, God’s Word as its source, and godliness as its aim. As Alva McClain puts it,

      Out of God all things come—He is the origin. Through God all things exist—He is the sustainer of all things. Unto God—back to God—He is the goal. There is the circle of eternity: out, through, back.1

      David Wells has crafted a notable working definition of Christian theology:

      Theology is the sustained effort to know the character, will, and acts of the triune God as he has disclosed and interpreted these for his people in Scripture . . . in order that we might know him, learn to think our thoughts after him, live our lives in his world on his terms, and by thought and action project his truth into our own time and culture.2

      The apostle John died in about AD 98. With his writing of Revelation, the canon of Scripture was completed and closed. It did not take long for succeeding generations to begin writing about scriptural truth. Some of the more significant authors and their volumes include the following:

      
        	Unknown author, The Didache (ca. 110)

        	Irenaeus (ca. 120–202), Proof of the Apostolic Preaching


        	Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 215), Stromata


        	Origen (ca. 184–ca. 254), On First Principles


        	Gregory of Nazianzus (ca. 330–ca. 389), Five Theological Orations


        	Augustine (354–430), Enchiridion


        	John of Damascus (ca. 675–ca. 749), An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith


        	Peter Lombard (ca. 1095–ca. 1169), Four Books of Sentences


        	Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), Summa Theologica


        	John Calvin (1509–1564), Institutes of the Christian Religion


        	Thomas Watson (ca. 1620–1686), A Body of Divinity


        	Francis Turretin (1623–1687), Institutes of Elenctic Theology


        	John Gill (1697–1771), A Body of Doctrinal Divinity


        	John Dick (1764–1833), Lectures on Theology


      

      Prominent theologies from the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first centuries are listed in the bibliography at the end of this chapter.

      Why Study Theology?

      Scottish pastor and theologian John Dick answered this penetrating query with seven profound responses. A better and more succinct answer would be difficult to come by:3

      1. “To ascertain the character of God in its aspect towards us”

      2. “To contemplate the display of his attributes in his works and dispensations”

      3. “To discover his designs toward man in his original and his present state”

      4. “To know this mighty Being, as far as he may be known, [which] is the noblest aim of the human understanding”

      5. “To learn our duty to him, the means of enjoying his favor, the hopes which we are authorized to entertain, and the wonderful expedient by which our fallen race is restored to purity and happiness”

      6. “To love him, the most worthy exercise of our affections”

      7. “To serve him, the most honourable and delightful purpose to which we can devote our time and talents”

      What Are the Various Major Kinds of Theology?

      1. Biblical theology: The organization of Scripture thematically by biblical chronology or by biblical author with respect to the progressive revelation of the Bible (properly a component of systematic theology)

      2. Dogmatic theology: The organization of Scripture with an emphasis on favored or selected church creeds

      3. Exegetical theology: The methodical organization of Scripture by dealing exegetically with individual texts of the Bible (properly a component of both biblical and systematic theology)

      4. Historical theology: The historical study of doctrinal developments after the apostolic era to the present time

      5. Natural theology: The study of what can be known about God by human reason alone through the empirical study of the natural world

      6. Pastoral/practical theology: The organization of Scripture with an emphasis on the personal application of doctrinal truth in the lives of the church and individual Christians

      7. Systematic theology: The organization of Scripture by a synthesis of scriptural teaching, summarized using major categories that encompass the entirety of God’s written revelation (developed from exegetical and biblical theology)

      What Is Systematic Theology?

      The term systematic comes from the compound Greek word made up of syn, “together,” and histanai, “to set up,” meaning “to set up together” or “to systematize.” As noted above, theology comes from the Greek word theologia, “a word about god,” meaning “theology.” Etymologically, systematic theology involves the orderly bringing together of words about God or a bringing together of theology in an organized fashion. Consider Charles Spurgeon’s response to those who object to a systematic approach to theology:

      Systematic theology is to the Bible what science is to nature. To suppose that all the other works of God are orderly and systematic, and the greater the work the more perfect the system: and that the greatest of all His works, in which all His perfections are transcendently displayed, should have no plan or system, is altogether absurd.4

      Systematic theology answers the question, what does the completed canon of Scripture teach about any one theme or topic? For example, what does the Bible teach from Genesis to Revelation about the deity of Jesus Christ? A basic definition of systematic theology, then, would be “the ordered exposition of Christian doctrines.”5

      A systematic theology must display (1) hermeneutical integrity, (2) doctrinal coherence, (3) ethical relevance, (4) worldview explicability, and (5) traditional continuity. Where these are present and operative, one will find a good systematizing that will be of value to the expositor. As he carefully examines every detail of the text in preparation to expound it, systematic theology allows him to also view the whole theological picture—one that has taken into account not only the studied conclusions from church history but also the progress of revelation culminating in the complete revelation of God.6 (For a chronological overview of the progress of revelation, see the appendix).

      One’s understanding of systematic theology could be framed by the following observations from John Murray:

      When we properly weigh the proposition that the Scriptures are the deposit of special revelation, that they are the oracles of God, that in them God encounters and addresses us, discloses to us his incomprehensible majesty, summons us to the knowledge and fulfillment of his will, unveils to us the mystery of his counsel, and unfolds the purposes of his grace, then systematic theology, of all sciences and disciplines, is seen to be the most noble, not one of cold, impass[ive] reflection but one that stirs adoring wonder and claims the most consecrated exercise of all our powers. It is the most noble of all studies because its province is the whole counsel of God and seeks, as no other discipline, to set forth the riches of God’s revelation in the orderly and embracive manner which is its peculiar method and function. All other departments of theological discipline contribute their findings to systematic theology and it brings all the wealth of knowledge derived from these disciplines to bear upon the more inclusive systemization which it undertakes.7

      Systematic theology aims to expound in a comprehensive and thematically organized fashion the biblical doctrines focused on the persons of the triune God, their purposes, and their plans in relationship to the world and humanity. It begins with informing the intellect (knowing and understanding). The intellect shapes what we believe and love in our heart. Our will desires what we love and repudiates what we hate. Our actions then accord with what we want most. The mind shapes the affections, which shape the will, which directs the actions. Theology is not fully finished until it has warmed the heart (affections) and prompted the volition (will) to act in obedience to its content.8

      What Are the Categories of Systematic Theology?

      1. Bibliology: The doctrine of the inspiration, inerrancy, authority, and canonicity of the Bible (Gk. biblion, “book”)

      2. Theology proper: The doctrine of the existence and being of God, including the triunity of God (Gk. theos, “God”)

      3. Christology: The doctrine of the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ (Gk. christos, “Christ”)

      4. Pneumatology: The doctrine of the person and work of the Holy Spirit (Gk. pneuma, “Spirit”)

      5. Anthropology: The doctrine of humanity (Gk. anthrōpos, “man”)

      6. Hamartiology: The doctrine of sin (Gk. hamartia, “sin”)

      7. Soteriology: The doctrine of salvation (Gk. sōtēria, “salvation”)

      8. Angelology: The doctrine of holy angels, Satan, and fallen angels (Gk. angelos, “angel”)

      9. Ecclesiology: The doctrine of the church, universal and local (Gk. ekklēsia, “assembly” or “church”)

      10. Eschatology: The doctrine concerning the entire scope of biblical predictive prophecy, especially end-time events, including the destination for both saved and unsaved people, heaven and hell (Gk. eschatos, “last things”)

      What Is the Relationship between Exegetical, Biblical, and Systematic Theology?9

      All biblical theology is systematic in nature; all systematic theology is biblical in content; and both biblical and systematic theology are exegetical in the interpretive process. Therefore, the key question is not which one is the best approach to theology but rather, how do the three interrelate with each other?

      To use a construction metaphor,

      
        	exegetical theology supplies the building material for the foundation and structure;

        	biblical theology provides the foundational support for the structure; and

        	systematic theology serves as the structure built on the foundation.

      

      Exegetical theology involves the methodical organization of Scripture by dealing exegetically with the individual texts of the Bible. This is properly an initial component of both biblical and systematic theology. As a result, every word, sentence, and paragraph of Scripture is examined in detail.

      Biblical theology is characterized by the organization of Scripture thematically by biblical chronology or biblical author with respect to the progressive revelation of the Bible. This is properly a component of systematic theology. It serves as a bridge from exegetical theology to systematic theology.

      Systematic theology is the organization of Scripture by a synthesis of scriptural teaching, summarized by major categories that encompass the entirety of God’s written revelation. Systematic theology develops out of exegetical and biblical theology and pulls all the teaching of Scripture together as a whole. Again, Murray is helpful in making sense of these connections:

      Hence exposition of the Scripture is basic to systematic theology. Its task is not simply the exposition of particular passages. That is the task of exegesis. Systematics must coordinate the teaching of particular passages and systematize this teaching under the appropriate topics. There is thus a synthesis that belongs to systematics that does not belong to exegesis as such. But to the extent to which systematic theology synthesizes the teaching of Scripture, and this is its main purpose, it is apparent how dependent it is upon the science of exegesis. It cannot coordinate and relate the teaching of particular passages without knowing what the teaching is. So exegesis is basic to its objective. This needs to be emphasized. Systematic theology has gravely suffered, indeed has deserted its vocation, when it has been divorced from meticulous attention to biblical exegesis. This is one reason why the charge mentioned above has so much to yield support to the indictment. Systematics becomes lifeless and fails in its mandate just to the extent to which it has become detached from exegesis. And the guarantee against a stereotyped dogmatics is that systematic theology be constantly enriched, deepened, and expanded by the treasures increasingly drawn from the Word of God. Exegesis keeps systematics not only in direct contact with the Word but it ever imparts to systematics the power which is derived from that Word. The Word is living and powerful.10

      One other approach to theology should be added. Historical theology examines how exegetical and theological convictions developed over time. It takes into consideration the conclusions reached by prior generations of godly interpreters of Scripture.

      What Are the Benefits and Limitations of Systematic Theology?

      Benefits

      Limitations

      All Scripture, whether examined exegetically in particular texts or categorically within the full scope of the Bible, is spiritually profitable to accomplish at least four divine purposes (2 Tim. 3:16):

      1. For establishing “teaching” or doctrine, that is, God’s inspired self-disclosure about himself, his created world, and his redemptive plan to save and sanctify sinners

      2. For confrontation or “reproof” of sin, whether in the form of false teaching or disobedient living

      3. For “correction” of error in thinking and behaving so that the repentant one can be restored to the place of pleasing God

      4. For “instruction” so that believers can be habitually trained to practice the righteousness of the Lord Jesus Christ—sinning less and obeying more

      Scripture provides the only complete, wholly accurate, and trustworthy teaching about God, and it will sufficiently accomplish these four things for equipping “the man of God” (2 Tim. 3:17).

      Benefits

      Systematic theology can provide several benefits:

      1. An unabridged collection of biblical truth

      2. An orderly synthesis and summation of biblical doctrine

      3. An imperative to take the gospel to the ends of the earth

      4. A repository of truth for expositional preaching and teaching

      5. A scriptural basis for Christian behavior in the church, the home, and the world

      6. A defense of biblical doctrine against false teaching

      7. A biblical response to ethical and social malpractice in the world

      As James Leo Garrett Jr. puts it,

      Systematic theology is beneficial as an extension of the teaching function of the churches, for the orderly and integrated formulation of biblical truths, for the undergirding of the preaching of preachers and lay Christians, for the defense of gospel truth against error that has invaded the church, for the legitimation of the gospel before philosophy and culture, as the foundation for Christian personal and social ethics, and for more effective universal propagation of the gospel and interaction with adherents of non-Christian religions.11

      Limitations12

      Systematic theology can be limited by the following factors:

      1. The silence of the Bible on a particular topic (Deut. 29:29; John 20:30; 21:25)

      2. A theologian’s partial knowledge/understanding of the entire Bible (Luke 24:25–27, 32; 2 Pet. 3:16)

      3. The inadequacy of human language (1 Cor. 2:13–14; 2 Cor. 12:4)

      4. The finiteness of the human mind (Job 11:7–12; 38:1–39:30; Rom. 11:33–35)

      5. The lack of spiritual discernment/growth (1 Cor. 3:1–3; Heb. 5:11–13)

      What Is the Relationship of Systematic Theology to Doctrine?

      Doctrine represents teaching that is considered authoritative. When Christ taught, the crowds were amazed at his authority (Matt. 7:28–29; Mark 1:22, 27; Luke 4:32). A church’s “doctrinal” statement contains a body of teaching used as the standard of authoritative orthodoxy.

      In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word leqakh means “what is received” or “accepted teaching” (Deut. 32:2; Job 11:4; Prov. 4:2; Isa. 29:24). It can be variously translated as “instruction,” “learning,” or “teaching.”

      In the New Testament, two Greek words are translated as “doctrine,” “instruction,” or “teaching”: didachē (referring to the content of teaching) and didaskalia (referring to the activity of teaching). Paul used both words together in 2 Timothy 4:2–3 and Titus 1:9.

      In Latin, docere, “to teach,” doctrina, “what is being taught,” and doctor, “the one who is teaching,” all contribute to the meaning of the English word doctrine. The content may be informational (to be believed) or practical (to be lived out). It does not necessarily refer to categorized truth.

      Biblically speaking, the word doctrine is a rather amorphous term that only takes shape in context. It refers to general teaching (systematized or not, true or false), such as the “teaching of Balaam” (Rev. 2:14) or “human teachings” (Col. 2:22), in contrast to biblical teaching such as Christ’s teaching (Matt. 7:28) or Paul’s teaching (2 Tim. 3:10).

      Biblical doctrine, therefore, refers to the teaching of Scripture, whether it be proclamational, expositional, or categorical. That makes all Scripture “doctrinal,” whether it be read, taught, preached, or systematized into theological categories. Systematic biblical doctrine (systematic theology) refers to a categorical summation of biblical teaching that follows normally employed themes or categories.

      A survey of Scripture shows that all doctrine or teaching can generally be classified into one of two categories depending on its source:

      
        	with regard to origin—from God the Creator (John 7:16; Acts 13:12) or from God’s creation (Col. 2:22; 1 Tim. 4:1)

        	with regard to truth content (2 Thess. 2:11–12)—true or false

        	with regard to human source (1 Thess. 2:13)—biblical or unbiblical

        	with regard to quality (1 Tim. 1:10; 6:3)—sound or unsound

        	with regard to acceptability (1 Tim. 1:3; Heb. 13:9)—familiar or strange

        	with regard to retention (Rev. 2:24)—to hold or not to hold

        	with regard to benefit (1 Tim. 4:6)—good or bad

        	with regard to value (2 Tim. 3:16)—profitable or unprofitable

      

      The modern theological use of the term doctrine is too narrow, distorts the primary biblical use of the term, and can be misleading. It is far better in discussing doctrine to use the term in its broader sense of “teaching” (which certainly includes systematized truth but is not limited to this use) rather than to use doctrine in its secondary sense as though this were the only sense. The teaching of Scripture serves as the yardstick, gauge, standard, paradigm, pattern, measure, and plumb line by which all other teaching on any given subject is determined to be true or false, received or rejected, sound or unsound, orthodox or heretical.

      Sound biblical doctrine has many implications for the life of Christ’s church:

      1. Sound doctrine exposes and confronts sin and false doctrine (1 Tim. 1:8–11, esp. 1:10; 4:1–6).

      2. Sound doctrine marks a good servant of Christ Jesus (1 Tim. 4:6; see also 1 Tim. 4:13, 16; Titus 2:1).

      3. Sound doctrine is rewarded with double honor for elders (1 Tim. 5:17).

      4. Sound doctrine conforms to godliness (1 Tim. 6:3; Titus 2:10).

      5. Sound doctrine is included in the apostolic example to follow (2 Tim. 3:10).

      6. Sound doctrine is essential to equipping pastors (2 Tim. 3:16–17).

      7. Sound doctrine is the continual mandate for preachers (2 Tim. 4:2–4).

      8. Sound doctrine is a basic qualification for eldership (Titus 1:9).

      Scripture teaches that there will always be opposition to sound doctrine, both by humans (Matt. 15:2–6; Mark 11:18; 1 Tim. 1:3, 10; 2 Tim. 4:3; Titus 1:9) and by Satan and demons (1 Tim. 4:1). The Bible outlines several antidotes/corrections to false doctrine:

      1. Speaking the truth of sound doctrine in love (Eph. 4:15)

      2. Teaching sound doctrine (1 Tim. 4:6; 2 Tim. 4:2)

      3. Holding fast to sound doctrine (Titus 1:9; Rev. 2:24–25)

      4. Refuting false doctrine (Titus 1:9)

      5. Rejecting and turning away from teachers of false doctrine (Rom. 16:17; 2 John 9–10)

      There is a direct, inseparable relationship between sound doctrine and saintly living, something Scripture teaches clearly and consistently (Rom. 15:4; 1 Tim. 4:16; 6:1, 3; 2 Tim. 3:10; Titus 2:1–4, 7–10). The reverse is also true—where there is false belief, there will be sinful behavior (Titus 1:16). In spite of Scripture’s clear emphasis on both purity of doctrine and purity of life, a number of mistaken notions have arisen concerning the relationship between what a person believes and how a person should live. These wrong ideas include the following:

      1. Right doctrine automatically leads to godliness.

      2. It doesn’t matter how a person lives so long as he or she has right doctrine.

      3. Doctrine deadens, spiritually speaking.

      4. There is no connection between what one believes and how one lives.

      5. Christianity is life, not doctrine.

      6. Doctrine is irrelevant.

      7. Doctrine divides.

      8. Doctrine drives people away.

      In contrast to the negativity aimed at doctrine, the absence of sound doctrine and the presence of false doctrine will always lead to sinful behavior. Without sound doctrine, there is no scriptural basis to delineate right from wrong, no doctrinal authority to correct sin, and no biblical encouragement to motivate godly living.

      On the other hand, the spiritual value of sound doctrine is incalculable:

      1. Sound doctrine is spiritually profitable (2 Tim. 3:16–17).

      2. Spiritual blessings are promised for obedience (Rev. 1:3; 22:7).

      3. Sound doctrine guards against sin (e.g., Job, Joseph, Daniel, Christ).

      4. Sound doctrine delineates between truth and error (2 Cor. 11:1–15; 2 Tim. 3:16–17).

      5. Sound doctrine was central to Christ’s ministry (Matt. 7:28–29; Mark 4:2; Luke 4:32).

      6. Sound doctrine was central in the early church (Acts 2:42; 5:28; 13:12).

      7. Sound doctrine was central to apostolic ministry (Paul: Acts 13:12; 17:19; Gal. 2:11–21; John: 2 John 9–10).

      8. Martyrs gave their lives for sound doctrine (Christ: Mark 11:18; Stephen: Acts 7:54–60; James: Acts 12:2; Paul: 2 Tim. 4:1–8).

      9. Christ and the apostles left a mandate to pass sound doctrine on to the next generation (Christ: Matt. 28:20; Paul: 2 Tim. 2:2).

      10. Churches were commended for sound doctrine or condemned for lack of sound doctrine (Ephesus, commended: Rev. 2:2, 6; Pergamum and Thyatira, condemned: Rev. 2:14–15, 20).

      11. Established sound doctrine anticipates and prepares for eras when sound doctrine is out of season (2 Tim. 4:3).

      12. Sound doctrine protects the church from false teachers (Titus 1:9).

      13. Sound doctrine provides true spiritual adornment for believers (Titus 2:10).

      14. Sound biblical teaching and sound systematic doctrine are inseparably connected to “theology.” Whether it be expositionally viewed in a text of Scripture or comprehensively categorized from all Scripture, biblical teaching cannot be disconnected from its identification with theology. Put another way, all biblical teaching is theological in nature, and all Christian theology is biblical in content.

      What Is the Overarching and Unifying Theme of Scripture?13

      The broad theme of king/kingdom (human and divine) appears throughout the Bible. With the exceptions of Leviticus, Ruth, and Joel, the Old Testament explicitly mentions this theme in thirty-six of its thirty-nine books. Except for Philippians, Titus, Philemon, and 1, 2, and 3 John, the New Testament directly mentions the subject in twenty-one of its twenty-seven books. All in all, fifty-seven of the sixty-six canonical books include the kingdom theme (86 percent).

      The Hebrew words for “king,” “kingdom,” “reign,” and “throne” appear over three thousand times in the Old Testament, while the Greek words for these terms appear 160 times in the New Testament. The first Old Testament mention occurs in Genesis 10:10 and the last in Malachi 1:14. The initial appearance in the New Testament comes in Matthew 1:6 and the last in Revelation 22:5.

      The exact expression “kingdom of God” does not appear in the Old Testament. In the New Testament, Matthew alone uses the phrase “kingdom of heaven,” but he uses it interchangeably with “kingdom of God” (Matt. 19:23–24). And where he uses “kingdom of heaven” in passages that parallel other Gospels, those Gospel writers use “kingdom of God” (cf. Matt. 13:11 with Luke 8:10), thus establishing the correspondence between these two phrases.

      Jesus never precisely defined “kingdom of heaven/God” in the Gospels, although he often illustrated it (e.g., Matt. 13:19, 24, 44, 45, 47, 52). Surprisingly, no one ever asked Christ for a definition. It can be assumed that they at least thought they understood the basic idea from the Old Testament, even if their ideas were mistaken.

      Most telling, perhaps, is the plethora of King titles given to Christ in the New Testament:

      
        	“King of Israel” (John 1:49; 12:13)

        	“King of the Jews” (John 18:39; 19:3, 19, 21)

        	“King of kings” (1 Tim. 6:15; Rev. 17:14; 19:16)

        	“King of the ages, immortal, invisible” (1 Tim. 1:17)

        	“King of the nations” (Rev. 15:3)

      

      His reign is said to be forever and ever (Rev. 11:15; 22:5).

      A biblical study of God’s kingdom would lead one to conclude that it is multifaceted, multidimensional, multifocal, multifactorial, and multifarious. It certainly could not be considered monolithic in character.

      The idea of God’s kingdom encompasses every stage of biblical revelation. For instance,

      
        	God is King of eternity (pre-Genesis 1, Revelation 21–22, post-Revelation 22)

        	God is King of creation (Genesis 1–2)

        	God is King of history (Genesis 1–Revelation 20)

        	God is King of redemption (Genesis 3–Revelation 20)

        	God is King of the earth (Genesis 1–Revelation 20)

        	God is King of heaven (pre-Genesis 1, Genesis 1–Revelation 22, post-Revelation 22)

      

      All kingdom of God passages can be summarized by recognizing several broad aspects. First is the universal kingdom, which includes the rule of God that has been, is, and forever will be over all that exists in time and space. Second is God’s mediatorial kingdom, in which he rules on earth through divinely chosen human representatives. Third is the spiritual or redemptive aspect of God’s kingdom, which uniquely deals with a person’s salvation and personal relationship with God through Christ. When Scripture uses the word “kingdom” to refer to God’s kingdom, it could point to any one aspect of the kingdom or several of its parts together. Careful interpretation in context will determine the particulars for a given biblical text.

      With these ideas in mind, it is proposed that God as King and the kingdom of God should together be seriously considered as the grand, overarching theme of Scripture. A number of noble ideas have been considered in the past, such as the glory of God, redemption, grace, Christ, covenant, and promise. Each possibility explains a part of God’s kingdom, but only God’s kingdom explains the whole.

      From before the beginning until after the end, from the beginning to the end, both in and beyond time and space, God appears as the ultimate King. God is central to and the core of all things eternal and temporal. The kingdom of God convincingly qualifies as the unifying theme of Scripture.

      John Bright succinctly and eloquently captured this thinking as follows:

      Old Testament and New Testament thus stand together as the two acts of a single drama. Act I points to its conclusion in Act II, and without it the play is an incomplete, unsatisfying thing. But Act II must be read in the light of Act I, else its meaning will be missed. For the play is organically one. The Bible is one book. Had we to give that book a title, we might with justice call it “The Book of the Coming Kingdom of God.” That is, indeed, its central theme everywhere.14

      The authors of this volume would only edit Dr. Bright’s brilliant summary by deleting one word, “Coming.” For God’s kingdom has been, is, and forevermore shall be.

      The kingdom of God can be explained in this manner: The eternal triune God created a kingdom and two kingdom citizens (Adam and Eve) who were to have dominion over it. But an enemy deceived them, seduced them into breaking allegiance to the King, and caused them to rebel against their sovereign Creator. God intervened with consequential curses that exist to this day. Ever since, he has been redeeming sinful, rebellious people to be restored as qualified kingdom citizens, both now in a spiritual sense and later in a kingdom-on-earth sense. Finally, the enemy will be vanquished forever, as will sin. Thus, Revelation 21–22 describes the final and eternal expression of the kingdom of God, where the triune God will restore the kingdom to its original purity with the curse having been removed and the new heaven and the new earth becoming the everlasting abode of God and his people.

      What Are the Major Motifs of Scripture?15

      The Revelation of the Character of God

      The Revelation of Divine Judgment for Sin and Disobedience

      The Revelation of Divine Blessing for Faith and Obedience

      The Revelation of the Lord Savior and His Sacrifice for Sin

      The Revelation of the Kingdom and Glory of the Lord Savior

      The Bible is a collection of sixty-six books inspired by God. These documents are gathered into two Testaments, the Old (thirty-nine) and the New (twenty-seven). Prophets, priests, kings, and leaders from the nation of Israel wrote the Old Testament books in Hebrew (with some passages in Aramaic). The apostles and their associates wrote the New Testament books in Greek.

      The Old Testament record starts with the creation of the universe and closes about four hundred years before the first coming of Jesus Christ. The flow of history through the Old Testament moves along the following lines:

        1.  Creation of the universe

        2.  Fall of man

        3.  Judgment flood over the earth

        4.  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob (Israel)—fathers of the chosen nation

        5.  The history of Israel

      a.  Exile in Egypt (430 years)

      b.  Exodus and wilderness wanderings (40 years)

      c.  Conquest of Canaan (7 years)

      d.  Era of the judges (350 years)

      e.  United kingdom—Saul, David, Solomon (110 years)

      f.  Divided kingdom—Judah and Israel (350 years)

      g.  Exile in Babylon (70 years)

      h.  Return and rebuilding of the land (140 years)

      The details of this history are explained in the thirty-nine books, which can be divided into five categories:

      1. The Law—5 (Genesis–Deuteronomy)

      2. History—12 (Joshua–Esther)

      3. Wisdom—5 (Job–Song of Solomon)

      4. Major Prophets—5 (Isaiah–Daniel)

      5. Minor Prophets—12 (Hosea–Malachi)

      The completion of the Old Testament was followed by four hundred years of silence, during which time God did not speak through prophets or inspire any Scripture. That silence was broken by the arrival of John the Baptist announcing that the promised Savior had come. The New Testament records the rest of the story, from the birth of Christ to the culmination of all history and the final eternal state. So the two Testaments go from creation to consummation, eternity past to eternity future.

      While the thirty-nine Old Testament books major on the history of Israel and the promise of the coming Savior, the twenty-seven New Testament books major on the person of Christ and the establishment of the church. The four Gospels give the record of his birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension. Each of the four writers views the greatest and most important event of history, the coming of the God-man, Jesus Christ, from a different perspective. Matthew looks at him through the perspective of his kingdom, Mark through the perspective of his servanthood, Luke through the perspective of his humanness, and John through the perspective of his deity.

      The book of Acts tells the story of the impact of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Lord Savior—from his ascension, the consequent coming of the Holy Spirit, and the birth of the church through the early years of gospel preaching by the apostles and their associates. Acts records the establishment of the church in Judea, in Samaria, and into the Roman Empire.

      The twenty-one Epistles were written to churches and individuals to explain the significance of the person and work of Jesus Christ, with its implications for life and witness until he returns.

      The New Testament closes with Revelation, which starts by picturing the current church age and culminates with Christ’s return to establish his earthly kingdom, bringing judgment on the ungodly and glory and blessing for believers. Following the millennial reign of the Lord Savior will be the last judgment, leading to the eternal state. All believers of all history enter the ultimate eternal glory prepared for them, and all the ungodly are consigned to hell to be punished forever.

      To understand the Bible, it is essential to grasp the sweep of that history from creation to consummation. It is also crucial to keep in focus the unifying theme of Scripture. The one constant theme unfolding throughout the whole Bible is this: God for his own glory has chosen to create and gather to himself a group of people to be the subjects of his eternal kingdom, who will praise, honor, and serve him forever and through whom he will display his wisdom, power, mercy, grace, and glory. To gather his chosen ones, God must redeem them from sin. The Bible reveals God’s plan for this redemption from its inception in eternity past to its completion in eternity future. Covenants, promises, and epochs are all secondary to the one continuous plan of redemption.

      There is one God. The Bible has one divine Source. Scripture is one book. It has one plan of grace, recorded from initiation through execution to consummation. From predestination to glorification, the Bible is the story of God redeeming his chosen people for the praise of his glory.

      As God’s redemptive purposes and plan unfold in Scripture, five recurring motifs are constantly emphasized. Everything revealed on the pages of both the Old Testament and the New is associated with these five categories. Scripture is always teaching or illustrating (1) the character and attributes of God; (2) the tragedy of sin and disobedience to God’s holy standard; (3) the blessedness of faith and obedience to God’s standard; (4) the need for a Savior by whose righteousness and substitution sinners can be forgiven, declared just, and transformed to obey God’s standard; and (5) the coming glorious end of redemptive history in the Lord Savior’s earthly kingdom and the subsequent eternal reign and glory of God and Christ. While reading through the Bible, one should be able to relate each portion of Scripture to these dominant topics, recognizing that what is introduced in the Old Testament is also made clearer in the New Testament. Looking at these five categories separately gives an overview of the Bible.

      The Revelation of the Character of God

      Above all else, Scripture is God’s self-revelation. He reveals himself as the sovereign God of the universe who has chosen to make man and to make himself known to man. In that self-revelation he has established his standard of absolute holiness. From Adam and Eve through Cain and Abel and to everyone before and after the law of Moses, the standard of righteousness has been established and is sustained in Scripture to the last page of the New Testament. Violation of it produces judgment, both temporal and eternal.

      In the Old Testament, God revealed himself by the following means:

      1. Creation (the heavens and the earth)

      2. Creation of mankind, who was made in his image

      3. Angels

      4. Signs, wonders, and miracles

      5. Visions

      6. Spoken words by prophets and others

      7. Written Scripture (Old Testament)

      In the New Testament, God revealed himself again by the same means but more clearly and fully:

      1. Creation (the heavens and the earth)

      2. Incarnation of the God-man, Jesus Christ, who is the very image of God

      3. Angels

      4. Signs, wonders, and miracles

      5. Visions

      6. Spoken words by Christ, apostles, and prophets

      7. Written Scripture (New Testament)

      The Revelation of Divine Judgment for Sin and Disobedience

      Scripture repeatedly deals with the matter of man’s sin, which leads to divine judgment. Account after account in Scripture demonstrates the deadly effects in time and eternity of violating God’s standard. There are 1,189 chapters in the Bible. Only four of them do not involve a fallen world: the first two and the last two—before the fall and after the creation of the new heaven and new earth. The rest chronicle sin’s tragedy and God’s redemptive grace in Christ Jesus.

      In the Old Testament, God showed the disaster of sin—starting with Adam and Eve and carrying on to Cain and Abel, the patriarchs, Moses and Israel, the kings, the priests, some prophets, and the Gentile nations. Throughout the Old Testament is the relentless record of continual devastation produced by sin and disobedience to God’s law.

      In the New Testament, the tragedy of sin becomes clearer. The teaching of Jesus and the apostles begins and ends with a call to repentance. King Herod, the Jewish leaders, and the nation of Israel—along with Pilate, Rome, and the rest of the world—all reject the Lord Savior, spurn the truth of God, and thus condemn themselves. The chronicle of sin continues unabated to the end of the age and the return of Christ in judgment. New Testament disobedience is even more flagrant than Old Testament disobedience because it involves the rejection of the Lord Savior Jesus Christ in the brighter light of New Testament revelation.

      The Revelation of Divine Blessing for Faith and Obedience

      Scripture repeatedly promises wonderful rewards in time and eternity that come to people who trust God and seek to obey him. In the Old Testament, God showed the blessedness of repentance from sin, faith in himself, and obedience to his Word—from Abel, through the patriarchs, to the remnant in Israel, and even on to the Gentiles who believed (such as the people of Nineveh).

      God’s will, his moral law, and his standard for man were always made known. To those who faced their inability to keep God’s standard, who recognized their sin, who confessed their impotence to please God by their own works, and who asked him for forgiveness and grace—to those came merciful redemption and blessing for time and eternity.

      In the New Testament, God again showed the full blessedness of redemption from sin for repentant people. There were those who responded to the preaching of repentance by John the Baptist. Others repented at the preaching of Jesus. Still others from Israel obeyed the gospel through the apostles’ preaching. And finally, many Gentiles all over the Roman Empire believed the gospel. To all those and to all who will believe throughout all history, God promises blessing, both in this world and in the world to come.

      The Revelation of the Lord Savior and His Sacrifice for Sin

      This is the heart of both the Old Testament, which Jesus said spoke of him in type and prophecy, and the New Testament, which gives the biblical record of his coming. The promise of blessing is dependent on grace and mercy given to the sinner. Mercy means that sin is not held against the sinner. Such forgiveness depends on a payment of sin’s penalty to satisfy holy justice, which demands a substitute—one to die in the sinner’s place. God’s chosen substitute—the only one who qualified—was Jesus. Salvation is always by the same gracious means, whether during Old Testament or New Testament times. When any sinner comes to God in repentant faith, acknowledging that he has no power to save himself from the deserved judgment of divine wrath, believing in Christ, and pleading for mercy, God’s promise of forgiveness is granted. God then declares him righteous because the sacrifice and obedience of Christ is credited to his account. In the Old Testament, God justified sinners that same way, in anticipation of Christ’s atoning work. There is, therefore, a continuity of grace and salvation through all redemptive history. Various covenants, promises, and epochs do not alter that fundamental continuity, nor does the discontinuity between the Old Testament witness-nation, Israel, and the New Testament witness-people, the church. A fundamental continuity is centered on the cross, which was no interruption in the plan of God but is the very thing to which all else points.

      Throughout the Old Testament, the Savior-sacrifice is promised. In Genesis, he is the seed of the woman who will destroy Satan. In Zechariah, he is the “pierced” one to whom Israel turns and by whom God opens the fountain of forgiveness to all who mourn over their sin (Zech. 12:10). He is the very one symbolized in the sacrificial system of the Mosaic law. He is the suffering substitute of whom the prophets speak. Throughout the Old Testament, he is the Messiah who would die for the transgressions of his people; from beginning to end, the Old Testament presents the theme of the Lord Savior as a sacrifice for sin. It is solely because of his perfect sacrifice for sin that God graciously forgives repentant believers.

      In the New Testament, the Lord Savior came and actually provided the promised sacrifice for sin on the cross. Having fulfilled all righteousness by his perfect life, he fulfilled justice by his death. Thus God himself atoned for sin, at a cost too great for the human mind to fathom. Now he graciously supplies all the merit necessary for his people to be the objects of his favor. That is what Scripture means when it speaks of salvation by grace.

      The Revelation of the Kingdom and Glory of the Lord Savior

      This crucial component of Scripture brings the whole story to its God-ordained consummation. Redemptive history is controlled by God so as to culminate in his eternal glory. Redemptive history will end with the same precision and exactness with which it began. The truths of eschatology are neither vague nor unclear—nor are they unimportant. As in any book, how the story ends is both compelling and critically important—and so it is with the Bible. Scripture notes several very specific features of the end planned by God.

      In the Old Testament, there is repeated mention of an earthly kingdom ruled by the Messiah, the Lord Savior, who will come to reign. Associated with that kingdom will be the salvation of Israel, the salvation of Gentiles, the renewal of the earth from the effects of the curse, and the bodily resurrection of God’s people who have died. Finally, the Old Testament predicts that God will create a new heaven and new earth—which will be the eternal state of the godly—and a final hell for the ungodly.

      The New Testament clarifies and expands these features. The King is rejected and executed, but he promises to come back in glory, bringing judgment, resurrection, and his kingdom for all who believe. Innumerable Gentiles from every nation will be included among the redeemed. Israel will be saved and grafted back into the root of blessing, from which she has been temporarily excised. Israel’s promised kingdom will be enjoyed with the Lord Savior reigning on the throne in the renewed earth, exercising power over the whole world, and receiving due honor and worship. Following that kingdom will come the dissolution of the renewed but still sin-stained creation and the subsequent creation of a new heaven and new earth—which will be the eternal state, separate forever from the ungodly in hell.

      How Does Systematic Theology Relate to One’s Worldview?16

      What is a worldview? A worldview comprises one’s collection of presuppositions, convictions, and values from which a person tries to understand and make sense out of the world and life. As Ronald Nash puts it, “A world-view is a conceptual scheme by which we consciously or unconsciously place or fit everything we believe and by which we interpret and judge reality.”17 Similarly, Gary Phillips and William Brown explain, “A worldview is, first of all, an explanation and interpretation of the world and second, an application of this view to life.”18

      How does one form a worldview? Where does one begin? Every worldview starts with presuppositions—beliefs that one presumes to be true without supporting evidence from other sources or systems. Making sense of reality, in part or in whole, requires that one adopt an interpretive stance, since there is no “neutral” thought in the universe. This becomes the foundation on which one builds.

      What are the presuppositions of a Christian worldview that is solidly rooted and grounded in Scripture? Carl F. H. Henry, an important Christian thinker in the last half of the twentieth century, answers the question very simply by saying that “evangelical theology dares harbor one and only one presupposition: the living and personal God intelligibly known in his revelation.”19 This one major presupposition, which underlies a proper Christian worldview, breaks down into two parts. First, God exists eternally as the personal, transcendent, triune Creator. Second, God has revealed his character, purposes, and will in the infallible and inerrant pages of his special revelation, the Bible.

      What is the Christian worldview? The following definition is offered as a working model:

      The Christian worldview sees and understands God the Creator and his creation—that is, man and the world—primarily through the lens of God’s special revelation, the holy Scriptures, and secondarily through God’s natural revelation in creation as interpreted by human reason and reconciled by and with Scripture, for the purpose of believing and behaving in accord with God’s will and, thereby, glorifying God with one’s mind and life, both now and in eternity.

      What are some of the benefits of embracing the Christian worldview? A biblical worldview provides compelling answers to the most crucial of life’s questions:

      1. How did the world and all that is in it come into being?

      2. By what standard can I determine whether a knowledge claim is true or false?

      3. How does/should the world function?

      4. What is the nature of a human being?

      5. What is one’s personal purpose of existence?

      6. How should one live?

      7. Is there any personal hope for the future?

      8. What happens to a person at and after death?

      9. Why is it possible to know anything at all?

      10. How does one determine what is right and wrong?

      11. What is the meaning of human history?

      12. What does the future hold?

      Christians in the twenty-first century face the same basic questions about this world and life that confronted the earliest humans in Genesis. They also had to sift through various worldviews to answer the above questions. This has been true throughout history. Consider what faced Joseph (Genesis 37–50) and Moses (Exodus 2–14) in Egypt, or Elijah when he encountered Jezebel and her pagan prophets (1 Kings 17–19), or Daniel in Babylon (Daniel 1–6), or Nehemiah in Persia (Nehemiah 1–2), or Paul in Athens (Acts 17). They discerned the difference between truth and error, right and wrong, because they placed their faith in the living God and his revealed Word.

      What essentially distinguishes the Christian worldview from other worldviews? At the heart of the matter, a Christian worldview contrasts with competing worldviews in that it (1) recognizes the God of the Bible as the unique source of all truth, and (2) relates all truth back to an understanding of God and his purposes for this life and the next.

      Are there any common misperceptions about the Christian worldview, especially among Christians? There are at least two mistaken notions. The first is that a Christian view of the world and life will differ on all points from other worldviews. While this is not always true (e.g., all worldviews accept the law of gravity), the Christian worldview will differ and be unique on the most important points, especially as they relate to the character of God, the nature and value of Scripture, and the exclusivity of Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. The second misperception is that the Bible contains all that we need to know in every sense. Common sense should put an end to this misdirected thought; for example, Scripture does not give instructions for how to change the oil in one’s car. However, it is true that the Bible alone contains all that Christians need to know about their spiritual life and godliness through a knowledge of the one true God, which is the highest and most important level of knowledge (2 Pet. 1:2–4).

      How and in what life contexts does a Christian worldview prove to be necessary? First, in the world of scholarship the Christian worldview is offered not as one of many equals or possibilities but as the one true view of life whose single source of truth and reality is the Creator God. Thus, it serves as a bright light reflecting the glory of God in the midst of intellectual darkness.

      Second, a Christian worldview must be used as an essential tool in evangelism to answer the questions and objections of the unbeliever. However, it must be clearly understood that in the final analysis, it is the gospel that has the power to bring an individual to salvation (Rom. 1:16–17).

      Finally, a Christian worldview is foundational in the realm of discipleship to inform and mature a true believer in Christ with regard to the implications and ramifications of one’s Christian faith. It provides a framework by which one (1) can understand the world and all of its reality from God’s perspective and (2) can order one’s life according to God’s will.

      What should be the ultimate goal of embracing the Christian worldview? Why is the Christian worldview worth recovering? Jeremiah passes along God’s direct answer:

      Thus says the Lord: “Let not the wise man boast in his wisdom, let not the mighty man boast in his might, let not the rich man boast in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in this, that he understands and knows me, that I am the Lord who practices steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in these things I delight, declares the Lord.” (Jer. 9:23–24)

      Man’s chief end is to know and glorify God. Yet the knowledge of God is impossible apart from a Christian worldview.

      Where do systematic theology and one’s worldview intersect? First, both are erected on the same shared presupposition with its two parts: (1) the personal existence of the eternal God and (2) his self-revelation in Scripture. Second, a Christian worldview is dependent on systematic theology to know and understand God’s truth, for systematic theology is nothing other than organizing all that God has revealed for the purpose of rightly knowing and living unto him. Third, a Christian worldview is dependent on systematic theology to know and embrace God’s worldview as revealed in Scripture, for it is only as we think Christianly that we learn to think God’s own thoughts after him. Finally, systematic theology is dependent on a Christian worldview in order to consistently and properly apply the truth of Scripture for living according to the will of God for God’s glory.

      How Does Systematic Theology Relate to One’s Mind?20

      The Redeemed Mind

      The Renewed Mind

      The Illuminated Mind

      The Christlike Mind

      The Tested Mind

      The Profitable Mind

      The Balanced Mind

      Systematic theology is entirely about God’s mind as found in Scripture. It is not about what humans think independently apart from the Bible. The necessary characteristics of the Christian’s mind are discussed next because they qualify one to learn and teach Christian theology, whose source is Scripture and whose centerpiece is the triune God.

      The Redeemed Mind

      As a result of salvation, the mind of a newly redeemed person knows and comprehends the glory of God (2 Cor. 4:6). Whereas this person was previously blinded by Satan (2 Cor. 4:4), he or she now possesses “the helmet of salvation” (Eph. 6:17) to protect the mind against the “schemes” (a mind-related term in the Greek, Eph. 6:11) of Satan. No longer is this one left vulnerable against the Devil as before salvation. This new person (2 Cor. 5:17) now has a knowledge of God and his will that he or she previously lacked (1 John 5:18–20).

      The Renewed Mind

      When a person enters into a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, this one becomes a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17) who sings “a new song” (Ps. 98:1). The mind acquires a new way to think and a capacity to put off old, sinful ways of thinking. Unquestionably, God is in the business of mind renewal for Christians (Rom. 12:2; Eph. 4:23; Col. 3:10).

      The Bible says to “set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Col. 3:2). Paul put this concept in military terms: “We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). How do we do this? Scripture reveals the mind of God (1 Cor. 2:16)—not all of his mind, to be sure, but all that God wisely determined to reveal to us. To think like God, one must think like Scripture. That’s why Paul encouraged the Colossians to let the Word of Christ dwell within them richly (Col. 3:16).

      Harry Blamires, an Englishman with extraordinary understanding about the Christian mind, puts this quite well:

      To think christianly is to think in terms of Revelation. For the secularist, God and theology are the playthings of the mind. For the Christian, God is real, and Christian theology describes His truth revealed to us. For the secular mind, religion is essentially a matter of theory: for the Christian mind, Christianity is a matter of acts and facts. The acts and facts which are the basis of our faith are recorded in the Bible.21

      At salvation, Christians are given a regenerated mental ability to comprehend spiritual truth. After salvation, Christians need to readjust their thinking chiefly by mind renewal, using the Bible as the means to do so. The ultimate goal is to have a full knowledge of God and his will (Eph. 1:17–18; Col. 1:9–10).

      The Illuminated Mind

      The Bible says that believers need God’s help to understand God’s Word (1 Cor. 2:12–13). Consequently, the Spirit of God enlightens the minds of believers, so that they might comprehend, embrace, and obey the truths revealed in Scripture. Theologians call this illumination.

      A great prayer to offer as one studies Scripture is, “Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law” (Ps. 119:18). It acknowledges an indispensible need for God’s light in Scripture. So do texts like Psalm 119:33–34, “Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statutes; and I will keep it to the end. Give me understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart” (see also Ps. 119:102).

      God wants Christians to know and understand and obey. So he gives them the help that they need through his Holy Spirit. Believers, like the men to whom Jesus spoke on the road to Emmaus, require God’s assistance: “Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45). God’s ministry of illumination by which he gives light on the meaning of the Bible is affirmed in texts such as Psalm 119:130; Ephesians 1:18–19; and 1 John 2:27.

      The truth about God illuminating Scripture for Christians should greatly encourage the believer. While it does not eliminate the need for gifted men to teach (Eph. 4:11–12; 2 Tim. 4:2) or the hard labor of serious Bible study (2 Tim. 2:15), it does promise that there is no need to be enslaved to church dogma or to be led astray by false teachers. Primary dependence for learning Scripture needs to be on the author of Scripture—God himself.

      The Christlike Mind

      When one thinks like God wants him or her to think and acts like God wants him or her to act, then one will receive God’s blessing for obedience (Rev. 1:3). Spiritually, the Christian will be that obedient child, that pure bride, and that healthy sheep in Christ’s flock who experiences the greatest intimacy with God.

      It is brazen idolatry to reject the mind of God in Scripture and worship at the altar of one’s own independent thinking. A believer’s greatest intimacy with the Lord occurs when the Lord’s thoughts prevail and one’s behavior then models that of Christ.

      Christians should be altogether glad to embrace the certain and true mind of God the Father (Rom. 11:34), God the Son (1 Cor. 2:16), and God the Spirit (Rom. 8:27). In contrast to Peter, who was tempted by Satan to set his mind on the things of man, believers are to set their minds on the things of God (Matt. 16:23; Col. 3:2). This has to do not so much with different categories or disciplines of thought but rather with the way things are viewed from a divine perspective. Christians should stand in awe of God’s mind, as did the apostle Paul (Rom. 11:33–36).

      God’s view is the only true view that accurately corresponds to all reality. God’s mind sets the standard for which believers are to strive but which they will never fully achieve. Put another way, man’s thoughts will never exceed, equal, or even come close to God’s. Over 2,500 years ago, the prophet Isaiah said this very thing (Isa. 55:8–9).

      The ultimate pattern of Christian-mindedness is the Lord Jesus Christ. Paul declares, “But we have the mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16). How can this be? We have it with the Bible, which is God’s sufficient, special revelation (2 Tim. 3:16–17; 2 Pet. 1:3). In Philippians 2:5, Paul instructs, “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.” The apostle is specifically pointing to Christ’s mindset of sacrifice for God’s glory (Phil. 2:7) and submission to God’s will (Phil. 2:8). By following Christ’s model, Christians can train their minds to become more like Christ’s.

      The Tested Mind

      The Christian mind should be a repository of God’s revealed truth. It should not quake, waver, compromise, or bend in the face of opposing ideas or seemingly superior arguments (2 Tim. 1:7). Truth originates not with humans but with God. Therefore, Christians should be the champions of truth in a world filled with lies that are deceivingly disguised as and falsely declared to be the truth.

      It was God who invited the nation of Israel, saying, “Come now, let us reason together” (Isa. 1:18). The subject matter to be considered was repentance from sin and salvation (Isa. 1:16–20). By application, the same invitation is extended to every person alive. But it will not be without Satan’s roadblocks.

      To be forewarned is to be forearmed. While a commitment to think Christianly honors Christ, it is not without opposition. Satan would have believers think contrary to God’s Word and then act disobediently to God’s will.

      Remember that before one becomes a Christian, his or her mind is blinded by the Devil: “The god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). Even after salvation, Satan continues his intellectual rampage. Thus Paul had great concern for the Corinthian church: “But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). Eve had allowed Satan to do some thinking for her. Then she did some of her own thinking independent of God. When her conclusions differed from God’s, she chose to act on her conclusions rather than on God’s commands, which is sin (Gen. 3:1–7).

      Satan aims his fiery darts (Eph. 6:16) at the minds of believers (2 Cor. 11:3), making their thought life the battlefield for spiritual conquest. Scriptural accounts abound of those who succumbed, like Eve (Genesis 3) and Peter (Matt. 16:13–23). Others walked away from the fray as victors, like Job (Job 1:1–2:10) and Christ (Matt. 4:1–11). When Christians fall, it is most likely that they have forgotten to wear the helmet of salvation or to wield the sword of truth (Eph. 6:17).

      In warning believers about life’s ongoing, never-ending battle with Satan, Paul on two occasions tells about the schemes or designs of the Devil. He uses two different Greek words, but both relate to the mind (2 Cor. 2:11; Eph. 6:11). Since no one is immune from these attacks, the Christian really does need to heed Peter’s strong encouragement: “Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:13; see 3:15).

      So far, this discussion has focused on a preventive or defensive military posture regarding the mind. The majority of Scripture deals with personal protection. However, Paul also addresses how to go on the intellectual offensive (2 Cor. 10:4–5). These offensive “weapons” (10:4) certainly feature the Word of God wielded by a Christian’s mind in the context of worldview warfare. In this context of mind battle, the “strongholds” (10:4) are “arguments” (10:5) and “every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God” (10:5). In other words, any philosophy, worldview, apologetic, or other kind of teaching that undermines, minimizes, contradicts, or tries to eliminate the Christian worldview or any part of it is to be met head-on with an aggressive, offensive battle plan. God’s intended end is the destruction (“destroy” is used twice in 10:4–5) of that which does not correspond to Scripture’s clear teaching about God and his created world.

      In the historical context of 2 Corinthians, Paul opposed any teaching on any subject that had come into the church and did not correspond to his apostolic instruction. Whether an unbeliever or a believer was responsible, whether the idea came from scholars or the uneducated, whether the teaching found wide acceptance or not, all thoughts or opinions that were not for the knowledge of God were to be considered against the knowledge of God. Therefore, they were to be targeted for intellectual battle and ultimate elimination. Thus, in today’s context, all intellectual activities (e.g., reading, listening to the radio, viewing television and movies, studying in formal academia, engaging in casual conversations) must always be pursued using the filtering lens of a Christian theological worldview to determine whether they are allied with the truth of Scripture or are enemies of which to be wary.

      The Profitable Mind

      Psalm 119 provides detailed insight into a Christian’s new relation to the Bible, which reveals the mind of Christ. First, a believer will develop a great love for and tremendous delight in the Scriptures (119:47–48). Second, a believer in Christ will have a strong desire to know God’s Word as the best way to know God (119:16, 93, 176). Third, knowing God will then lead to a Christian obeying him (119:44–45).

      Meditation

      To hear something once is not enough for most people. To briefly ponder something profound does not allow sufficient time to grasp and fully understand its significance. This proves to be most true with God’s mind in Scripture. Psalm 119 testifies to the importance and blessing of lingering long over God’s Word.

      The idea of meditating sometimes lends itself to misunderstanding. Meditation involves prolonged thought or pondering. The American figure of speech for meditating is “chewing” on a thought. Some have also likened it to the rumination process of the cow’s four-stomach digestive system. A vivid picture comes from a coffee percolator. The water goes up a small tube and drains down through the coffee grounds. After enough cycles, the flavor of the coffee beans has been transferred to the water, which is then called coffee. So it is that Christians need to cycle their thoughts through the grounds of God’s Word until they start to think like God and then act godly.

      Scripture commands believers to meditate on three areas:

      1. God (Pss. 27:4; 63:6)

      2. God’s Word (Josh. 1:8; Ps. 1:2)

      3. God’s works (Pss. 143:5; 145:5)

      All 176 verses of Psalm 119 extol the virtue of living out the mind of God. Meditation is mentioned at least seven times as the habit of one who loves God and desires a closer intimacy with him: “O how I love your law! It is my meditation all the day. . . . My eyes are awake before the watches of the night, that I may meditate on your promise” (119:97, 148; see also 119:15, 23, 27, 48, 78, 99). In contrast, an aspect of Eve’s sin can be attributed to her failure to adequately meditate on God’s clear and sufficient word (Gen. 2:16–17).

      Meditating on God’s Word will purify the mind of old thoughts that are not of God and reinforce new thoughts from Scripture. It also puts a protective shield around the mind to block and reject incoming thoughts that contradict God. That is the scriptural process of renewing the mind.

      Think on These Things

      Someone has suggested that the mind is the taproot of the soul. That being so, one needs to carefully and nutritionally feed his or her soul by sinking one’s taproot deep into God’s mind in Scripture. One may ask, “What food will feed my soul?” Paul’s menu for the mind includes thought entrées that are (1) “true,” (2) “honorable,” (3) “just,” (4) “pure,” (5) “lovely,” (6) “commendable,” (7) “excellen[t],” and (8) “worthy of praise” (Phil. 4:8). In meditating on God’s Word and thinking on these things, Christians will avoid setting their minds on earthly things (Phil. 3:19) and prevent being double-minded (James 1:6–8).

      The Balanced Mind

      Are divine revelation and human reason like oil and water—do they never mix? Christians have sometimes reached two erroneous extremes in dealing with divine revelation and human reason. On one end of the spectrum is anti-intellectualism, which basically concludes that if a subject matter is not discussed in the Bible, then it is not worthy of serious study or thought. This unbiblical approach to learning and thinking leads to cultural and intellectual withdrawal. At the opposite extreme is hyper-intellectualism, which embraces natural revelation at a higher level of value and credibility than God’s special revelation in Scripture; when the two are in conflict, natural revelation is the preferred source of truth. This unbiblical approach results in scriptural withdrawal.

      Both errors must be rejected. The believer must appropriate knowledge from both special and general revelation. However, the creation and our faculties of reason and deduction by which we study the creation (i.e., general revelation) are fallen, fallible, and corrupted by sin. Scripture, on the other hand, is infallible and inerrant and therefore must take precedence over general revelation. Where the Bible speaks to a discipline, its truth is superior. Where the Bible does not speak, God has given us the whole world of creation to explore for knowledge—but with the caveat that man’s ability to draw conclusions from nature is not infallible like God’s Word. This is especially true of thinkers who continually reject their need for Christ’s salvation. This does not necessarily mean that their facts are wrong or even that their basic ideas are in error. However, it does guarantee that their worldview is not in accord with God’s perspective, and therefore, their conclusions ought to be subjected to a critical evaluation according to Scripture.

      Unmistakably, from the perspective of a Christian worldview, believers are to engage their own minds and the minds of others to the best of their ability and as opportunity allows. However, several wise cautions are in order:

      1. Becoming a scholar and trying to change the way one’s generation thinks is secondary to becoming a Christian and changing the way one personally thinks about Christ.

      2. Formal education in a range of disciplines is secondary to gospel education—namely, obeying the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18–20) and taking the gospel to the ends of the earth, to every creature.

      3. General revelation points to a higher power, while special revelation personally introduces this higher power as the triune God of Scripture, who created the world and all that is in it (see Isaiah 40–48, where Yahweh reminds Israel of this critical truth) and who provided the only Redeemer in the Lord Jesus Christ.

      4. To know about the truth is not nearly as important as personally and redemptively being in fellowship with the Truth, Jesus Christ (John 14:6), who is the only source of eternal life.

      5. The New Testament church was not mandated to intellectualize their world, nor was this their practice. Rather, they “gospelized” it by proclaiming the saving grace of Jesus Christ to all without distinction, from key political leaders like King Agrippa (Acts 25:23–26:32) to lowly imprisoned slaves like Onesimus (Philem. 10).

      6. To moralize, politicize, or intellectualize society without first seeing spiritual conversion is to guarantee only a brief and generally inconsistent change that is shallow, not deep; temporary, not lasting; and ultimately damning, not saving.

      It bears repeating that both special and general revelation are necessary for cultivating a biblical mind-set. However, the study of special revelation is the priority, followed in the second place by learning from natural revelation. Solomon, the wisest man who ever lived (1 Kings 3:12; 4:29–34), wrote the same advice almost three thousand years ago. His are the most authoritative statements on the subject of the mind and knowledge, since they are Scripture (Prov. 1:7; 9:10; see also 1 Cor. 1:20–21).

      The alpha and omega of Christian theology is a knowledge of God (2 Cor. 2:14; 4:6; Eph. 1:17; Col. 1:10; 2 Pet. 1:2–3, 8; 3:18) and a knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Tim. 2:25; Titus 1:1). Above all, at the very center of a Christian worldview is the Lord Jesus Christ, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). Nothing can be fully understood if God is not known first.
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      Intimacy and Maturity

      Holiness

      Sanctification

      Godliness, Christlikeness, and Christian spirituality all describe a Christian becoming more like God. The most powerful way to effect this change is by letting the Word of God dwell in one richly (Col. 3:16). When one embraces Scripture without reservation, it will energetically work God’s will in the believer’s life (1 Thess. 2:13). The process could be basically defined as follows:

      Christian spirituality involves growing to be like God in character and conduct by personally submitting to the transforming work of God’s Word and God’s Spirit.

      Intimacy and Maturity

      There is no better way to saturate one’s mind with Scripture than by sitting under expository preaching and studying systematic theology—both will enhance one’s spiritual maturity. The author of Hebrews rejoiced that Jewish Christians had taken well to the intimacy of a child (Heb. 5:12–13) but deplored their lack of advancement to the maturity of meat. So he exhorted, “Therefore let us leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and go on to maturity” (Heb. 6:1). Paul wrote to the Corinthians with similar disappointment (1 Cor. 3:1–3).

      Intimacy deals fundamentally with one’s personal relationship with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in godwardness. Maturity is the result of intimacy reflecting God’s abiding, growing presence in Christians in regard to godliness (John 15:1–11). Just as a baby or young child, although not yet mature, can enjoy intimacy with a parent, so should a new Christian with the freshly found Savior. This intimacy fuels the maturing process, whereby a child grows into parental likeness.

      Intimacy without maturity results in spiritually infantile behavior instead of spiritually adult responses. In contrast, maturity without intimacy results in a stale, joyless Christianity that can easily deteriorate into legalism and sometimes even a major fall into sin. However, Scripture teaches that when intimacy and maturity complement and feed off one another, the result is a strong, vibrant Christian life. Genuine spirituality, then, must be marked by both intimacy and maturity.

      Scripture is essential for growing in spiritual maturity. Jesus, Paul, and James each directly communicated God’s clear and frequent pressing demand for spiritual development in the true believer, providing key words for understanding spiritual maturity. We are to be perfect (Matt. 5:48), to be built up to mature manhood (Eph. 4:11–13), to be presented mature in Christ (Col. 1:28), complete and equipped for every good work (2 Tim. 3:16–17), and lacking in nothing (James 1:2–4).

      The quickest way to grasp the essence of maturity is to read about the obedience of such people as Abel, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph in Genesis. But one should not quit there. Sixty-five more books of the Bible contain additional stirring accounts of spiritual maturity. This canonical “hall of faith” serves as the ultimate example of God’s affirmation of intimate faith and mature faithfulness.

      Hebrews 11 chronicles spiritual maturity at its best. But notice that an exhortation immediately follows Hebrews 11, calling for the same kind of maturity in those who received the letter (12:1–3). That exhortation is accompanied by a warning about the Father’s discipline of those who persist in immaturity (12:4–11). Imperfect earthly parenthood is but a reflection of God’s flawlessly consistent response to those who by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ have been born again into God’s family (John 1:12–13).

      A saint of old, Epaphras, prayed that the Christians at Colossae would stand perfect and fully assured in all the will of God (Col. 4:12). May God, in similar fashion, commend these compelling biblical truths about spiritual maturity to one’s stewardship of worship and obedience for his great glory.

      Holiness

      Christians have been saved to be holy and to live holy lives (1 Pet. 1:14–16). What does it mean to be holy? Both the Hebrew and Greek words for “to be holy” (which appear about two thousand times in Scripture) basically mean “to be set aside for something special.” Thus, God is holy in that he sets himself apart from creation, humanity, and all pagan gods by the fact of his deity and sinlessness. That’s why the angels sing of God, “Holy, holy, holy” (Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8), and why Scripture declares him to be holy (Ps. 99:9; Isa. 43:15).

      Thus, the idea of holiness takes on a spiritual meaning among the people of God based on the holy character of God. For instance, the high priest of God had inscribed across his headpiece “Holy to the Lord” (Ex. 39:30). The high priest was especially set apart by God to intercede on behalf of a sinful nation to a holy God for the forgiveness of their transgressions.

      Holiness embodies the very essence of Christianity. The holy Savior has saved sinners to be a holy people (1 Pet. 2:4–10). That’s why one of the most common biblical names for a believer is saint, which simply and wonderfully means “saved and set apart” (Rom. 1:7; 1 Cor. 1:2).

      When one considers that a holy God saves, it is no surprise to learn that he gives his Holy Spirit to every believer at salvation. A primary purpose of this gift is to equip believers with the power to live a holy life (1 Thess. 4:7–8; 1 John 3:24; 4:13).

      So God wants Christians to share his holiness (Heb. 12:10) and to present themselves as slaves of righteousness, which will result in holiness (Rom. 6:19): “Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit, bringing holiness to completion in the fear of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). Thus the author of Hebrews writes, “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14). Holiness is the core of a Christian’s experience.

      Spiritual maturity springs out of holiness. Scottish theologian John Brown boils holiness down to a definition that we can all understand and pursue:

      Holiness does not consist in mystic speculations, enthusiastic fervours, or uncommanded austerities; it consists in thinking as God thinks, and willing as God wills. God’s mind and will are to be known from his word; and, so far as I really understand and believe God’s word, God’s mind becomes my mind, God’s will becomes my will, and according to the measure of my faith, I become holy.23

      Sanctification24

      Closely connected with holiness is sanctification. In many New Testament uses, the word means “salvation” (Acts 20:32; 1 Cor. 1:2). Sanctification, or being set apart in salvation, should result in believers being set apart for Christian living.

      Sanctification not only includes the immediate act and fact of salvation but also involves a progressive or growing experience of greater holiness and less sinfulness. It expresses God’s will and fulfills the purpose of God’s salvation call (1 Thess. 4:3–7). Sanctification includes one’s responsibility to participate in continuing what God’s Spirit began in salvation (2 Tim. 2:21; Rev. 22:11).

      Christians are constantly exhorted to pursue in their Christian experience what God has declared to be true of them in salvation. Believers are also promised that what is not now complete, God will ultimately finish in glory (Phil. 2:12–13; 1 Thess. 5:23). These passages express one of the great paradoxes of Scripture: Christians are to become what they already are and one day will be. Such certainty of the Christian’s future is captured in texts like these:

      For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. (Rom. 10:13)

      For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. (1 Cor. 1:18)

      Besides this you know the time, that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we first believed. (Rom. 13:11)

      Sanctification involves the spiritual process that is pictured by a body growing into adulthood (Heb. 5:11–14) or a tree bearing fruit (Ps. 1:3). Growth is not always easy or uniform; however, it should be the direction of a true Christian’s life.

      Several obstacles face the believer in this lifelong pursuit. Christians need to know about them and stay on guard to avoid them or to correct them if they become a part of one’s thinking:

      1. One may think more highly of self than one ought and not pursue holiness as one should (Rom. 12:3).

      2. One may presume upon salvation and assume that since one is saved, holy living is optional (Rom. 6:1–2).

      3. One may have been erroneously taught about the nature of Christian living and so neglect the lordship of Christ (1 Pet. 3:15).

      4. One may lack the zeal or energy to make holiness a priority (2 Cor. 7:1).

      5. One may think that he or she is saved but not truly be so and then try to live a holy life in the power of the flesh (Matt. 13:5–7, 20–22).

      Nature teaches that growth is normal and to be expected; conversely, a lack of growth should sound an alarm that something is seriously wrong. Scripture teaches this principle too in a spiritual sense. Frequently, Acts reports that the early church grew and expanded (see 2:41; 4:4; 5:14; 6:7; 9:31, 35, 42; 11:21; 14:1, 21; 16:5; 17:12). God also has expectations for individual growth in the Christian’s life. These exhortations of Scripture need to be taken seriously (1 Pet. 2:2; 2 Pet. 3:18).

      The chief agents for this growth are God’s Word (John 17:17; 1 Pet. 2:2) and God’s Spirit (Eph. 5:15–21). When growth occurs, one can quickly acknowledge God as the cause (1 Cor. 3:6–7; Col. 2:19). The Holy Spirit plays a prominent role in providing a true believer with the assurance of salvation. His assurance connects directly with growth (Rom. 8:16–17; 1 John 3:24).

      Having formerly been spiritually dead but now made alive to God, the believer can check his vital signs to substantiate the fact that he is indeed alive, because he walks in the works that God has prepared (Eph. 2:1–10). In order to check one’s spiritual health, here are some of the most important vital signs of a true Christian:

      1. Christian fruit (John 15:8)

      2. Love for God’s people (John 13:35)

      3. Concern for personal holiness (1 Pet. 1:13–21)

      4. Love for God’s Word (1 Pet. 2:2–3)

      5. A desire to obey (John 14:15, 21, 23)

      6. A sense of intimacy with God (Rom. 8:14–17)

      7. Perseverance (Phil. 1:27–28)

      8. Fellowship with God’s people (Heb. 10:24–25)

      9. A desire to glorify God (Matt. 5:13–16)

      10. Witness to Christ’s personal reality (1 Pet. 3:15)

      As a result of testing their spiritual vital signs, Christians are not to linger or remain at the childhood level but are to grow up in all things. As this individual maturity or growth occurs, it extends to the building up and growth of the corporate body of Christ (Eph. 4:14–16).

      Spirituality involves God’s Spirit taking God’s Word and maturing God’s people through the ministry of God’s servants for the spiritual growth of individual believers, which results in the growth of Christ’s body. This is the ultimate goal of systematic theology—to increasingly think and then act in accord with God’s will as one matures in the Christian faith.

      How Does Systematic Theology Relate to One’s Ministry?

      The noted theologian Benjamin Warfield gave the following answer to this vital question:

      If such be the value and use of doctrine, the systematic theologian is preeminently a preacher of the gospel; and the end of his work is obviously not merely the logical arrangement of the truths which come under his hand, but the moving of men, through their power, to love God with all their hearts and their neighbors as themselves; to choose their portion with the Saviour of their souls; to find and hold Him precious; and to recognize and yield to the sweet influences of the Holy Spirit whom He has sent. With such truth as this he will not dare to deal in a cold and merely scientific spirit, but will justly and necessarily permit its preciousness and its practical destination to determine the spirit in which he handles it, and to awaken the reverential love with which alone he should investigate its reciprocal relations. For this he needs to be suffused at all times with a sense of the unspeakable worth of the revelation which lies before him as the source of his material, and with the personal bearings of its separate truths on his own heart and life; he needs to have had and to be having a full, rich, and deep religious experience of the great doctrines with which he deals; he needs to be living close to his God, to be resting always on the bosom of his Redeemer, to be filled at all times with the manifest influences of the Holy Spirit. The student of systematic theology needs a very sensitive religious nature, a most thoroughly consecrated heart, and an outpouring of the Holy Ghost upon him, such as will fill him with that spiritual discernment, without which all native intellect is in vain. He needs to be not merely a student, not merely a thinker, not merely a systematizer, not merely a teacher—he needs to be like the beloved disciple himself in the highest, truest, and holiest sense, a divine.25

      • • •

      Prayer26

      Eternal God and heavenly Father,

      we echo the psalmist: Praise the Lord!

      We have not put our trust in human leaders, in mortal beings;

      in them there is no salvation.

      But we have put our trust in You, the Lord our God.

      Creator of heaven and earth.

      You are forever faithful. One day You will bring perfect justice

      throughout the earth.

      In the meantime, You provide for all the needs of Your people.

      We thank You that You have filled the hungry, liberated captives,

      given sight to the blind, raised up those who are bowed down,

      and comforted those who are oppressed.

      Indeed, how blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob,

      whose hope is in the Lord his God!

      We thank You that You love perfectly and everlastingly

      those who are covered with Your righteousness.

      We worship You, Lord, as the Maker and Sustainer of all things.

      We give thanks to You, O God; we glorify You for Your wondrous deeds!

      As blessed as we are to be under the cover of Your grace, however,

      we must confess that we have sinned. We have broken Your law,

      which is written in our hearts as well as in the Scriptures.

      We have disregarded the voice of conscience and spurned

      the clear direction of Your Spirit. Worse yet, we have at times

      refused the clear commands of Your holy Word.

      Yet You daily show us grace and longsuffering

      and in Christ we are forgiven.

      Purge our lives of sin

      cleanse our souls from guilt,

      deliver us from earthly affections,

      guide our feet away from the path of evil,

      and make us walk in the way of righteousness,

      for the sake of Your holy Name.

      May we pursue the beauty of Your holiness

      and the security of the hope You have set before us.

      May we never lose our firm assurance in a salvation that is forever.

      Thank You for equipping us with suitable spiritual armor to protect us

      against the wiles of the evil one.

      Thank You for such a great High Priest,

      who intercedes for us always.

      Thank You for Your Word,

      which guides and teaches us.

      Graciously empower us to bind it upon our hearts,

      and thus to set our minds on You.

      We long to understand Your truths and to observe how You operate

      so we can see blessing in every trial and joy in every sorrow.

      Fill our hearts with gratitude and praise,

      and may we see Your design in everything!

      Cause us, Lord, to proclaim Your Gospel to all who will hear—

      and may we gain a better hearing because both our doctrine

      and our practice manifest the glory of Christ in His saving work.

      In every condition of life

      whether we struggle or prosper,

      suffer or rejoice,

      may we know that in Your hands all these

      things are being worked together

      for our good and Your eternal glory.

      We are privileged to be called Your children, and we pour out our hearts

      in prayer to You, loving Father.

      In the name of Your Son we pray. Amen.

      “All People That on Earth Do Dwell”

      All people that on earth do dwell,

      Sing to the Lord with cheerful voice.

      Him serve with fear, His praise forth tell,

      Come ye before Him and rejoice.

      The Lord, ye know, is God indeed;

      Without our aid He did us make;

      We are His flock; He doth us feed,

      And for His sheep He doth us take.

      O enter then His gates with praise,

      Approach with joy His courts unto;

      Praise, laud, and bless His Name always,

      For it is seemly so to do.

      For why? The Lord our God is good,

      His mercy is forever sure;

      His truth at all times firmly stood,

      And shall from age to age endure.

      To Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,

      The God whom heav’n and earth adore,

      From earth and from the angel host

      Be praise and glory evermore.

      ~William Kethe (unknown–1594)

      • • •
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      “Holy Bible, Book Divine”

      Holy Bible, book divine,

      Precious treasure, thou art mine;

      Mine to tell me whence I came;

      Mine to teach me what I am.

      Mine to chide me when I rove;

      Mine to show a Savior’s love;

      Mine thou art to guide and guard;

      Mine to punish or reward.

      Mine to comfort in distress;

      Suff’ring in this wilderness;

      Mine to show, by living faith,

      Man can triumph over death.

      Mine to tell of joys to come,

      And the rebel sinner’s doom:

      O thou Holy Book divine,

      Precious treasure, thou art mine. Amen.

      ~John Burton (1773–1822)
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      The doctrine of Scripture is absolutely fundamental and essential because it identifies the only true source for all Christian truth.1 Scripture repeatedly claims to be the Word of God. The prophets appealed to it as the foundation for God’s promises and judgments. Christ and his apostles based the whole of Christian doctrine on the Scriptures. Over 2,500 times in the Old Testament alone the Bible asserts that God spoke what is written within its pages (Isa. 1:2). From the beginning (Gen. 1:3) to the end (Mal. 4:3) and continually throughout, this is what the Old Testament claims.

      The phrase “the word of God” occurs over forty times in the New Testament. It is equated with the Old Testament (Mark 7:13). It was what Jesus preached (Luke 5:1). It was the message the apostles taught (Acts 4:31; 6:2). It was the word the Samaritans received (Acts 8:14) as given by the apostles (Acts 8:25). It was the message the Gentiles received as preached by Peter (Acts 11:1). It was the word Paul preached on his first missionary journey (Acts 13:5, 7, 44, 48–49; 15:35–36), his second missionary journey (Acts 16:32; 17:13; 18:11), and his third missionary journey (Acts 19:10). It was the focus of Luke in the book of Acts, who recounted its wide and rapid spread (Acts 6:7; 12:24; 19:20). Paul was also careful to tell the Corinthians that he spoke the word as it was given from God, that it had not been adulterated, and that it was a manifestation of the truth (2 Cor. 2:17; 4:2). And Paul acknowledged it as the source of his preaching (Col. 1:25; 1 Thess. 2:13).

      Psalms 19 and 119 and Proverbs 30:5–6 make powerful statements about God’s Word, setting it apart from any other religious writing or instruction in the history of mankind. These passages make the case for the Bible being called “sacred” (2 Tim. 3:15) and “holy” (Rom. 1:2).

      The Bible claims ultimate spiritual authority in doctrine, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteousness because it represents the inspired Word of almighty God (2 Tim. 3:16–17). Scripture asserts its spiritual sufficiency, so much that it claims exclusivity for its teaching (see Isa. 55:11; 2 Pet. 1:3–4).

      God’s Word declares that it is inerrant (Pss. 12:6; 119:140; Prov. 30:5; John 10:35) and infallible (2 Tim. 3:16–17). In other words, since it is absolutely true, it is therefore totally trustworthy. All these qualities are dependent on the fact that Scripture is God-given (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20–21), which guarantees its quality at the source and at its original writing.

      In Scripture, the person of God and the Word of God are everywhere interrelated, so much so that whatever is true about the character of God is true about the nature of God’s Word. God is true, impeccable, and reliable; therefore, so is his Word. What a person thinks about God’s Word in reality reflects what a person thinks about God.

      
        
          Table 2.1 Symbols for the Bible*

          
            
              
                	
                  Symbol

                
                	
                  Reality

                
                	
                  Texts

                
              

              
                	
                  Jesus Christ

                
                	
                  Personification of the Word

                
                	
                  John 1:1; Rev. 19:13

                
              

              
                	
                  Valuable metals

                
                	
                  Incalculable worth

                
                	
                  Silver: Ps. 12:6

                  Gold: Pss. 19:10; 119:127

                
              

              
                	
                  Seed

                
                	
                  Source of new life

                
                	
                  Matt. 13:10–23; James 1:18; 1 Pet. 1:23

                
              

              
                	
                  Water

                
                	
                  Cleansing from sin

                
                	
                  Eph. 5:25–27; Rev. 21:6; 22:17

                
              

              
                	
                  Mirror

                
                	
                  Self-examination

                
                	
                  James 1:22–25

                
              

              
                	
                  Food

                
                	
                  Nourishment for the soul

                
                	
                  Milk: 1 Cor. 3:2; 1 Pet. 2:1–3

                  Bread: Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4

                  Meat: 1 Cor. 3:2; Heb. 5:12–14

                  Honey: Ps. 19:10
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                  A life dressed in truth

                
                	
                  Titus 2:10; 1 Pet. 3:1–5
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                  Light for direction

                
                	
                  Ps. 119:105; Prov. 6:23; 2 Pet. 1:19
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                  Outwardly: Eph. 6:17

                  Inwardly: Heb. 4:12
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                  Benchmark of spiritual reality

                
                	
                  Amos 7:8

                
              

              
                	
                  Hammer

                
                	
                  Powerful judgment

                
                	
                  Jer. 23:29

                
              

              
                	
                  Fire

                
                	
                  Painful judgment

                
                	
                  Jer. 5:14; 20:9; 23:29

                
              

            

          

          *Adapted from MacArthur, MacArthur Study Bible: English Standard Version, 873. Used by permission of Thomas Nelson.

        

      

      The Bible possesses many important and unique characteristics that set it apart from and immeasurably beyond any literature written by mankind. Seven of its most significant features portray it as (1) active (1 Thess. 2:13; Heb. 4:12); (2) certain (Isa. 55:10–11; Luke 16:17); (3) powerful (Rom. 1:16–17; 1 Cor. 1:18); (4) living (John 6:63; Heb. 4:12; 1 Pet. 1:23); (5) cleansing (Eph. 5:26); (6) nourishing (1 Pet. 2:2); and (7) sanctifying (John 17:17–19). Table 2.1 outlines the various symbols that Scripture uses to represent a variety of spiritual truths concerning God’s Word.

      Inspiration of Scripture

      Revelation and Inspiration

      Definition of Inspiration

      Preparation for Inspiration

      Proofs of Inspiration

      God initiated the disclosure and revelation of himself to mankind (Heb. 1:1).2 The vehicles varied; sometimes it was through the created order and at other times through visions/dreams or speaking prophets (Heb. 1:1–3). However, the most thorough and understandable self-disclosures were through the written propositions of Scripture (1 Cor. 2:6–16). The written Word of God is unique in that it is the only revelation of God that clearly declares man’s sinfulness and God’s provision of the Savior.

      The revelation of God was captured in the writings of Scripture by means of inspiration, which has more to do with the process by which God revealed himself than the fact of his self-revelation. Second Timothy 3:16 makes this claim when it states, “All Scripture is breathed out by God.” Peter explains the process: “No prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:20–21). By this means, the Word of God was protected from human error in its original record by the ministry of the Holy Spirit (cf. Deut. 18:18; Matt. 1:22). Zechariah describes the process of inspiration most clearly, casting Scripture as “the law and the words that the Lord of hosts had sent by his Spirit through the former prophets” (Zech. 7:12). This ministry of the Spirit extended to both the part (the words) and the whole in the original writings.

      Revelation and Inspiration

      By definition and as it relates to revelation, the finite creature and the infinite Creator differ fundamentally. God enjoys infinite and perfect knowledge, while mankind possesses a finite and imperfect knowledge. Indeed, mankind cannot fully know what creation reveals apart from Scripture. Revelation involves God (the Creator) conveying truth about himself to humanity. According to Scripture, this revelation comes in two forms: general revelation (Ps. 19:1–6) and special revelation (Ps. 19:7–14).

      General Revelation3

      General revelation is God’s witness of himself through the creation to his creatures. David explains it this way: “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Ps. 19:1). When a person looks up at the sky, the universe itself attests to the fact that it has a Creator—and that he is awesome. The term “glory” literally speaks of God’s weightiness or significance, and that is precisely what looking up at the sky in the day or night reveals. The One who created this universe must be truly amazing and powerful to bring all this into existence. Creation’s witness to the Creator is continuous. As David writes, “Day to day pours out speech, and night to night reveals knowledge” (Ps. 19:2). While it is a limited witness because it is nonverbal, it is nevertheless universally accessible to all:

      There is no speech, nor are there words,

      whose voice is not heard;

      Their voice goes out through all the earth,

      and their words to the end of the world. (Ps. 19:3–4; cf. Acts 14:17; 17:23–31; Rom. 1:18–25; 10:18)

      The types of things that can be discerned from general revelation include an appreciation of God’s wisdom and power. The more a person examines either the vastness of space or the finest particles in his molecular structure, the more he is compelled to recognize with wonder and amazement the true greatness of the Creator. It is not unlike looking at a fine painting and appreciating the artist’s genius by admiring everything from the choice of colors to the angle of the brush strokes. Similarly, one can observe countless brush strokes and color choices in creation. The vastness of the ocean, the unfathomable depth of the sea, and the sound and force of each wave as it strikes the shore—all these things and many more speak to the power of God. At the same time, the way the hydrologic cycle works to water the earth and preserve life attests to the goodness of its Creator. That rain falls on the fields of those who love and worship God as well as those who do not reveals the love God has for all his creatures (Matt. 5:45). For believers, God’s providential care in working all things to their good can also be included in the category of his general revelation (Rom. 8:28)—though the doctrine of providence is derived from promises given in special revelation. All these things and many more attest to the greatness of the Creator.

      Another form of general revelation complements what can be observed in creation with that which can be observed in man himself: the inherent knowledge of right and wrong and the work of the conscience, which accuses sinners so that they stand condemned before their Creator and Judge. As Paul put it, “For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them” (Rom. 2:14–15). Creation not only attests to the infinite power and wisdom of its Creator but also works together with the innate understanding that God has placed within man to bring about an awareness of sin and judgment. Solomon affirms that man knows there is more to life than this physical existence. As he explains, God has placed an awareness of eternity within man’s heart (Eccles. 3:11). Everyone begins with an internal comprehension of the fact that though man is finite, there is more to his existence than just this temporal reality.

      While general revelation conveys a great deal about the power, wisdom, goodness, righteousness, and majesty of the Creator, it is limited to what can be observed by sinful man. The ultimate end of general revelation is that it leaves people without excuse for failing to recognize the nature of their Creator. But it conveys nothing regarding the way by which a fallen human being might gain access to or secure reconciliation with his Creator to escape judgment. That is why God deemed it necessary to also reveal himself directly through special revelation. He did it so that fallen humans would know (1) the fullness of God, (2) how to be redeemed from God’s wrath toward sinners, and (3) how to live and please God.

      Several concluding observations can be made from the Bible about general revelation:

      1. The breadth of content includes only the knowledge of God, not all knowledge unqualified.

      2. The time span is all time, not just more recent times.

      3. The witness is to all people, not just to some with scientific training.

      4. The acquisition is made by human sight and sense, not with scientific equipment or technique.

      5. The whole corpus of general revelation was available immediately after creation; it did not accumulate with the passing of time and the progressive collection of knowledge.

      Therefore, the purpose of general revelation in nature as defined by Scripture should not be broadened or expanded any further than the special revelation of Scripture allows. To do so, would be to do the unthinkable—add to the Scripture without divine authorization. No one can be saved by general revelation (Rom. 10:5–17; 1 Cor. 1:18–2:5).

      Special Revelation

      God uses special revelation when he reveals himself directly and in greater detail. God has done this through (1) direct acts, (2) dreams and visions, (3) Christ’s incarnation, and (4) Scripture. God has revealed himself by direct acts at various times and in varied ways throughout redemptive history (Heb. 1:1). He spoke directly with Adam in the garden of Eden (Gen. 2:16–17; 3:9, 11). He addressed the nation of Israel audibly at Sinai (Deut. 5:4). He spoke to Moses personally and confirmed his witness by many powerful signs and wonders (Deut. 34:10–12). God did miracles at key points in redemptive history to confirm his witnesses (Exodus 3–14), including the Father’s vocal confirmation of the Son on three separate occasions (Matt. 3:17; 17:5; John 12:28).

      God also revealed himself directly through dreams and visions. He gave Isaiah a vision of the Son of God in his full preincarnate glory (Isa. 6:1–4). Daniel was given multiple revelatory experiences, including one in direct response to his prayer for the nation of Israel (Dan. 9:20–21). The apostle John saw a vision of the resurrected Lord Jesus Christ in full glory on the island of Patmos (Rev. 1:10–16). In each case, God revealed himself to a human prophet in order to give him special revelation.

      The ultimate manifestation of special revelation is the incarnation of the Son. The Creator God took on himself the limitations of human flesh and dwelt among his creatures (John 1:1–5, 14). While he was not generally recognized for who he truly was (John 1:10–11), he nevertheless revealed the fullness of God’s person to men (John 14:9–10). Jesus is described as the “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15) and as the “exact representation of His nature” (Heb. 1:3 NASB). Jesus was a perfect revelation of God to men. He was the exact representation of who God is and what he is like.

      An equally authoritative form of special revelation is the Bible. While the incarnate Word is an exact embodiment of the divine Creator, Scripture is likewise a special and divine revelation from God to men (Heb. 1:1). It is a fixed written testimony from the Creator to his creatures. It was composed over a period of more than fifteen hundred years by forty different human authors. But what was composed was more than the words of men. It was the inspired words of God himself. Its superiority to general revelation is attested by David (Ps. 19:7–11). The Scriptures reveal to man the mind of God, the ways of God, the righteousness of God, and the means by which man might please God. It is superior to general revelation because it is specific and verbal. It is a written revelation from God through his apostles and prophets (Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4) and is thereby a lasting and forever-settled witness to an unchanging God (2 Sam. 22:31; Ps. 18:30; Prov. 30:5–6; Jer. 26:2).

      To fully grasp the qualitative and functional differences between general revelation and special revelation, one need only consider the following three contrasts between the two. First, the agents of general revelation in nature will perish (Isa. 40:8; Matt. 24:35; Mark 13:31; Luke 21:33; 1 Pet. 1:24; 2 Pet. 3:10), but the Word of special revelation will not pass away, because it is forever (Ps. 119:89; Isa. 40:8; Matt. 24:35; Mark 13:31; Luke 21:33; 1 Pet. 1:25). Second, the means of general revelation in nature was cursed and is in bondage to corruption (Gen. 3:1–24; Rom. 8:19–23). It is therefore not the perfect world God originally created (Gen. 1:31). However, the Word of special revelation is inspired by God and thus always perfect and holy (Pss. 19:7–9; 119:140; 2 Tim. 3:16; Rom. 7:12). Third, the scope of general revelation in nature is severely limited compared to the multidimensional expanse of special revelation in Scripture. To enlarge and clarify this line of thinking, additional differences are listed in table 2.2.
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                  Harmonizes with special revelation but provides no new material
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                  In its perceived message needs to be confirmed by Scripture

                
                	
                  Is self-authenticating and self-confirming in its claim to be God’s Word

                
              

              
                	
                  Needs to be interpreted in light of special revelation

                
                	
                  Needs no other revelation to be interpreted since it interprets itself

                
              

              
                	
                  Is never equated with Scripture by Scripture
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      Definition of Inspiration

      Views of Inspiration

      Scholars have proposed numerous theories for explaining the divine process of inspiration. We will summarize the main views here.

      Dictation Theory of Inspiration.4 This view suggests that God gave the human authors of the Bible the precise words to write. The process of inspiration simply involved them penning these words verbatim. The human author was merely an instrument God used like a pen to compose his words on the page. Scripture certainly includes instances of divine dictation, such as God’s instructions to Moses in recording the law on Mount Sinai (Ex. 34:27), to Jeremiah addressing the nation in Jerusalem (Jer. 30:2), and to John on the island of Patmos addressing the seven churches in Asia Minor (Rev. 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14). In each of these cases, God gave the exact words to the human authors by way of dictation. Inspiration in these cases did, in fact, involve writing God’s revelation word for word.

      However, if the entire Bible were composed by means of divine dictation, we would expect one style and one consistent vocabulary throughout. It would be a record void of the individuality of the human authors’ language and style. But just the opposite is observed in the texts of Scripture (Deut. 3:23–25; Rom. 9:1–3). The key argument against mechanical dictation is that every book of the Bible exhibits clear evidence of the writer’s personality. Every book has a different character and way of expressing itself. Every author has a different style. God could have exclusively used dictation and given the truth that way. In fact, he really did not have to use men at all. But the writing in the Bible features variations in style. It displays variations in language and vocabulary. From author to author, their distinct personalities shine through. One can even feel the human authors’ emotions as they pour out God’s Word on paper.

      Still, the question remains, how could the Bible be the words of men like Peter and Paul and at the same time be God’s words as well? Part of the answer to this complex question is simply because God had made Peter and Paul and the other writers of Scripture into the men that he wanted them to be by forming their very personalities. He controlled their heredity and their environments. He controlled their lives, all the while giving them freedom of choice and will. And when these men were exactly what he wanted them to be, he directed and controlled their free and willing choice of words so that they wrote down the very words of God.

      God made them into the kind of men whom he could use to express his truth, and then God literally selected the words out of their lives and their personalities, vocabularies, and emotions. The words were their words, but in reality their lives had been so framed by God that they were God’s words. So it is possible to say that Paul wrote the book of Romans and to also say that God wrote it and to be right on both counts.

      Partial or Conceptual Theory of Inspiration. Some theologians, preachers, and other biblical scholars teach conceptual inspiration. In other words, they say that God never gave the writers of the Bible the exact words they would write; rather, God gave them general ideas or impressions, and they put these down in their own words. For example, he planted the concept of love in Paul’s mind, and one day Paul sat down and penned 1 Corinthians 13.

      This view of inspiration claims that God suggested a general trend of revelation, but men were left free to say what they wanted, which is why (in the opinion of those who take this position) the Bible contains so many mistakes. This view is a denial of verbal inspiration. It denies that God inspired the very words of Scripture. The conceptual view of inspiration has been popular with neoorthodox theologians, who believe that the Bible contains the Word of God but is not the Word of God.

      In this theory, God inspired the ideas within the authors but did not give them these concepts in actual words. Said another way, God conveyed his truth to the writers, but inspiration itself applies not to the words but only to the doctrine conveyed through their writings. This approach allows God to be true in what he conveyed to the human authors, while at the same time leaving room for inadequacies in what was actually written. In this view, God either accommodated himself to the limitations of the human writers or left it to them to convey his truth in their own words, explaining why what the human authors wrote is not necessarily factually accurate.

      However, the Scriptures repeatedly make claims to be fully truthful (Ps. 119:43, 160; 2 Tim. 2:15). Jesus himself affirms that God’s Word is truth (John 17:17). Furthermore, the Bible never speaks of Scripture’s authority and message as limited to merely the concepts or the ideas generally conveyed by the words on the page. On the contrary, God expresses great concern for his Word and forbids any tampering with his commandments (Deut. 4:2; 12:32). Scripture confirms inspiration at the word level when it says, “Every word of God proves true; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him. Do not add to his words, lest he rebuke you and you be found a liar” (Prov. 30:5–6). This concern is expressed just as seriously in the final book of the Bible as it is in the Law of Moses (Rev. 22:18–19). A similar injunction in Jeremiah (26:1–2) makes this divine restriction a notable element in all four major sections of written revelation: the Law, the Prophets, the Writings, and the New Testament. God repeats it in every major section, making it emphatic and clear: God’s concern is not just that the concepts are true but also that the words themselves are truly inspired. Divine inspiration occurred at the word level.

      Natural Theory of Inspiration. Those who hold to this view argue that the biblical authors found inspiration for their writing of Scripture not from God but from within themselves. In the same way that gifted composers, artists, architects, and authors have been inspired in their great masterpieces, the biblical writers were moved naturally in the writing of Scripture. They were men who gained amazing spiritual insight through their exceptional sensitivity and giftedness. As a result, their writings were of an inspired quality.

      The obvious objection to this view is that while it acknowledges the human authorship of Scripture, it negates or ignores the biblical claim of divine authorship (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20–21). This view exalts the human authors of the Bible but denies that God really had anything to do with its authorship. According to this view, God did not write the Bible. Smart and spiritual men did.

      Another fatal flaw for this view is that smart, religious men would not write a book that condemns them all. Such men would not write a book that provided salvation only from above. Such men seek to provide their own salvation. All other religions promote the deadly lie that man contributes to salvation by works of morality, charity, or ritual. They do not want to trust solely in the perfect sacrifice made by God’s Son. As a final note, even the noblest of men could never conceive of a personality like Jesus Christ. Even the most gifted minds could not fabricate a character who would surpass any human being who ever lived in wisdom, purity, love, righteousness, and perfection.

      The Biblical View: Verbal, Plenary Inspiration. God through his Spirit inspired every word penned by the human authors in each of the sixty-six books of the Bible in the original documents (i.e., the autographs). Inspiration describes the process of divine causation behind the authorship of Scripture. It refers to the direct act of God on the human author that resulted in the creation of perfectly written revelation. It conveys the mysterious work of the Holy Spirit whereby he used the individual personality, language, style, and historical context of each writer to produce divinely authoritative writings. These works were truly the product of both the human author and the Holy Spirit. This fits the word Paul used in 2 Timothy 3:16 (theopneustos). This Greek word itself carries the sense of “God breathing out” the Scriptures through the biblical writers. “All Scripture is breathed out by God” (ESV) may even be the most accurate way to translate 2 Timothy 3:16. What is most important here is to recognize that the biblical claim of inspiration is one of divine superintendence. God produced the Scriptures by influencing the human author’s own thoughts. This resulted in divinely authoritative and inerrant words written in the autographs.

      The Process of Inspiration

      The actual processes by which the books of the Bible were composed are many and varied. Moses wrote the Pentateuch under the direct supervision of God. At times, God gave him the specific words to write (Ex. 34:27); in other cases, he included his own thoughts (Deut. 3:23–26). David wrote many psalms, which were collected into the book of Psalms. Some were the result of specific events in his life (Psalms 32; 51), while others were drawn from his general life experiences (Psalm 23). Some writers researched their subject prior to writing. Solomon searched out and collected many proverbs (Eccles. 12:9), and then he and others compiled them into what is now the book of Proverbs (Prov. 1:1; 10:1; 25:1).

      Matthew and John wrote their Gospels on the basis of their personal experiences with Jesus. Luke was not an eyewitness of the events recorded in his Gospel. He investigated everything thoroughly before writing it out carefully and in order (Luke 1:1–4). This almost certainly included interviewing many of the apostles and other eyewitnesses. Some biblical writers were given special revelation through a dream or vision that resulted in the composition of Scripture. The apostle John received a vision of the risen Lord Jesus while he was in exile on the island of Patmos and was then instructed to write to the seven churches what he was told and what he saw (Rev. 1:9–11).

      Even the writing process itself was sometimes unique to the authors and the books they composed. Jeremiah dictated the words God gave him to his scribe, Baruch, who did the actual writing (Jer. 36:32). Paul frequently used an amanuensis (i.e., a scribe or secretary of sorts) to write his letters as he dictated them. This is why in several cases Paul ends his letters with a note written in his own hand—to certify that the letter is from him (1 Cor. 16:21; Col. 4:18; 2 Thess. 3:17). His letter to the saints at Rome even includes a greeting from Tertius, who penned it for Paul (Rom. 16:22). On a couple of occasions, Paul wrote the entire letter in his own hand (Gal. 6:11; Philem. 19). Through all these many and varied features of composition, God the Holy Spirit was superintending every word of Scripture.

      Peter best defines the inspiration process in 2 Peter 1. In the context of his own imminent martyrdom, he first speaks of the need to hold fast to the truth (2 Pet. 1:12–14). Prior to warning of false teachers, he affirms the reliability of Scripture because it is the product not merely of the human writers but of the Holy Spirit through them. He begins his explanation by referring to his own experience as a witness of Christ’s transfiguration (Mark 9:1–13; 2 Pet. 1:18). On this basis he says, “And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts” (2 Pet. 1:19). The “word of prophecy” is clearly a reference to Scripture given the way it is expanded in verse 20. The phrase “more fully confirmed” can be understood in two possible ways: confirmatively or comparatively. If taken in a confirmative sense (as a predicative), then it means that the word is even more reliable because of the firsthand experiences Peter and other writers have had. These kinds of signs make “the prophetic word” even more certain and believable. A better choice would be to take this in a comparative sense (as an attributive). While an experience like the one Peter had on the Mount of Transfiguration is an amazing witness to Christ, an even more reliable witness for God is his “prophetic word”—that is, Scripture. The reason is because of the means by which it was composed.

      The “prophetic word” (Scripture) is more complete, more permanent, and more authoritative than experience.5 More specifically, the Word of God is a more reliable revelation of the teachings about the person, atonement, and second coming of Christ than even the genuine firsthand experiences of the apostles themselves.

      Peter describes the process of composition this way: “knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:20–21). The phrase “prophecy of Scripture” identifies “the prophetic word” definitively as the biblical text. The idea of “someone’s own interpretation” means that what the biblical authors wrote was not just their own opinions, ideas, or personal interpretations of the events they saw or messages they penned. What they wrote was not “produced by the will of man.” In other words, human initiative was not behind the creation of the biblical books. Rather, Peter affirms very directly that when the human authors wrote, it was God speaking through them. This is similar to David’s testimony: “The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me; his word is on my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:2). It was a miraculous process that directly involved the personal attention and directed power of the Holy Spirit. The expression “carried along” is the same as that used in Acts to describe a ship being moved along by the wind (Acts 27:15, 17). In the writing of Scripture, it was the prophet communicating God’s Word through his pen. It was also the Spirit moving continually to convey God’s Word through the prophet. In the end result, that which was written was fully the words of the human authors in their language and style and from their personal perspectives, but it was under the direct superintendence of God by his Spirit producing on the page the very words of God. The ultimate product is the divine, inspired, inerrant, and authoritative words of God on every page of all sixty-six books of the Bible.

      An Explanation of Inspiration

      One of the most significant texts in the entire New Testament regarding the inspiration of Scripture is 2 Timothy 3:16, where Paul affirms both a claim to the inspiration of God primarily in the writings of the Old Testament (and by extension to the New Testament) and an inerrant view of Scripture. Yet because of the significance of this text, almost every word in Paul’s statement has been attacked by skeptics. A few specific decisions determine the entirety of one’s interpretation of this verse.

      The first is the expression “all Scripture.” In the original, the feminine singular adjective “all” together with the feminine singular noun “Scripture” can be taken several ways. There can be little doubt that the term translated “Scripture” is actually referring to Scripture. However, interpreters debate the extent of this meaning. Is it a reference to a particular passage of Scripture, as some insist, or is it a reference to the Scripture as a whole, as others affirm? The first view has the advantage of the absence of the definite article to support its case in both instances. If this is the correct view, then Paul is emphasizing the usefulness of “all the individual passages that make up the whole.” However, the second view seems the better option. It is true that “all” usually means “every” when joined to a noun without the article, but this is not an absolute rule. A noun can be definite without the article. This is almost certainly the case here. The word “Scripture” (Gk. graphē) is used on at least two other occasions (Rom. 1:2; 16:26) in a definite way—even without the article. The usage of this word throughout the New Testament seems to confirm that Scripture is used collectively as a proper name for the entirety of the Bible. These considerations make “all Scripture” the preferred view. As a result, Paul’s testimony in this passage is first of all one that concerns the totality of Scripture. Nevertheless, even if the alternative view is embraced, there is little actual difference in emphasizing the “totality” or the “individual parts” as inspired. The point that Paul is unmistakably making is that the whole and the parts of Scripture, without exception, are inspired of God.

      The second significant issue to be resolved is probably the most crucial to this discussion. It centers on defining the biblical hapax legomenon commonly translated “inspired by God” (theopneustos), and in particular its meaning in relationship to “all Scripture.” The term itself is a compound word, which is best rendered “breathed out by God.” The idea of inspiration actually comes, as is well attested, from the Vulgate’s rendering of inspirata (Latin for “inspiration”). The word, then, signifies the divine act in the process of writing the biblical text.

      Beyond the definition of the term itself, the argument moves to the relationship of the term to the preceding phrase, “all Scripture.” Some see “God-breathed” as an attributive adjective. If this is the case (and it is syntactically possible), then the expression is “all God-breathed Scripture.” This reading, however, implies that some passages of Scripture are not inspired. The correct view is to recognize the structure as a predicative adjective. In this case, the expression reads, like most modern English translations, “all Scripture is God-breathed.” This rendering is supported by the slightly better syntactical evidence in favor of this view, contextual arguments, and many similar biblical claims. Therefore, from Paul’s own testimony to Timothy, all Scripture is God-breathed. As a result, it can be absolutely affirmed that it is profitable to the man of God. Its divine authorship makes it profitable. By extension, then, this same divine authorship demands inerrancy and infallibility. To conclude otherwise is to compromise the integrity of the God who is attributed with the authorship of it—and not just of some parts of Scripture but the whole of it.

      Regarding the extent of the expression “all Scripture,” one need look only to Paul’s first letter to Timothy, where he writes, “For the Scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing,’ and ‘The laborer is worthy of his wages’” (1 Tim. 5:18 NASB). Paul quotes from both the Law of Moses (Deut. 25:4) and the Gospel of Luke (Luke 10:7), and he attributes the title of Scripture to both. While the main emphasis of the 1 Timothy text is not inspiration, it cannot be missed that Paul uses the term “Scripture” to describe both the Old Testament and Luke’s writing. The implication that one readily draws, then, is that Paul’s statement that “all Scripture is God-breathed” applies the quality of divine authorship to Luke’s writings on an equal level with the Old Testament. This is completely in line with Peter’s description of the process of inspiration and the preauthentication Jesus gave of the New Testament.

      Objections to Inspiration

      It is true that God used fallible men to record Scripture. But at the same time, God produced infallible and inerrant words through them. As a person can draw a straight line with a crooked stick, God produced an inerrant Bible through imperfect men. The most obvious and direct parallel is the incarnation. Scripture records the miraculous conception of the sinless Son of God in the womb of Mary (Matt. 1:18–25; Luke 1:26–38). Mary was a sinner just like every other descendant of Adam, and yet God used her to bring Jesus to earth. The use of fallible and sinful instrumentality in no way limited God’s ability to bring the sinless Savior into the world (2 Cor. 5:21). Jesus was fully Mary’s son (Matt. 1:25) and fully God’s Son (John 1:14)—yet untainted by Mary’s sin nature. In the same way, God used human means to compose the Scriptures without compromising the integrity of the revelation.

      This is true even though he used various kinds of human effort in the writing process. Whether Moses wrote the very words God told him to write (Ex. 24:4; Lev. 1:1; 4:1; 6:1, 8, 24; Num. 1:1; 2:1) or wrote prophetically from his own experiences, it was all under divine inspiration (Deut. 31:24–29). Luke wrote his two-volume work based on his personal research (Luke 1:1–4; Acts 1:1–3). Matthew and John wrote based on their firsthand experiences and their Spirit-inspired recollection of what was said and done (John 14:26). Paul, at times, authoritatively communicated his own reasoning into the composition of Scripture (1 Cor. 7:25; 14:37). God used human means to compose his inerrant Word. But the Bible is not merely the product of fallible men; it is at one and the same time the very words of the infallible Holy Spirit (1 Thess. 2:13; 2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20–21).

      Preparation for Inspiration

      Behind the composition of the sixty-six books of the Bible was a divine superintendence that providentially orchestrated every aspect of its creation. This encompassed everything from the occasion of the writing to the unique personal makeup and experiences of the individual authors themselves. As we consider these factors, we will gain a full appreciation of the magnitude of divine power and wisdom displayed in Scripture.

      Preparation of the Writings

      The preparation for the authorship of every book of the Bible obviously includes the historical context in which it was written. Many of these contexts are easily identifiable. The Pentateuch was written by Moses in the immediate context of the exodus and the beginnings of the conquest of the Promised Land. The Psalms were written frequently from the immediate life contexts of the human authors or as an expression of worship derived from some act(s) God did for his people. Ecclesiastes gives an inspired accounting of the spiritual lessons learned by Solomon throughout his life. The prophetic books are laced with historical references that identify the contexts in which they were written and the specific immediate and future issues that they addressed.

      A survey of the New Testament books reveals the same. The Gospel of Luke is the only one of the four that specifically identifies its author. Nevertheless, all four clearly present the person and work of Jesus as a demonstration that he is the Christ. They also direct the reader to the conclusion that salvation is available through faith in him and his work on the cross. Luke alone indicates that he writes not as an eyewitness personally but on the basis of careful research that he has done to compose his two-volume work (Luke 1:1–4; Acts 1:1–3). Nevertheless, it is clear, based on the content in all four Gospels, that they are derived from the same historical events.

      Every New Testament epistle stems from a specific historical context that prompted the human author to write it. Romans was written by Paul as an introduction of himself and his gospel ministry to the saints in Rome—in part because he sought their future assistance on his way to Spain (Rom. 1:11–13; 15:22–25). Paul wrote both Corinthian epistles as a result of numerous issues that surfaced within the church at Corinth. The Pastorals (1 and 2 Timothy and Titus) were addressed to ministry companions of Paul. Each was written from a distinct life and ministry situation, and all three letters give specific instructions related to the handling of affairs in the ministries of Ephesus and Crete. Even the book of Revelation was written from the context of John’s exile (Revelation 1) and the historical contexts immediately present in the mid-AD 90s in the seven churches addressed by Christ (Revelation 2–3).

      Each of these historical settings was used by God to provide the context from which his divinely inspired Word was penned. The providential arrangement of all the persons, problems, praises, personalities, cultures, governments, and social and secular challenges—and all the rest—collectively work together to provide the divinely intended context from which each book of the Bible was written.

      Preparation of the Writers

      Beyond orchestrating the events of history, which set the context for the writing of the biblical books, God also prepared the authors themselves. As an illustration of this, consider the book of Psalms. They are some of the most emotional, inspirational, and worshipful portions of the Bible. They vividly describe everything from exclamations of praise to desperate pleas for deliverance. They are explicitly and implicitly written out of many and varied historical contexts. Some are written from tragic or life-threatening circumstances. Others were penned specifically to set the proper attitude for God’s people as they ascended to Jerusalem to participate in worship. All of them are laced with real human emotion and thought, rising from real-life experiences.

      A great many of the psalms were penned by David—the sweet psalmist of Israel. So when he says that the Spirit of the Lord spoke by him and that God’s own word was on his tongue when he penned his psalms, it reveals that the process of inspiration involved more than simply giving him the words to write (2 Sam. 23:2). They were, in fact, the very words of God that were on David’s tongue and were produced by David’s pen when he wrote. At the same time, these words were the product of God’s Spirit through the human instrument, David. God used that instrument with all the elements of his personality, language, experiences, feelings, emotions, and style.

      So, for instance, in Psalm 23, David’s own words are being articulated. When he describes the loving care of the Lord as his Shepherd in the opening verses as the One who “makes me lie down in green pastures,” both David’s own faith and God’s inspired words are being expressed at the same time (Ps. 23:2). When David switches to the second person and addresses God directly, saying, “I will fear no evil, for you are with me” (Ps. 23:4), these are still David’s own words, yet they are also the words of God’s Spirit producing this inspired scripture. The process of inspiration at no point in time violates the personality, language, or style of the human author. Indeed, it includes all these elements as well as the immediate historical context in which the text was written. God prepared the human authors to be used as his instruments for the composition of his own Word.

      God providentially prepared each human author to be the precise instrument he needed to be in order to pen the book (or books) he wrote. It begins with God’s creation of man in his image. This provided man the innate ability to think and communicate with God in a way that makes divine revelation possible and comprehensible. God can communicate with man because he made man in such a way as to facilitate verbal interaction and rational thought. This preparation extended to each author’s ancestry and life experiences—immediate and remote.

      God’s providence extended to a writer’s remote ancestors. The personal heritage of many biblical writers is frequently evident in the texts of Scripture. It is probable that every biblical writer with the exception of Luke was a Jew. Some were of priestly descent. Others had royal ancestry. All were chosen for their divinely ordained ministries long before their entrance into the world (Jer. 1:5; Gal. 1:15). This shows that God’s selection of the human authors was no last-minute emergency. God guided even all of the prophets’ ancestors to be exactly who he wanted them to be. He did this so he could convey his inspired Word through their unique heritages.

      This providential preparation brought each writer a unique perspective that included almost every area of life. Each writer was conditioned by factors related to his place and time. Each had a distinctive heredity, environment, education, and upbringing, as well as distinctive interests, experiences, and even personal relationships. Every writer had his own unique vocabulary and style of writing influenced by all these varied factors.

      Beyond these contextual experiences is the direct work of God. He was providentially preparing and preserving the biblical writers to become his people and his prophets through the normal course of life. God provided the material necessities of life for the prophet so that he could live and grow to maturity. He preserved each of them from any disqualifying evil prior to their calling. He restrained those who might have otherwise destroyed them. In his perfect time, he called them to the ministry he had ordained for them. And he did all this after having orchestrated each of the circumstances of their individual lives to draw them to himself. God worked all things together for their good, even their penning of inspired Scripture (Rom. 8:28), so that he could use them for that very purpose. Warfield expressed it accurately, explaining that God’s preparation of the human authors was “physical, intellectual, spiritual, which must have attended them throughout their whole lives, and, indeed, must have had its beginning in their remote ancestors, and the effect of which was to bring the right men to the right places at the right times, with the right endowments, impulses, acquirements, to write just the books which were designed for them.”6

      An excellent example of this entire process is Moses and the authoring of the Pentateuch. Moses was born of the tribe of Levi to parents in bondage in Egypt. However, it was the edict of Pharaoh himself prior to Moses’s birth that led to his unique upbringing and education. In order to preserve Moses’s life as an infant, his mother was forced to subtly deliver him into the hands of Pharaoh’s daughter to be raised as her son. This turn of events resulted in Moses receiving the highest and finest training Egypt had to offer for the first forty years of his life (Acts 7:22). Yet he also knew his own ancestry. He observed firsthand the suffering and injustice that Pharaoh brought on his people. This compelled him to take matters into his own hands, but Moses’s efforts ended in his flight from Egypt, which in turn led him to spend his next forty years as a shepherd (Exodus 1–2).

      It is at this point that God’s preparation of Moses becomes apparent. In Exodus 3, God appeared to Moses in a burning bush. He called on Moses to be the instrument by which he would deliver his people from bondage in Egypt. However, Moses himself was humbled to the point that he was unconvinced that he was the man for the job. The first eighty years of Moses’s life had indeed taught him one thing: he was not able to do this work in his own strength. God fully prepared him for his calling. However, Moses did not deliver God’s people from bondage; God did. Yet he used a human instrument that had been fully prepared for this task over eighty years. The next forty years of Moses’s life and ministry are recounted in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. They are a record of divine accomplishment through human instrumentality. God was never dependent on Moses to accomplish his intentions, which is clearly evidenced by God banning Moses from entering the Promised Land because of his sin (Num. 27:12–14). God did not need Moses to fulfill his good purposes; he was, however, completely able to use a fallible and even sinful human prophet to accomplish that perfect plan.

      The same holds true for Moses’s authorship of the Pentateuch. The extensive formal education and training Moses received as a result of growing up in Pharaoh’s house is readily apparent in the authorship of the Torah. The five books of the Law are formally composed as detailed legal documents and historical records. It is possible that Moses composed Genesis partially on the basis of records to which he would have had access during his studies in Egypt. It is also possible that Moses’s training included exposure to other ancient Near Eastern treaties and legal codes that to some degree influenced his composition of the judicial sections of the Law. At the same time, Moses had a recurrent experience of direct access to God during the time when he wrote the Pentateuch. As a result, he did not ultimately depend on external sources. The first five books of the Bible are the work of God and Moses at one and the same time. The emotions Moses relates show them to be very much his words (e.g., Deut. 1:37; 3:23–26), yet those words also flawlessly convey through the pen of Moses the very words of God.

      The evidences of this dual authorship are manifold and readily apparent throughout the Bible. Scripture clearly highlights the uniqueness of each author. Moses was educated in Egypt. Paul received rabbinic training on the highest level as a student of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) and was even versed in the Greek philosophies of the Stoics and Epicureans. Luke was a physician (Col. 4:14). David was a shepherd, soldier, and king. Solomon was raised a prince and lived as a king. Daniel was trained as a statesman. Peter and John were fishermen. Matthew was a tax collector. James and Jude were the sons of a carpenter. Each writer had a unique heritage, upbringing, and background. Each is a composite of the life experiences God providentially took him through. And all these factors worked together to shape these men into the very instruments God intended them to be in order to produce divinely authoritative writings. This uniqueness is evidenced in every book of the Bible. For example, each of the four Gospels contains similar accounts and content, yet each reflects the unique perspective and content choices of its author—under the superintending influence of the Holy Spirit. There are no contradictions between the human and divine authors.7

      All these unique social, cultural, historical, emotional, experiential, educational, and practical distinctives are reflected in the language and style of each human author’s work. At the same time, a consistent divine influence overshadows the books of Scripture, indicating that in the penning of these sixty-six books God used human prophets to compose his own divinely authoritative writings. These preparatory elements to inspiration necessarily affirm that Scripture is a completely providential and miraculous work, an inerrant written revelation produced by God.

      Proofs of Inspiration

      Old Testament Proofs of Inspiration

      The nature of inspiration requires that the process of verifying the Bible’s inspiration be equally divine. These self-attesting proofs are manifold throughout the Scriptures.

      The Old Testament Is Identified as the Words of God. The Scripture affirms thousands of times that its words are the very words of God. Numerous times the text specifically states, “God said” (e.g., Ex. 17:14; 19:3, 6–7; 20:1; 24:4; 34:27). Ezra called the Old Testament “the words of the God of Israel” (Ezra 9:4; cf. 10:3). In the 176 verses of Psalm 119, twenty-four times it calls Scripture the “word(s) of the Lord,” and 175 times it exalts the Word of God using several different synonyms. The prophets identified even their written messages as the word of the Lord with statements like “hear the word(s) of the Lord” (1 Kings 22:19; 2 Kings 20:16) and similar expressions. From beginning to end, the Old Testament claims in its entirety to be the Word of God. Most theologians refer to this characteristic of all Scripture (i.e., every word) as plenary inspiration.

      The Old Testament Records Direct Speech by God. The opening Genesis narrative affirms that God created by direct verbal statements. He simply expressed his will for something to exist, and it came into being from nothing (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24). There are divine directives that authoritatively convey God’s expectations of his creatures (Gen. 1:26, 28–29; 2:16–17). There are divine judgments rendered that record God’s evaluation of acts committed by his creatures and reveal the consequences that will follow (Gen. 3:13–19). There are also a number of conversations recorded in the Old Testament between God and select individuals. God called Abram from the land of Ur and spoke directly to him on multiple occasions about the details of the covenant he made with him (Gen. 12:1–3; 15:1–21). The call of Moses is a detailed account of the conversation God had with him explaining his role in delivering Israel from bondage in Egypt (Ex. 3:1–4:23). Immediately following the death of Moses, God spoke directly with Joshua, instructing him about his role in conquering the Promised Land (Josh. 1:8–9). The Old Testament records many direct statements or conversations God had with his prophets (1 Kings 14:5). Some of these revelations are verbal (1 Sam. 3:21). Others are in visions or dreams (1 Kings 3:5). All are a record of divine speech.

      The Old Testament Records Prophetic Speech from God. Beginning with Moses (Ex. 3:15), God’s prophets were recognized as authoritative messengers from God speaking directly on his behalf. Their authority was such that what they said on God’s behalf was viewed as God himself speaking. Moses was told to go directly to Pharaoh and address him on God’s behalf by saying, “Thus says the Lord” (Ex. 4:22). That pattern is followed throughout the Old Testament by God’s prophets (see Joshua, Josh. 7:13; 24:2, 27; Gideon, Judg. 6:7–18; Samuel, 1 Sam. 2:27; 10:18; 15:2; Nathan, 2 Sam. 12:7, 11; and many others, 1 Kings 11:31; 12:24; 13:1–2; 13:21; 14:3–7). When a prophet speaks for God, the typical decree formula used is “thus says the Lord,” and it can even include the prophet speaking for God in the first person (e.g., 1 Kings 20:13). The standard concluding formula is “declares the Lord,” coupled with the repeated use of first-person statements to demonstrate that what the prophet said, God was saying through him (Ezek. 20:1–45).

      In the same way that God gave Moses the very words he wanted spoken or written, he enabled other prophets to speak on his behalf (Ex. 4:11–12). David recognized that God was speaking through him when he said, “The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me; his word is on my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:2). It was the very fact that prophets spoke directly for God that necessitated God giving instructions on how to distinguish between true and false prophets (Deut. 12:32; 13:1–5; 18:15–22).

      The Old Testament Records Dictated Speech from God. There are several accounts in the Old Testament that were written down as God’s own words at his instruction (Ex. 34:27). At the end of his life, Moses was commanded to write down in the final book of the Law all the words that the Lord had commanded him (Deut. 31:24–26). At other times, God simply instructed him to write down what happened (Ex. 17:14). Both forms are equally authoritative and divinely inspired in their composition. In the case of Jeremiah, he was instructed to write all the words God spoke to him (Jer. 30:1–4). When David penned his psalms, he knew it was God speaking through him, yet the Davidic psalms are clearly the result of David’s own thoughts, words, and emotions. Regardless of the actual process of composition, what was written was considered to be God’s own words conveyed through his human prophet. What the prophet wrote, God revealed.

      New Testament Proofs of Inspiration

      The New Testament gives a clear and consistent witness to the inspiration of the Old Testament, whose writings are thought of as God’s speech. Matthew says that the words penned by Isaiah regarding the Messiah were spoken by God through the prophet (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:22–23). A comparison with his additional citations shows that, from Matthew’s perspective, what the prophets wrote was equivalent to God speaking (see Matt. 2:15, 17–18; 4:14–16). This divine inspiration of David by the Spirit carries down to the individual word level (Ps. 110:1; Matt. 22:44–45; cf. Acts 2:29–31). Even the minor details cited in the Old Testament prophetic texts are seen as fulfilled in Christ (Mic. 5:2; Matt. 2:5).

      Historical narratives in the Old Testament are universally treated as factual accounts by New Testament writers, including both major miraculous events (the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, 2 Pet. 2:6; Jude 7; and the global flood, Heb. 11:7; 1 Pet. 3:20; 2 Pet. 2:5), and minor details (David eating the showbread, Matt. 12:3–4). Stephen’s speech recorded in Acts 7 demonstrates a clear affirmation of the historicity of the Old Testament Scriptures from Abram to that day. Jesus based the entirety of the case for his work of redemption on the testimony of the Old Testament from the Law of Moses to the Prophets and Psalms (Luke 24:25–27, 44–47). The universal practice of the New Testament writers follows precisely this practice from the record of their preaching in Acts to the inspired texts they wrote that make up the New Testament. Based on the practices of Jesus (recorded in the Gospels), the preaching of the apostles (recorded in Acts), and the writings of the New Testament (in the Epistles), there can be no doubt that for Christ and his apostles, the thirty-nine books of the (modern-day English) Old Testament were (1) inspired by God and (2) the full extent of the Scriptures up to that time.

      The New Testament also gives a clear witness to itself as the Word of God. It presents several accounts of direct speech from God, including God attesting audibly to Christ at his baptism (Matt. 3:16–17; Luke 3:22) and the transfiguration (Matt. 17:5–7; Mark 9:7; Luke 9:35). John records God’s affirmation of his Son’s faithfulness in a public setting even though most were unable to discern it as more than thunder or an angel speaking to him (John 12:27–30). Luke recounts the direct speech of the risen Lord Jesus to Saul on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:3–7). While his companions did not see the Lord, they did hear the voice. Immediately after this, he records the way the Lord spoke to Ananias in a vision instructing him how to receive Saul as a disciple (Acts 9:10–16). Jesus also appears in a glorious vision to John and through him addresses the seven churches in Asia Minor, giving John specific commendations and condemnations directly related to each individual church (Revelation 1–3). Additionally, the New Testament equates Jesus’s words even before his ascension with God’s words (Luke 5:1; John 3:34; 6:63, 68). This same authority and enablement was granted on special occasions to the apostles (Acts 4:29–31)—so much so that Paul declares that Christ is speaking through him when he addresses the churches (2 Cor. 13:2–3).

      Christ’s View of the Scriptures

      For a Christian, there can be no better witness to a correct understanding of the character, nature, and authority of Scripture than Christ himself. His view must be the believer’s view. As one works through the many references Jesus makes to Scripture, a clear perspective emerges. Jesus used Scripture in all matters of doctrine and practice. He based his own identity and mission on it. He defined it personally as truth. All this confirms that Jesus understood the Scriptures to be the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God in both Testaments. It can be shown from Scripture that Jesus (1) affirmed the Old Testament as Scripture (by affirming its authority, inspiration, and historicity) and (2) preauthenticated the New Testament as Scripture.

      Jesus Affirmed the Authority of the Old Testament. In his every use of the Scriptures, Jesus declared the authority and veracity of the Old Testament.

      Jesus appealed to the authority of the Old Testament against Satan (Matt. 4:1–11; Luke 4:1–13). When challenged to turn stones into bread, Jesus responded by saying, “Man shall not live on bread alone,” quoting from Deuteronomy 8:3. When Satan referenced Psalm 91 and the promise of divine preservation for the one who trusts in God, Jesus answered with the command from Deuteronomy 6:16 not to put God to the test. In the end, Jesus dismissed Satan, saying, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve’” (Matt. 4:10, quoting Deut. 6:13; 10:20). In each case, Jesus’s appeal to the Old Testament is presented as the final word on the subject because it is the authoritative Word of God.

      Jesus appealed to the authority of the Old Testament to resolve all matters of faith and practice. When his disciples were charged with breaking the Sabbath, Jesus referred to principles derived from the Mosaic law, quoting from 1 Samuel 21:6 as the biblical justification for their actions (Matt. 12:1–8). When asked about divorce, Jesus responded by saying, “Have you not read?” and then appealed to both Genesis 2:23–24 and Deuteronomy 24:1–4 in giving his answer (Matt. 19:3–9). In both cases, he used the Scripture not only to affirm the principle in question but also to confirm the divine authority inherent in the Old Testament text itself. When Jesus cleansed the temple for the second time at the end of his earthly ministry (Matt. 21:12–13), he built a composite argument from two Old Testament passages to justify his actions and condemn the nation (Isa. 56:7; Jer. 7:11). Jesus so repeatedly cited the Old Testament using expressions like “Have you not read?” that he thereby affirmed not only his agreement with it but also his recognition of its divine authority. In all these cases (and many more), Jesus never once corrected either a factual error or a practical instruction; Jesus viewed the Old Testament as the factually accurate and divinely authoritative Word of God.

      Jesus appealed to the authority of the Old Testament to testify to his identity. When the religious leaders challenged his act of healing on the Sabbath, he claimed equality with God (John 5:17–18). He then brought forth several proofs of his claims. He began by mentioning the witness of John the Baptist (5:33–35) but moved beyond it in this context because it was not in itself a divine witness. He then provided three divine witnesses to his person: (1) the testimony of his works (5:36); (2) the testimony of his heavenly Father (5:37–38); and (3) the testimony of the Old Testament Scriptures, specifically the books of Moses (5:39–47). In this way, Jesus said that what Moses wrote is equal to what God has said. It is just as much a divine witness as the words of God spoken audibly from heaven or the miraculous acts of God done on earth. In fact, at the conclusion of Jesus’s teaching about the rich man and Lazarus, he defined the testimony of the Old Testament as superior testimony to that of miracles—even the miracle of resurrection (Luke 16:27–31).

      Jesus personally submitted to the authority of the Old Testament. In the Sermon on the Mount, he stated that he had come not to abolish the Law or the Prophets (i.e., the Old Testament Scriptures) but to fulfill them (Matt. 5:17). He went on to say that any violation of the Scriptures or instructing of others to do likewise would have eternal consequences (Matt. 5:18–19). Jesus even went so far as to define the Golden Rule as the essential point of the Scriptures (Matt. 7:12). When he finished speaking, those who heard recognized that his instruction was different from the scribes. He taught as one having authority (Matt. 7:28–29). Jesus spoke with the divine authority inherent in his person as God in human flesh, and at the same time, he consistently confirmed and conformed to the authority of the Scriptures. Even in his own witness to his identity, he submitted himself to the principles and mandates in the Old Testament Scriptures. So in John 5:31 he said, “If I alone bear witness about myself, my testimony is not true.” Jesus was not denying the veracity of his own testimony (see John 8:14–20) but was submitting to the Old Testament call for two or three witnesses (Deut. 17:6; 19:15).

      Jesus maintained the same view of the Old Testament Scriptures before and after his resurrection. Luke records two occasions in which Jesus met with his disciples immediately after the resurrection. The first was with two disciples on the road that leads from Jerusalem to Emmaus (Luke 24:13–35). The second was back in Jerusalem in a room where many of the disciples had gathered (Luke 24:36–47). In both cases, Jesus demonstrated the same convictions about both the authority of the Scriptures and the necessity of their fulfillment. On the first occasion, he confirmed the necessity of all the things written in the Old Testament concerning himself coming to pass—just as they did in his death, burial, and resurrection (Luke 24:26–27). On the second, he declared not only this but also that his followers’ future ministry of bearing witness to him and his work was also based on the Old Testament Scriptures (Luke 24:44–47). Jesus’s view of the Old Testament, its inspiration, inerrancy, and authority has not changed as a result of his glorification. This very fact goes a long way toward refuting the errant theories of accommodation.

      Jesus Affirmed the Inspiration of the Old Testament. In Jesus’s view, the authority of the Old Testament rested on its nature as the inspired Word of God.

      Jesus affirmed the divine and human authorship of the Bible. He repeatedly recognized the men who wrote the Old Testament. He spoke directly of Moses (John 5:45–47), David (Luke 20:42), Isaiah (Matt. 13:14), and even Daniel (Matt. 24:15–16) as authors of the texts he referenced. At the same time, he attributed their writings not only to them solely but also to the work of the Holy Spirit as the divine author. Jesus identified both David and the Holy Spirit as the author of Psalm 110 (Mark 12:36). He interchangeably referred to portions of the Old Testament as the words of God and the work of human writers like Moses and Isaiah (Matt. 15:1–11). When the whole of Christ’s use of the Old Testament is compared, it is clear that there is no difference in his perspective between “God says,” “the Scripture says,” or “David himself, in the Holy Spirit, says.” By citing both the human and divine authors of Scripture, Jesus confirmed what David said himself—“The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me; his word is on my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:2).

      Jesus affirmed the veracity of the Bible. The Old Testament itself contains more than 3,800 direct claims that what is written consists of the actual words of God. It also makes several universal claims concerning its truthfulness (Pss. 19:7, 9; 119:43, 160; 138:2; Prov. 30:5). The test given to identify a false prophet was directly tied to the truthfulness of his claims and whether his words were in complete conformity with the existing content of Scripture (Deut. 13:1–5; 18:20–22). So if what a prophet said failed to come true, he was a false prophet. If the miracle he foretold occurred but his words were contrary to Scripture, he was still to be rejected as a false prophet. According to the Old Testament, what the Scriptures say is true and of absolute lasting integrity and authority.

      Jesus’s testimony to the truthfulness of the Old Testament is identical to the Old Testament’s own testimony. He considered the Scripture to be God’s very words and commandments. As such, it was to be recognized as fully authoritative (Matt. 15:3–9). His rebuke of the scribes and Pharisees in this same passage aligns with the testimony of the Old Testament, which identified those who denied this belief as false—hence Jesus’s labeling of them as “blind guides” (Matt. 15:14).

      By saying, “Your word is truth” (John 17:17), Jesus personally identified Scripture as objective truth. This is perfectly in keeping with the testimony of Psalm 119:160, for the testimonies of both the Lord and the Old Testament are in perfect agreement. This absolute integrity, coupled with the appeal to the authority of the Old Testament by both Jesus and the New Testament writers alike, supports the fact that Jesus considered the Old Testament the inspired Word of God. As such, he considered it to be not just truthful but truth itself. He called God’s Word “truth” (John 17:17). He treated every Old Testament testimony as a statement of fact. This included even the most miraculous events. Jesus treated the Old Testament as the true and truthful Word of God.

      Jesus affirmed the verbal and plenary inspiration of the Bible. As mentioned above, the terms verbal and plenary refer, respectively, to every word and to all the words of Scripture. So a belief in verbal and plenary inspiration speaks of an assent to the fact that every single word in Scripture and the whole of it are inspired by God. That Jesus held to this view is evidenced in two ways. First, he quoted from or alluded to many of the books of the Old Testament in numerous ways and contexts. He quoted from all five books of Moses and the works of additional prophets. He made at least eight direct references to the Psalms. He mentioned in some way every major division of the Hebrew Bible (the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings). Even after his resurrection, he referred to the whole of the Old Testament as a divinely inspired and authoritative testimony to his own life and ministry (Luke 24:27). Second, Jesus based arguments of no less significance than the defense of his deity on individual words, phrases, and letters in the Old Testament text. This use of the Old Testament by the Lord demonstrates his affirmation of the divine, verbal inspiration of the Scripture.

      Jesus says in Matthew 5:17–18 that not one letter or even the stroke of a pen that distinguishes between letters shall pass away until all the Scripture is fulfilled. Surely, no higher view of the finest details of Scripture could be expressed than this. There are more examples worth observing.

      At the Feast of Dedication, Jesus asserted his deity by claiming equality with the Father (John 10:22–30). The Jews responded by picking up stones to hurl at him because of his perceived blasphemous statement. In John 10:34–35, Jesus defended his claim by directing his opponents’ attention to what would seem to be an obscure phrase in Psalm 82:6. The weight of his argument is based on a single word in the text: “gods.” He says, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods’? If he called them gods to whom the word of God came—and Scripture cannot be broken—do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’?” (John 10:34–36). Christ used three different terms in these two verses to describe Psalm 82. He referred to it as “Law,” “the word of God,” and “the Scripture.” The synonymous terminology demonstrates an affirmation of the plenary inspiration of the text. When he said, “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35), he was declaring its seamless unity, echoing Matthew 5:18, “For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished.” In this case Jesus based his whole point on a single word: “gods.” If God can use that word to describe unjust judges who will be condemned by him, can he not also use it for his eternal Son? Jesus Christ presented an argument for his deity from this one word in the Old Testament, showing that Jesus viewed the inerrancy of the smallest details of the Old Testament to be of serious significance.

      When challenged by the Sadducees on the subject of the resurrection of the dead, Jesus based the whole of his rebuttal on the tense of a verb (Matt. 22:32). The Sadducees came to Jesus in an attempt to stump him by presenting an extreme case on a fine point of the Old Testament law having to do with the obligation of a brother to marry the widowed and childless wife of a brother. Their question was even more ridiculous than their illustration, for they asked whose wife she would be in the resurrection. But Jesus responded not only by affirming the authority and veracity of God’s commandment through Moses but also by identifying that their error was their failure to understand Scripture. He said, “And as for the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: ‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not God of the dead, but of the living” (Matt. 22:31–32). He meant that those patriarchs are alive, since even after their death God declares, “I am” their God, not “I was” their God. Again, the expression “Have you not read?” is an appeal to the authority of the Exodus 3:6 passage he quotes. Moreover, the argument here is for a doctrine no less significant than the resurrection—and it is based on the sense derived from the implied copula (or linking verb) of the nominal clause in the Hebrew text. “I am” is a literal and exact understanding of the Hebrew construction.

      Finally, Jesus silenced the last of his critics when he responded to the Pharisees by asking a question on the proper understanding of one word in Psalm 110:1. Matthew describes it this way:

      Now while the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them a question, saying, “What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he?” They said to him, “The son of David.” He said to them, “How is it then that David, in the Spirit, calls him Lord, saying, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, “Sit at my right hand, until I put your enemies under your feet”’? If then David calls him Lord, how is he his son?” (Matt. 22:41–45)

      Jesus makes a profound theological statement in this text regarding his deity. He was born as a son in David’s line, which means that the only way David can call his son “Lord” is if his son is also superior to him. His son can only be superior if he is also God. Jesus based the entirety of his argument on the word “Lord.” David can call his son “Lord” because his son by human birth is none other than the Lord, the incarnate Son of God. Again, a single word serves as a key part of the basis for a doctrine as significant as the deity of Christ.

      Jesus attested to the verbal inspiration of the Old Testament when he rebuked the Pharisees on a different occasion with these words: “But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the Law to become void” (Luke 16:17). While the point here is that Scripture will be fulfilled to the letter, that does not negate the fact that it is correspondingly essential for it to be accurate and reliable down to the letter. This is similarly reflected in the Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus said that every letter is perfectly preserved in heaven and will come to pass (Matt. 5:17–18). Not only did Jesus view the smallest portion of the text as inspired, he also considered every letter to be essential. He claimed that even the smallest part is eternal. The implications for historicity are massive. If Jesus attested to this degree of accuracy, reliability, and integrity in the Old Testament, then the Bible must be regarded as inspired, inerrant, and eternally true—down to the last word. In the end, Jesus’s use of the Old Testament demonstrates an absolute confidence in the verbal and plenary inspiration of the Scriptures—in the whole, in its parts, and including every letter.

      Jesus affirmed the necessity of the fulfillment of Scripture. He repeatedly attested to the necessity of fulfilling personally all that the Old Testament Scriptures said about him and his ministry (Matt. 26:31; Mark 9:12–13; 14:27, 49; Luke 20:17; 24:25–27, 44–46; John 5:39; 12:14; 13:18; 17:12). In the context of his betrayal, he cited Zechariah 13:7, stating that his own disciples would all fall away because Scripture said that this would happen (Matt. 26:31). This citation met with great objections by the disciples. Yet Jesus still affirmed the necessity of it because every Scripture would be fulfilled. Even as he hung on the cross, Jesus deliberately fulfilled the Scriptures to the letter (John 19:28–30). John goes so far as to state that during his life the disciples failed to notice how Scripture was being fulfilled. However, after Christ had risen, he and the rest of the apostles remembered what was written in the Old Testament and saw how Jesus had done exactly what the Scriptures said that he would (John 12:14–16). Jesus believed that every word of Scripture had to be fulfilled. That is precisely what the apostles testified concerning what took place in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ.

      Jesus Affirmed the Historicity of the Old Testament. In addition to affirming the authority and inspiration of the Old Testament, Jesus declared his confidence in the veracity of the historical accounts contained within it.

      Jesus affirmed the historicity of persons in the Old Testament. In every reference he made to the people mentioned in the Old Testament, Jesus treated them as real persons. When discussing the topic of divorce, Jesus confirmed the historical facts not only of the creation account but also of Adam and Eve. Furthermore, he built his case for the doctrine of marriage on the historic veracity of Genesis (Matt. 19:4–5). He demonstrated a firm confidence in the factuality of the Genesis 4 narrative, including not only Abel’s existence but also his murder (Matt. 23:35). He affirmed the factuality of the historical records of numerous Old Testament persons, including Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Matt. 8:11; 22:32; Luke 13:28; John 8:56); Lot and his wife (Luke 17:28, 32); Moses (John 3:14; 5:45; 7:19); David (Matt. 12:3; 22:43–45); Solomon (Matt. 6:29; Luke 11:31); the queen of Sheba (Matt. 12:42; Luke 11:31); Elijah and the widow in Sidon (Luke 4:25–26); Elisha and Naaman (Luke 4:27); Jonah (Matt. 12:39–41; Luke 11:29–32); Zechariah (Matt. 23:35; Luke 11:51); and Daniel (Matt. 24:15). Jesus spoke of all these individuals as real historical persons, treating the details the Scriptures record about them as historical facts. From Adam and Noah to Jonah and Daniel, Jesus attested without hesitation to the historicity not just of the persons themselves but also of the events concerning them recorded throughout the Old Testament. That Jesus commonly referred to these individuals to make an important doctrinal point clearly shows that he accepted the historical accuracy of these texts.

      Jesus affirmed the historicity of places and events in the Old Testament. Jesus referred to the Old Testament accounts frequently in his teachings. He used these references at times to prove a point. At other times, he used them as illustrations or confirmations of his teaching. In every case, he spoke of them as real places and real events. Remarkably, he commonly cited those accounts most characterized by miraculous events. He attested to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah by God as recorded in Genesis 19 (Matt. 11:20–24). He confirmed Jonah’s days inside the great fish (Matt. 12:40) and Nineveh’s repentance (Luke 11:30–32). He affirmed a literal, global flood in the days of Noah (Matt. 24:38–39). He was convinced that God supernaturally provided manna from heaven for Israel when they wandered in the wilderness for forty years (John 6:49). Jesus did not refer to these events simply in passing; he used these very narratives to lay the foundation for doctrines as eternally significant as his resurrection. For example, he related the factuality of his resurrection to the historical veracity of Jonah 1:17 and its account of Jonah’s time in the great fish (Matt. 12:38–42). Jesus taught that the Scripture was not only inspired by God but also, as a necessary corollary, historically accurate.

      Jesus affirmed the historicity of even the authorship of the Old Testament. On a number of occasions, Jesus cited the human author of Old Testament books by name. This demonstrates his confidence in the historicity of the human authorship of these works, thereby defying later higher-critical claims to the contrary. For example, Christ attributed the authorship of the Pentateuch to Moses (Matt. 8:4; Mark 12:26; John 5:45–46), even positing in John 5 that the writings of Moses testified to himself—Jesus directly linked his claims about himself to the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. In addition, Jesus affirmed that David wrote Psalm 110 (Matt. 22:43–44), that Isaiah wrote the book of Isaiah (Matt. 13:14–15), and that Daniel wrote the book of Daniel (Matt. 24:15). Based on his use of the Old Testament, Christ clearly considered it to be a historically accurate record composed by divinely inspired men who produced divinely authoritative writings.

      Jesus Preauthenticated the New Testament as Scripture. Whereas Jesus affirmed the authority, inspiration, and historicity of the Old Testament that had already been received, he preauthenticated the writings that would be written and collected after his ascension to make up the New Testament.

      Jesus claimed that his words were the Father’s words. Christ himself repeatedly declared that when he spoke, his words were the very words the Father had given him to speak. He set his words on an equal plane with both the spoken words of God and the Scriptures themselves. On that basis, it can be said that the apostolic record of his words is a divinely authoritative message from God. As Jesus put it,

      “I have much to say about you and much to judge, but he who sent me is true, and I declare to the world what I have heard from him.” They did not understand that he had been speaking to them about the Father. So Jesus said to them, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am he, and that I do nothing on my own authority, but speak just as the Father taught me.” (John 8:26–28)

      According to Jesus, his crucifixion would prove the veracity of both his personal identity as the Son of Man and the divine source of his message to the world (cf. John 12:49–50).

      In the upper room, Jesus informed his disciples that his words were part of the works of the Father and that they not only revealed the Father to men but also verified the unity of the Father and Son to them: “Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me? The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own authority, but the Father who dwells in me does his works” (John 14:10). Finally, according to Christ’s prayer on the night on which he was betrayed, it was the disciples’ reception of his words from the Father that distinguished the eleven from both Judas and the rest of the unbelieving world. Jesus prayed, “Now they know that everything that you have given me is from you. For I have given them the words that you gave me, and they have received them and have come to know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me” (John 17:7–8). Clearly, the words that Jesus gave to his disciples originated in God the Father, who granted the eleven an understanding of the true nature and mission of Jesus Christ (see John 17:14, 17).

      Jesus was a prophet “like unto” Moses but far greater than Moses. God spoke to Moses face-to-face and revealed himself to him (Ex. 33:11; Deut. 34:10). Jesus Christ is the incarnate Word, and as such is himself the revelation of God. His words were the Father’s words directly. Seeing Jesus was seeing the Father. But Jesus promised more to his disciples than just their memories of the divine revelation that he was and that he had given to them; he promised that they would be granted additional revelation by the Holy Spirit.

      Jesus promised the apostles additional revelation. From the time of Peter’s confession (Matt. 16:16), Jesus prepared his disciples for his departure. In the final hours of his life on earth, he gathered his disciples into the upper room to prepare them for the crucifixion. He had told them about it on many prior occasions—yet without their comprehension. Even on the final night, his disciples failed to either grasp or accept his testimony concerning the events that were about to transpire (John 13:12–38). Nevertheless, he proceeded to prepare them for their future ministry by making three significant promises.

      First, he promised them that the Spirit would help them accurately recall his words: “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14:26). The Holy Spirit of God would grant a special twofold blessing to the eleven: (1) He would teach them all things. The implication from the context seems to be that he would instruct them concerning the things that Jesus himself had taught them, so that they would come to an understanding of them. (2) He would remind them accurately of all that Jesus said. This is the promise of a flawless remembrance of Jesus’s words for these eleven men. As such, this is a preauthentication of the veracity and inspiration of the Gospels of Matthew, Mark (based on Peter’s testimony), and John.

      Second, Jesus promised that they would testify concerning him and that their testimony would come by way of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit: “But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me. And you also will bear witness, because you have been with me from the beginning” (John 15:26–27). Two observations pertinent to this discussion emerge from this text: (1) The disciples’ testimony concerning Christ would be based both on their eyewitness account of Christ and on revelation from the Spirit of truth. The significance of the dual aspect of this testimony is that though it would be a testimony to the Lord Jesus Christ and a testimony from the Holy Spirit, it would still bear the marks of their own eyewitness experience. (2) It would be a truthful testimony. Jesus specifically emphasized the truthfulness of this testimony by describing the Helper in this context as the “Spirit of truth.” Therefore, though the testimony of the eleven would be their own testimony, it would also be the inspired testimony of the Holy Spirit of truth.

      Third, Jesus promised them that they would receive additional revelation beyond what he had personally entrusted to them. As he stated to his disciples in the upper room,

      I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you. (John 16:12–14)

      There are three key observations to make from this text. First, Jesus indicated that he personally had more revelation to give them but was prevented from dispensing it because of their inability to receive it at that time. Surely, this includes the whole New Testament—even the book of Revelation, since he refers to “things that are to come” in verse 13. Second, he again says that the source of this revelation will be the Spirit of truth. The emphasis on truth cannot be missed. By preauthenticating the New Testament, Jesus showed that it would be characterized by the same truthfulness that characterizes the One who would inspire it. Finally, like the Old Testament, the New Testament will glorify the Son. Jesus viewed the Old Testament as a flawless revelation of himself and his work even after his resurrection. The New Testament would glorify the person and work of the Son in a way greater than the Old Testament Scriptures. It would be an equally authoritative, inspired, and inerrant revelation from God but would complete the divine message of Scripture. It would be, as the Old Testament was, the word of the Trinity (John 16:14–15). So Jesus preauthenticated the New Testament as the verbal, plenary, divinely inspired, and authoritative Word of God.

      Jesus gave additional revelation personally. The New Testament has one other testimony concerning Jesus Christ that is relevant to this discussion. The Apocalypse or Revelation of Jesus Christ is so titled because it is the writing of the apostle John concerning the revelation he received directly from Christ himself near the end of the first century. Though this is certainly the testimony of John under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit concerning the things that are to come (i.e., directly in line with the promise of John 16:13), it is no less the testimony of Jesus himself (John 16:12, 14–15).

      Jesus had more to say personally to his disciples, and it seems very reasonable to conclude that he viewed his personal message to John in the last book of the New Testament as a portion of the additional revelation he promised. This can be seen from Revelation 1:10–18 where John identifies the source of this revelation as the One who was dead and is now living, which can only be the Lord Jesus himself. That means the revelation included the rest of the book that he gave to John: his personal message to each of the seven churches (Revelation 2–3) and the additional revelation concerning the future outpouring of God’s wrath (Revelation 4–18), the culmination of redemptive history in the second coming (Revelation 19), the establishment of the millennial kingdom (Revelation 20), and the final establishment of the new heavens and the new earth (Revelation 21–22).

      The New Testament Writers Affirmed Christ’s View. The testimony of the New Testament writers to their own writings affirms Jesus’s preauthentication of the New Testament. This is readily apparent when one examines both what they said about the Old Testament and how they used it. A few key texts will likewise demonstrate that they considered their writings to be Scripture, in complete keeping with Jesus’s preauthentication.

      The New Testament writers recognized the authority of the Old Testament. Paul founded his gospel on the Old Testament Scriptures. He wrote to the saints in Corinth saying, “I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3–4). The Scripture Paul refers to is the Old Testament. In this way, he asserts that the life, death, and resurrection of Christ were a fulfillment of the Old Testament Scriptures. What the Old Testament says is to be taken as revelation from God. This is further supported by Luke’s assessment of the Bereans. He described them as “more noble” than the Thessalonians because they too received the Word with eagerness when Paul preached it to them. However, they also checked what he preached to them against the Old Testament Scriptures daily to verify that what he told them matched the teachings of the Old Testament (Acts 17:10–11). This is especially relevant to this discussion about the New Testament, since Paul praised the Thessalonians for receiving his message for what it really was—the Word of God (1 Thess. 2:13). This shows that the New Testament writers recognized the authority of the Old Testament as the Word of God and that they believed that their message was equally from God and in conformity with the Old Testament Scriptures.

      The New Testament writers recognized the Old Testament as the Word of God. Paul described the Old Testament as “the oracles of God” (Rom. 3:2), a phrase that identifies the Scriptures as messages directly from God. The apostles themselves declared that the Old Testament had to be fulfilled in all points (Acts 1:16; 2:15–16; 3:18; 4:8–12), and all the New Testament writers consistently followed this practice. The Gospels and Epistles include numerous Old Testament citations as the basis for the gospel. Beyond this, the biblical authors repeatedly referred to the teachings of Jesus or the Old Testament Scriptures, establishing them as grounds for New Testament doctrines or practices and demonstrating that they affirmed a view of the Old Testament and its authority that was consistent with the view of Jesus.

      Every writer of the New Testament demonstrated a reverence for the Old Testament Scriptures. At times, they quoted from the Old Testament, saying, “Scripture says.” At other times, they attributed what the Scriptures said to God. This lack of distinction makes it clear that the New Testament writers saw no real distinction between what God says and what Scripture says. Those two ideas were essentially synonymous. So when the New Testament writers say, “Scripture says,” it is equally appropriate to understand them as saying, “God says,” no matter who the human author was. For example, in Romans 9:17, Paul describes God’s message to Pharaoh as Scripture speaking. The actual text of Exodus 9:16, though, makes it evident that God himself spoke. God says, the Scripture says, or a biblical writer says are all equivalent to God says.

      The New Testament writers recognized their own writings as Scripture. Matthew, Peter, and John were all eyewitnesses of the risen Lord Jesus. They were included among Christ’s chosen apostles from the beginning. Their writings give an inspired account of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, and they frequently base their testimony on citations or references to the Old Testament Scriptures. While these Gospels omit any direct claims to inspiration, Christ’s preauthentication promises, coupled with his selection of these men as apostles, attest to their authority. In fact, it was the apostolic office and the gift of prophecy that conveyed divine authority to New Testament writers and apostles, much as was the case with Old Testament prophets. Paul, for example, confirmed that his preaching was from God (1 Thess. 2:13), and he also declared his own writings to be the commands of God. He adamantly admonished the Corinthians, saying, “If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord. If anyone does not recognize this, he is not recognized” (1 Cor. 14:37–38). It was not simply Paul who declared his letters authoritative; Peter also recognized Paul’s letters as inspired Scripture when he wrote, “And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures” (2 Pet. 3:15–16). Peter not only identified Paul’s letters as inspired of God but also asserted that the New Testament would be composed by more than just the original apostles.

      What about the New Testament writers who were not apostles? Some New Testament prophets (believers who had the gift of prophecy) only spoke, but others wrote Scripture. Just as some apostles did not write Scripture, so some prophets did not as well. As Paul explains, the mystery of the gospel “has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit” (Eph. 3:5). Luke says that there were prophets in Jerusalem who went down to Antioch, such as Agabus, who foretold by the Spirit the famine that was about to take place (Acts 11:27–28). That the famine came true shows that the gift of prophecy was active. Acts 13:1 identifies the leadership of the church as prophets and teachers and included in its list Barnabas, Simeon, Lucius, Manaen, and Saul (i.e., the apostle Paul). While the text is unclear on whether all of them or only select individuals among them had the gift of prophecy, it was a plurality.

      Paul also equated Luke’s writings with Scripture when he wrote, “For the Scripture says, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain,’ and, ‘The laborer deserves his wages’” (1 Tim. 5:18). Paul here attributes the title of Scripture to both Deuteronomy (by quoting Deut. 25:4) and Luke’s Gospel (by quoting Luke 10:7). While the main emphasis of the text is not inspiration, it cannot be missed that Paul uses the term “Scripture” to speak of both the Old Testament and Luke’s writing. The clear implication is that Paul’s statement applies the quality of divine authorship to Luke’s writings on an equal level with the Old Testament. This is completely in line with Jesus’s preauthentication of the New Testament. It merely expands it to include a nonapostolic writer, much like Peter expanded it with Paul.

      Along with Paul and Luke can be added Mark, James, the author of Hebrews, and Jude to the list of nonapostolic, inspired New Testament writers. Each of these men was associated very closely with Christ and his apostles. Mark was a companion of Paul on his early journeys (Acts 12:25; 13:5). While Mark’s failure resulted in the breakup of Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:37–39), Paul himself attested to Mark’s later maturity and spiritual progress (2 Tim. 4:11). Mark’s Gospel was closely affiliated with the preaching of Peter, but its composition was the result of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit through the gift of prophecy. The same can be said of the epistles of James and Jude. James was recognized as a pillar in the early church (Gal. 2:9), and he was the chief spokesman for the church in Jerusalem during the council in Acts 15. He and Jude were both half brothers of Jesus writing Scripture under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit by way of the gift of prophecy. The same holds true for the author of Hebrews. Though the identity of this author remains unknown, the gift of prophecy through the Holy Spirit was the means by which it was composed. The twenty-seven books of the New Testament self-attest to the fact of their inspiration.

      Authority of Scripture

      Secondary Sources

      Primary Source

      The doctrine of authority boils down to one primary question: How does one become convinced that the Bible really is the Word of God?8 Or, how does a person become certain that Scripture is the truth of God conveyed through the process of inspiration and that it thereby has the right to exercise authority over one’s life?

      The rightful idea of authority has always been a battleground. At the start of the twenty-first century, illegitimate forms and expressions of authority range from the illegal and abusive exercise of authoritarianism or totalitarianism to the individual authority that emerges from a postmodern mindset of selfishness.

      The appropriate approach to this discussion commences with a working definition of authority in general, especially legitimate authority exercised in a proper fashion. A representative dictionary definition proffers that authority is the “power or right to enforce obedience; moral or legal supremacy; right to command or give a final decision.”9 The New Testament noun most commonly translated “authority” (102 times)—exousia—carries a similar definition: “power exercised by rulers or others in high position by virtue of their office.”10

      Secular worldviews offer many approaches to authority, such as the following:

      
        	
Oligarchical: authority exercised by a powerful few

        	
Democratic: authority exercised by the people

        	
Hereditary: authority exercised by those in a particular family

        	
Despotic: authority exercised by one or more in an evil fashion

        	
Personal: authority exercised by one person

      

      However, in a biblical worldview, original and ultimate authority resides with God and God alone. God did not inherit his authority—there was no one to bequeath it to him. God did not receive his authority—there was no one to bestow it on him. God’s authority did not come by way of an election—there was no one to vote for him. God did not seize his authority—there was no one from whom to steal it. God did not earn his authority—it was already his.

      God’s authority becomes obvious and unquestionable when one considers three facts. First, God created the heavens, the earth, and all that exists therein (Genesis 1–2). Second, God owns the earth, all it contains, and those who dwell on it (Ps. 24:1). Third, in the end God will consume it all, just as he declared, “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed” (2 Pet. 3:10).

      To understand and accept God’s authority is as simple as accepting the fact of God himself. Romans says this best: “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God” (Rom. 13:1). This locus classicus lays out clearly the source of all authority and articulates the principle of divine delegation (see Job 34:13; John 19:11).

      Numerous statements in the Old Testament explicitly testify to God’s authority. For example, Psalm 62:11 asserts that “power belongs to God,” and 2 Chronicles 20:6 reads, “O Lord, God of our fathers, are you not God in heaven? You rule over all the kingdoms of the nations. In your hand are power and might, so that none is able to withstand you.”

      The New Testament attributes the same authority to the Lord Jesus, who declared after his resurrection that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18). Paul affirmed that in the end, “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth” (Phil. 2:10). Jude wrote it this way: “To the only God, our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen” (Jude 25).

      Secondary Sources

      Throughout church history people have argued that a number of sources establish the authority of Scripture. Among the most prominent are (1) rational evidences, (2) church authority, and (3) the Bible’s existential impact on the reader. As each of these is discussed briefly, it will become apparent that none satisfactorily makes the case for the authority of Scripture.

      Rational Evidences

      Rational evidences include conclusions that can be drawn by making observations of the text of Scripture and the facts of history. Archaeological evidences provide one significant example. The Bible makes many historical references to people, places, and events, and a significant number of these are verifiable by tangible evidence. Archaeologists have uncovered everything from the city of Jericho (with some evidence that the walls fell flat) to the Tel Dan stela (which mentions King David by name). These discoveries include artifacts that confirm the existence of historical persons and the occurrence of historical events mentioned in the Scriptures. Throughout the last several centuries, most of the charges of the Bible’s historical inaccuracies have been refuted through these kinds of findings. In addition, not one historical event or person in the Bible has been proven false. Even apparent inconsistencies have been answered in a way that confirms the historical veracity of the Scriptures.

      Another rational argument entails the fulfillment of prophecy. Isaiah 53 alone gives abundant evidence that God revealed details related to the crucifixion that only he could know. This text was written approximately seven hundred years prior to the birth of Christ. Isaiah 44:28 also makes reference to Cyrus the king of Persia by name and even goes so far as to declare that he will be the one to give the order for rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem. This text was written more than one hundred years prior to the destruction of the temple. Daniel records the rise and fall of every major empire from Persia to Rome in such a way that it can only be explained by a divinely authoritative revelation from God to men (Daniel 7–8). Add to this the manifold prophecies of the Old Testament fulfilled throughout the course of redemptive history, and the case becomes insurmountable in favor of Scripture’s inspiration and authority. These and other similar rational arguments can be used to affirm logically that Scripture is the authoritative Word of God.

      Church Authority

      A second potential source of authority for Scripture is the church’s authority. This includes the declarations made by church councils, early church fathers, and significant ecclesiastical bodies. The Roman Catholic Church is founded on this principle. In their view, the Bible is the Word of God because the Roman church has decreed it to be. The primary problem with this argument is this: Who authorized the church to make this kind of declaration? What is the source of the church’s authority? If the Scriptures are the basis for the church’s supreme authority (see Eph. 2:20), then such authority is invalidated because it rests on circular reasoning. If supreme authority relies on some other source, like apostolic succession, then proof of such authority must be given, but in the case of the Roman Catholic Church, there is no true evidence for apostolic succession. The church can affirm the authority of Scripture, but it cannot be the ultimate witness to it.

      Existential Impact

      A third argument for the authority of Scripture is its existential impact on the life of a believer. This idea includes the tangible impact on a believer’s life that always accompanies genuine saving faith. It has also been used in liberal circles to speak of the Scriptures as not being the Word but becoming the Word when it has an existential impact on a reader. In either case, this amounts to basing one’s conviction that the Bible is the Word of God on the practical or emotional effect that its content has on the individual’s life.

      The problem with all these arguments is that they are all subjective. They leave it up to the individual to determine whether or not the Bible is truly from God on the basis of his or her own evaluative standards. While these approaches do provide supporting evidence for Scripture as God’s Word, they are inadequate as the primary or ultimate proof. That proof must be the testimony of Scripture itself.

      Primary Source

      The matter of authority is addressed frequently throughout Scripture. The descriptions of God and the titles applied to him demonstrate his absolute authority over his creation. He is identified from the beginning as the Creator of all things (Gen. 1:1). The titles Lord (Deut. 10:17) and God Almighty (Gen. 17:1) demonstrate his authority and power over all things. The nature of God expressed by his attributes equally affirms his authority. The Bible attests to God as the eternal, immortal, and only God (1 Tim. 1:17). He is described as omniscient (Ps. 139:1–6), omnipotent (Ps. 135:5; Jer. 32:17), omnipresent (Ps. 139:7–12), and righteous (Ps. 92:15). His wisdom is unsearchable (Rom. 11:33–36). His sovereignty is over all his creation (Gen. 1:1; Pss. 89:11; 90:2), now and forever (Psalm 104; 1 Cor. 15:24–28). This authority is conveyed to man through God’s Word and is an unalterably authoritative message (Deut. 4:1–2; Prov. 30:5–6; Rev. 22:18–19).

      The Testimony of the Holy Spirit

      Given the nature of God and his Word, he alone is qualified to establish and attest to Scripture’s divine authority. This is precisely what he does through the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit to a believer. According to the Bible, the Holy Spirit works through the Scriptures to confirm its reliability, giving the believer a certainty that it is the Word of God. Authority is derived from a spiritual ministry of the Holy Spirit—not a subjective determination by the believer.

      How does the internal testimony of the Spirit operate? It begins with the objective statements made by the Scriptures themselves. The Bible is a presuppositional declaration from God to man. Even the Bible’s first verse begins with a statement of fact: “In the beginning, God created” (Gen. 1:1). Scripture makes no attempt to prove its truthfulness to the reader. It offers no lists of reasoned arguments as evidence. God’s Word simply presents the truth as truth, while both expecting and demanding the reader to accept it as such. This is not to say that there are no evidences corroborating what the Bible says as true. Scripture presents a great many historical, geographical, scientific, prophetic, and even experiential facts that can be confirmed. What is more, a testimony composed by more than forty writers over a period of fifteen hundred years that consistently gives the same message throughout, without contradiction or provable error, is a compelling basis from which to derive confidence in what it says.

      However, man in his depravity will always fundamentally rebel against God’s Word as the truth expressing God’s right to exercise absolute authority over him. As Paul attests in his writings, this rebellion is natural since man is born spiritually dead in his sin (Eph. 2:1; Rom. 3:10–18; cf. Ps. 51:5), darkened in his understanding (Eph. 4:18), unable to submit to the law of God from the heart (Rom. 8:7), and unwilling to accept the things of God because they can only be appraised spiritually (1 Cor. 2:14). Only regeneration can come to the gracious rescue. When the Holy Spirit regenerates a lost sinner, he or she is “made alive” in a spiritual sense (John 3:3; Eph. 2:4–5). Along with this newness of life comes illumination—i.e., an enablement from the Holy Spirit to discern that the Scriptures are, in fact, the Word of God (1 John 2:20, 27).11 Jesus himself affirmed that the Bible is true (John 17:17). He also declared that a confident conviction of this fact is dependent on a heart that is willing to submit to God’s will (John 7:17). This requires a new heart that only God’s Spirit can provide (John 3:5–8).

      The internal testimony of the Holy Spirit illuminates the believer so that he knows that the Scriptures are the Word of God. The biblical basis for this clarity is derived from two sources.12 First, the words of Scripture are self-attesting because they claim to be from God (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20–21). Second, the Holy Spirit’s dynamic power applies the truth of Scripture, resulting in a confident assurance in the Word itself (1 Cor. 2:4–16). This ministry of the Spirit is actuated through the reading and proclamation of Scripture (Rom. 10:14, 17). That does not mean that all who hear or read believe (Rom. 10:14–21), but it does mean that those who believe do so because of the convicting and illuminating work of the Holy Spirit.

      The Clarity and Sufficiency of Scripture

      Illumination is not a work of the Spirit by which the Scriptures come alive in some subjective way to each believer. It does not provide new special revelation to the individual believer over and above what the text itself says. It also does not guarantee that every word is immediately understood. This is where the clarity (or perspicuity) of Scripture enters the discussion. The Bible does clearly articulate God’s truth. It is not a collection of mysterious writings or sayings that require some revelatory key to unlock their true spiritual meaning. The Bible accurately reveals and clearly communicates God’s message. Nevertheless, readers still need to study to ensure that they understand the Word correctly (2 Tim. 2:15). Even the biblical writers had to study to discern the meaning of Scripture (Dan. 10:12; 1 Pet. 1:10–12). There are mysteries that are not fully revealed in Scripture (Deut. 29:29). While the overall message is clear, God has not revealed in his Word everything related to his mind and plans for redemptive history. What the illuminating work of the Spirit does provide is (1) a receptivity to the authority of God’s Word, (2) a conviction that it is the truthful Word of God, and (3) a capacity aided by the Holy Spirit to discern the true meaning of the Word of God.

      The Bible also attests to its sufficiency (Ps. 19:7–11).13 It is a light to one’s path (Ps. 119:105). It is more reliable than even the most amazing spiritual experiences (2 Pet. 1:19–20). It is able to lead a person to saving faith (2 Tim. 3:15). It instructs the religious elite as well as the common believer (Deut. 6:4; Mark 12:37; Phil. 1:1). It was given by God to parents to instruct their children (Deut. 6:6–7) and is able to bring even a child to saving faith (2 Tim. 3:14–15). Paul wrote that all Scripture is given by inspiration and that it is useful for teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16–17).

      A closer look at each of these four features reveals the full sufficiency of Scripture to equip a believer in living out the Christian life. The first term, “teaching,” means that the Bible instructs the believer in how to live, in what to believe, and in what God expects of him or her. It is related to content and doctrine. This concept fits with Jesus’s injunction in the Great Commission that new disciples be taught to observe all he commanded (Matt. 28:18–20). The Scriptures instruct God’s people in how to live in obedience to him.

      The second term, “reproof,” shows the Scripture’s purpose of admonishment. It has to do with pointing out where a person has erred or departed from what God requires. Scripture is able to judge the heart when a believer has deviated in doctrine or practice from the faith once for all delivered to the saints (Heb. 4:12). The next term, “correction,” is the companion to reproof. The Bible not only shows a person where he is wrong, it also identifies the corrected attitude, belief, or behavior that he should put on in its place (Eph. 4:20–24).

      Finally, “training in righteousness” indicates that the Bible shows how to put its teachings into practice on a daily basis with illustrations and examples (Eph. 4:25–32). Between the Scriptures and the indwelling Holy Spirit, the believer needs no additional revelation to be informed on how to live the Christian life. Pastors and teachers (Eph. 4:11–12) are supplied to assist in the process of spiritual growth unto maturity, but even their ministries are founded on and informed by the all-sufficient Word of God (2 Pet. 1:2–3; cf. 1 Pet. 5:2–3).

      God’s Authoritative Imprint on Scripture14

      This truth principle can be fleshed out in a syllogistic fashion with the following argument:

        1.  Known truths:

      a.  Scripture claims to be the Word of God.

      b.  God is authoritative.

        2.  Conclusion: Scripture is authoritative.

      Both the ontological basis (God is) and the epistemological basis (God speaks only truth) of the Bible’s authority are established in Scripture (Gen. 1:1; Ps. 119:142, 151, 160). Thus, the very nature of God and the veracity of God’s Word are determined not inductively by human reason but deductively from the testimony of Scripture (cf. Ps. 119:89; Isa. 40:8).

      The objection is often raised, “If the Scriptures were penned by men, there is the highest likelihood of error in the writings!” This is countered with the following observations:

      1. Human participation in the process of biblical inscripturation is not denied.

      2. The idea of formal dictation is not required, although it occurred at times.

      3. The background of the human writer is not eliminated.

      4. The power, purposes, and workings of God the Father through God the Holy Spirit are not limited.

      5. There is a perfect balance between divine initiation and human participation in the writing of the Scripture’s autographa (or original manuscripts).

      However, when all is said and done, Scripture is first and foremost “the Word of God,” not the “word of men” (Ps. 19:7; 1 Thess. 2:13).

      Since the origin of Scripture can ultimately be explained by divine inspiration (Zech. 7:12; 2 Tim. 3:14–17; 2 Pet. 1:20–21), as defined above, the authority of Scripture is directly derived from the authority of God. Those who do not acknowledge God’s authority in Scripture are condemned (Jer. 8:8–9; Mark 7:1–13). On the other hand, those who rightfully honor and submit to God’s authority in Scripture are commended (Neh. 8:5–6; Rev. 3:8).

      Thus, the man of God—that is, God’s herald—is to “preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:2). This declaration places the authority not with the preacher but rather with God (see 2 Tim. 3:16–17). Paul admonishes Titus to speak the Word of God with all authority (Gk. epitagēs, i.e., like the authority of a military commander), such that no one is exempt from obedience—not even the proclaimer himself (Titus 2:15).

      The outworking of God’s authority in Scripture can be summarized by a series of negative (what it is not) and positive (what it is) statements:

      1. It is not derived authority bestowed by humans; rather, it is the original authority of God.

      2. It does not change with the times, the culture, the nation, or the ethnic background; rather, it is the unalterable authority of God.

      3. It is not one authority among many possible spiritual authorities; rather, it is the exclusive spiritual authority of God.

      4. It is not an authority that can be successfully challenged or rightfully overthrown; rather, it is the permanent authority of God.

      5. It is not a relativistic or subordinate authority; rather, it is the ultimate authority of God.

      6. It is not merely a suggestive authority; rather, it is the obligatory authority of God.

      7. It is not a benign authority in its outcome; rather, it is the consequential authority of God.

      Inerrancy of Scripture

      Accommodation and Inerrancy

      Infallibility and Inerrancy

      Jesus and Inerrancy

      Explanation of Inerrancy

      The inerrancy of Scripture is a doctrine that unbelievers have challenged primarily since the Enlightenment period (ca. AD 1650–1815). It is directly related to the doctrine of inspiration and the absolute veracity of the Word of God. There is no less at stake in this issue than the truthfulness and trustworthiness of God—his very character and nature.

      Accommodation and Inerrancy

      The ontological distinction between God the Creator and man the creature necessitates man’s dependence on God for revelation. Man is epistemologically dependent on God. What man knows about God is only what God reveals to him. The Creator personally initiated the revelation of himself to his creatures. While general revelation discloses observable truths about the Creator, special revelation conveys, in language, truths about God that cannot be discerned merely by observing the creation. Some argue that human language necessarily forces God to accommodate himself to fallible means of communication. However, language is not a human invention. It is a divinely created means of personal communication between God and man, as well as between man and man. As such, there is no sense in which the process of communication through verbal and written forms is inadequate to accurately convey the truth of God to man. Even the confusion of the languages came about by a divine act (Gen. 11:1–9). Special revelation given through the process of inspiration is a fully accurate, truthful, sufficient, and reliable communication from God the Creator to man the creature. God used human agents to produce divinely authoritative writings by means of his Holy Spirit.

      Historically, accommodation referred to God communicating with Scripture using symbols and expressions that were meaningful to man. These included cultural forms, figures of speech, anthropomorphic expressions, and the like. The Reformers saw accommodation as God’s gracious use of multiple symbols in communicating with mankind. However, errantists have more recently redefined accommodation as God being forced to include error in the composition of Scripture because he used fallible human authors and language. Such advocates of error state that since God used finite human writers who were sinners to write his Word, the text is therefore liable to all the errors finite, sinful human beings commit. They even go so far as to say that the use of these human means of composition makes errors inevitable in the process. They conclude that the Bible is true in matters of faith and practice because these are at a general-principle level. However, they maintain that there can be (and are) factual errors throughout the Bible due to the fallible human instrumentality God used in the composition of the text.

      The following responses to the modern errantist view demonstrate the fallibility of its argumentation. First, it confuses finiteness with sin and error. Humanness is not destroyed if God superintended the writing of Scripture through inspiration to protect it from all errors. Men do sin, make mistakes, and err on countless occasions throughout their lives. However, they do not sin or err on every occasion. It is possible for a fallible human being to write a sentence without erring. On the one hand, God’s superintendence of Scripture did not compromise the humanness of the authors. On the other hand, the process of inspiration included God’s work of safeguarding the human writers so that they did not err when they were writing his Word—word after word, sentence after sentence.

      Second, the unanimous witness of Scripture affirms its total veracity. It claims repeatedly to be truthful (Ps. 119:43, 160; John 17:17; 2 Cor. 6:7; Col. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:15; James 1:18). It is identified directly with both the human writers and God who inspired it. The direct calls by God to leave it unaltered demonstrate that what is written is precisely what God intended to say (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Prov. 30:5–6; Rev. 22:18–19). God was in no way limited in his ability to convey absolute truth in every word simply because he used fallible human writers. Inspiration by means of the Spirit’s direct involvement facilitated the origination of God’s inerrant Word (2 Pet. 1:20–21).

      Finally, the errantist view of accommodation is inconsistent with itself. How can one be sure that God can rightly convey to man spiritual truths concerning matters of faith and practice if he cannot guarantee that the facts of history are rightly recorded? If one affirms that the Bible is free from error in leading man to a right knowledge of God in salvation, then what prevents him from equally affirming the truthfulness of the rest? If God is able to keep the writers free from error at all, such as in writing spiritual truths, then there are no reasonable grounds to conclude that he was unable to secure a factual account of scientific and historical records.

      Infallibility and Inerrancy15

      Definitions of Inerrancy and Infallibility

      Inerrancy means literally “without error.” When applied to Scripture, it means that the Bible is without error in the original copies. It is therefore free, when properly interpreted, from affirming anything that is untrue or contrary to fact.

      The term infallibility has historically been largely synonymous with an evangelical view of inerrancy. Infallibility means unable to mislead or fail in accomplishing the divinely intended purpose. Article 11 of the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy (1978) relates it this way: “We affirm that Scripture, having been given by divine inspiration, is infallible, so that, far from misleading us, it is true and reliable in all the matters it addresses.”

      Historically, inerrancy and infallibility have been inseparably linked. However, dating back to the early 1960s, infallibility became a term used in a new way by those who believe in limited inerrancy. They commandeered it to mean that the Bible is infallible in that it teaches no false or misleading doctrine related to faith and practice. However, in their view, that does not mean Scripture has to be factually accurate in all its words. The primary motivation behind the alteration in definition was tied to an effort to deny inerrancy yet maintain an identification with those of an orthodox faith. But biblically speaking, it is not orthodox to affirm infallibility apart from inerrancy. Denial of inerrancy is motivated by an unwillingness to accept all that Scripture declares. Deniers seek to excuse sin and to affirm unbiblical behavior by such efforts.

      The Biblical Basis for Inerrancy

      Paul’s direct claim for Scripture is that it is inspired by God (2 Tim. 3:16). It is the product of God’s own work through the human authors by means of his Spirit (2 Pet. 1:20–21). Since these written words are the words of the God of truth, they must be without error. Inspiration deals with the means by which the text was composed, but it also directly implies that it is the work of God. As such, the final product is attributed to him. Regardless of the involvement of human agency in the composition process, the integrity of the divine author is at stake in the doctrine of inerrancy. Prior to the higher-critical assaults on the doctrine of Scripture in the nineteenth century, the fact of inspiration necessarily led to the affirmation that the written words of the God who is truth were entirely truthful and without error in the original autographs. This matches the position Jesus himself affirmed (John 17:17).

      The Bible’s view of its own authority attests to the fact of inerrancy. The recurrent declarations of “thus says the Lord” create an atmosphere in which inerrancy is assumed throughout the Old Testament. The New Testament writers universally assume the absolute truthfulness of the Old Testament. Following a pattern established by Jesus, they base their doctrine on the literal verbiage of the biblical texts they quote (e.g., Paul’s reference to “offspring,” not “offsprings,” in Gal. 3:16). More significantly, they base their faith in the truthfulness of the Old Testament on the character of the triune God. For Paul, the Father is the “God who never lies” (Titus 1:2). In John’s Gospel, the Son is not only the way and the life but also the truth (John 14:6). Likewise, the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of truth (John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13; 1 John 5:6). John also records Jesus’s affirmation that God’s “word is truth” (John 17:17). This language coincides directly with the Old Testament witness that God’s Word is truth and that it is fixed forever in heaven (Ps. 119:89, 160)—a testimony to the fact that it is not just a temporal earthly testimony from God but an eternal and heavenly one. If God is the author of Scripture, as the text claims, how can there be errors in what it affirms? If there are errors in what it says, how can God be the God of truth? Furthermore, if this is an eternal and lasting word, as Scripture attests, then how can the God of truth allow falsehood to be conveyed by it? There is nothing less at stake in the doctrine of inerrancy than the character and integrity of God himself. Since God is true, so is his revelation in Scripture.

      Jesus and Inerrancy

      That Jesus believed in an inerrant Bible has already been shown in the earlier section “Proofs of Inspiration”. However, as a further demonstration, we can note that Jesus never challenged the accuracy or veracity of a single Old Testament passage. In fact, he never even broached the subject of an errant Scripture because the integrity of the text was always assumed and repeatedly affirmed. Christ never once indicated the slightest need to correct any statement in the Old Testament. Rather, he affirmed its truthfulness to the smallest details (Matt. 5:18; John 10:35). It is also worth pointing out that of all the questions people asked Jesus, no one asked if the Old Testament was inspired. No one asked if it contained any errors. From his disciples and numerous common folk to a host of adversaries, not one person questioned the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture. Furthermore, Scripture gives no evidence to support the view that Jesus believed or taught merely conceptual inspiration. There is no evidence that Jesus believed that Scripture contained error in even the slightest way. Though an argument from silence is generally not the strongest argument, in this case the silence is deafening. If Jesus knew of error (even minor factual discrepancies) in the text, it is hard to imagine why he nowhere addressed this subject, especially with his disciples, that he might prepare them for such doctrinal difficulty.

      It is equally inexplicable why Jesus never addressed this subject with his opponents. Throughout his ministry, Jesus never accommodated himself to his enemies. He challenged errant behavior and doctrine. He made a deliberate practice of confronting false rabbinic doctrines and practices at every opportunity. Yet Jesus never once challenged the veracity of Scripture. He only addressed the Jews’ ignorance and mishandling of it. The Sermon on the Mount was a full-scale confrontation with those who had misrepresented or misunderstood the law of God (Matthew 5–7). Nevertheless, throughout this discourse Jesus corrected only the misinterpretation of Scripture. He never once even hinted at the possibility that biblical integrity may be in doubt—and the Gospel accounts make it clear that Jesus never hesitated to confront error. He made a practice of addressing even the most controversial issues with either his disciples or the religious leaders of the day. It is therefore unreasonable to conclude that Jesus would have accommodated himself to either his enemies or even his disciples over this issue. There is no convincing argument that can be brought forward to explain why Jesus would have neglected to address the issue if Scripture contained errors.

      Explanation of Inerrancy

      Inerrancy Cannot Be Proven Scientifically

      The doctrine of inerrancy is a natural companion to the doctrine of inspiration. It is also a reasonable and necessary conclusion based on the character of God and the truth claims of Scripture. In many instances, it can be confirmed even by external, empirical evidences. As such, inerrancy is a doctrine that is biblically and theologically presumed.

      However, it is not possible to fully demonstrate the doctrine in every case with scientific data. This is simply because some things are not reproducible for scrutiny today. The creation and flood events cannot be repeated. And yet there was one impeccably reliable eyewitness—God—who wrote an inerrant account. Archaeological evidence does not exist to confirm every historical fact asserted in the Bible. Ultimately, in all cases, the miraculous events recorded in Scripture can be attested only by the eyewitness accounts given by the biblical writers themselves.

      At the same time, it is equally true that there is no way to disprove the biblical record. Every historical challenge leveled against the veracity of Scripture has been proven false. In many cases, external witnesses have confirmed not only the biblical account in general but also the factual details themselves. In other cases, a harmonization or similar interpretive solution has adequately confirmed the accuracy of the biblical account. What is more, the evidences for scriptural veracity and factual accuracy go way beyond external confirmations. The fulfillment of Scripture alone attests to the truthfulness and trustworthiness of the biblical record. The truth claims of Scripture, the doctrine of inspiration, and the use of the Old Testament by New Testament writers all confirm a universal acceptance of the total truthfulness and reliability of the biblical text. Furthermore, the doctrine of inspiration demands the acceptance of the scriptural account over any external, human record based on the fact that it is God’s Word.

      Inerrancy Applies to the Autographs

      Every book of the Bible was originally composed under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit by a human author. These original works—called autographs—were completely without error as the result of divine inspiration. None of these original manuscripts are in existence today. Instead, copies were made and soon thereafter copies of copies. These copies and multitudes of translations have been passed down through the centuries. The doctrines of transmission and preservation will be discussed later in this chapter, but here we must point out that the copying process had the obvious potential for introducing errors into the text. For this reason, the doctrine of inerrancy is restricted to the autographs themselves.

      Unlike the autographs, copies are subject to errors due to fallible human involvement since the Scripture never speaks of the Holy Spirit superintending the work of copyists. Add to this the fact that no original manuscripts remain by which the copies may be confirmed, and it may seem that the doctrine of inerrancy is null and void. This could be even further extrapolated to include the process of translation. Since translations (like copies) are not produced by means of inspiration, they too are subject to error. How can one rely on Scripture if it is not the original text composed by the divinely inspired author?

      God has not chosen to extend the miracle of inspiration to the copying and translation processes. But God providentially preserves copies and translations to the extent that they accurately reproduce the content of the original autographs. As will be discussed below, the evidence available today enables textual scholars to hold the confidence that Scripture translations today possess more than 99 percent of the original autographs.16 Translations can be easily checked against a critical text to confirm how accurately they render the biblical autographs. As such, copies and translations can be said to accurately reflect the inerrant Word originally penned by the divinely inspired authors. The copying process superintended by God preserves the doctrine of inerrancy. A translation can still be called the Word of God as long as it accurately reflects the content of the original autographs.

      Inerrancy Allows for Ordinary Language

      The doctrine of inerrancy does not mean that the normal laws of language are excluded. The Bible makes frequent use of estimates (1 Chron. 5:21; Isa. 37:36), and such round numbers are not factual errors. Scientifically imprecise statements do not equate to error; they are simply part of the way we normally use language. The same holds true in statements related to distance. Furthermore, inerrancy does not demand the use of technical or scientific language. The biblical authors did not intend to give scientific descriptions or explanations in their narrative accounts. In fact, in many cases the technical language of their day would have been wrong. But the way it is stated in Scripture matches with perceived reality—even though it is conveyed in normal language. A perfect example is Job 26:7, where God is said to hang the earth on nothing. This is not a scientific description. But it is completely accurate, factually speaking. Phenomenological language is also no violation of inerrancy. Joshua prayed for the “sun to stand still,” and the following verse affirms that “the sun stood still, and the moon stopped, until the nation took vengeance on their enemies” (Josh. 10:12–13). This geocentric description in no way violates inerrancy. This is a completely truthful statement from an earthly perspective. Language allows for truth to be conveyed from the perspective of the writer or speaker.

      Inerrancy allows for the use of the full range of language. This includes free quotations from the Old Testament by New Testament writers. The oldest Greek manuscripts did not contain punctuation marks. This makes identifying the precise quotations by the writers difficult at times. Since the Old Testament was written in Hebrew, the New Testament biblical writers had to use either an existing translation or produce their own. Furthermore, many times it is obvious that the author did not intend to give a word-for-word quotation but simply enough of a reference to the original that the reader would recognize it. This is a common practice even in contemporary writing or preaching. A loose quotation still accurately conveys the sense in the referenced text. None of these practices are violations of the integrity of the biblical text. In such cases, it is better to describe the New Testament use of the Old Testament as allusions rather than quotations because the writers clearly are not attempting to repeat them verbatim. Since the reader knows or has access to the Old Testament original, free citations of the Old Testament in the New do not deceive the reader or compromise the integrity of the text.

      Inerrancy does not require perfect grammar in every case, nor exact wording (ipsissima verba) or even exhaustive detail. A statement can be grammatically unconventional and still be understandable and truthful. Many times syntactical and lexical choices merely reflect the style and skill of the human authors. The accounts they wrote are truthful even when they did not record every historical detail. In the case of parallel accounts in both Testaments, the human writers naturally made choices to maintain the focus of their narratives that necessarily resulted in the inclusion and exclusion of certain details from each account. The truth includes the sum of all accounts. None of these factors negate the factuality of the written Word.

      The Bible is the inerrant, infallible Word of God. It is the result of divine inspiration, which produced divinely authoritative and factual accounts that are truthful in what they record. This doctrine applies directly to the original autographs and indirectly to the texts and translations of today.

      Preservation of Scripture

      Explanation of Preservation

      Canonicity and Preservation

      Textual Criticism and Preservation

      How can one be sure that the revealed and inspired written Word of God, which the early church recognized as canonical, has been handed down to this day without any loss of material?17 Furthermore, since one of the Devil’s prime concerns is to undermine the Bible, have the Scriptures survived this relentless onslaught? In the beginning, Satan denied God’s word to Eve (Gen. 3:4). He later attempted to distort the Scripture in his wilderness encounter with Christ (Matt. 4:6–7). Through King Jehoiakim, he even attempted to literally destroy the physical Scriptures (Jer. 36:23). The battle for the Bible rages, but God’s Word has and will continue to outlast its archenemy and all other enemies.

      God anticipated man’s, Satan’s, and demons’ malice toward the Scripture by making divine promises to preserve his Word. The very continued existence of Scripture is guaranteed in Isaiah 40:8, “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever” (cf. 1 Pet. 1:24–25). This even means that no inspired Scripture has been lost in the past that still awaits rediscovery.

      The actual content of Scripture will be perpetuated, both on earth (Isa. 59:21) and in heaven (Ps. 119:89). Thus, the purposes of God, as published in the sacred writings, will never be thwarted, even in the least detail (cf. Matt. 5:18; 24:35; Mark 13:31; Luke 16:17).

      Explanation of Preservation

      Definition of Preservation

      Preservation as a doctrine refers to the acts of God whereby he has preserved through the centuries the written record of his special revelation for his people. It begins with the specific instructions he gave to his people to preserve it. It also includes the providential way in which God has kept his Word by the diligent efforts of human agents through the millennia. It began when it was originally written, and it has continued through time as it has been gathered into the collections of canonical writings extant today.

      The Westminster Confession (AD 1646) describes the doctrine of preservation this way: “The Old Testament in Hebrew . . . and the New Testament in Greek . . . , being immediately inspired by God, and by his singular care and providence kept pure in all ages, are therefore authentical; so as in all controversies of religion, the Church is finally to appeal unto them” (1.8). In other words, God both inspired the writers during the composition of the text and has worked providentially through the centuries to preserve those writings. On this basis, these texts are authoritative and in their original languages can be appealed to as the final word on all matters of faith and practice.

      The real question is, does the Bible itself affirm this doctrine? If it does, is that preservation miraculous or providential? Does it promise preservation in one manuscript or in a set of manuscripts or in a Greek or Hebrew edition? What place do versions (i.e., translations of the Bible into other languages) play in the process? What impact do the means of preservation have on canonization?

      Biblical Teaching on Preservation

      Do the Scriptures say anything concerning their own preservation through the processes of transmission (from one generation to the next) and translation (from one language to another)? An examination of what the Bible says does indicate that God has promised to preserve his Word forever in heaven (Ps. 119:89, 160). This brings both understanding and confidence to one’s trust in God’s preservation of the Scriptures themselves. The scriptural promises are for a divinely providential rather than a miraculous preservation of the text on earth.

      The Case for Perfect, Eternal Preservation. The Bible makes a direct promise regarding the preservation of God’s Word in heaven. Psalm 119:89 states, “Forever, O Lord, your word is firmly fixed in the heavens.” In the original the term “firmly fixed” means literally to be established or set in place in a lasting way. This is similar to a pillar that is permanently placed within a building when constructed. So God’s Word is forever fixed. But the key here is that the verse says that God’s Word is fixed in heaven, not on earth. This indicates that God has a permanent and perfect record of his inspired written revelation to man, but he has kept that record in heaven. The psalmist goes on to say, “Long have I known from your testimonies that you have founded them forever” (Ps. 119:152). Again, God’s Word is fixed, unchanging, and everlasting, but the perfectly preserved form of that Word is in heaven. Isaiah contrasts the transitory nature of man with the eternally enduring perfection of God’s Word when he writes, “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever” (Isa. 40:8). God’s Word is eternal, but this text gives no direct indication that this eternality includes a promise of a perfectly preserved copy of it here on earth. Peter also refers directly to this verse and says, “This word is the good news that was preached to you” (1 Pet. 1:25). This statement equates the New Testament gospel message with the Old Testament as the Word of God. It also makes its eternal preservation a certainty by implication. But God still makes no direct promise in Scripture that he will preserve his Word here on earth in a flawless copy or an inspired edition beyond the original autographs themselves.

      Scripture also affirms not just the certainty of the preservation of God’s Word but also the fulfillment of it. Jesus speaks of the lasting nature of God’s Word this way: “For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:18). There are two significant points to be made here. The first relates to the terms “iota” and “dot.” The iota refers to the yodh, which is the smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet. The dot is actually the word for “a hook,” which here describes even the smallest stroke of a pen that would distinguish one letter from another. This could be compared to the hooked line on the R that distinguishes it from a P in the English alphabet. The point Jesus is making is clear: what God has said, he means. Nothing will prevent God from accomplishing any of it—down to the smallest point.

      This text is often cited as proof that God has promised to preserve his written Word here on earth. However, a close examination of the text shows that Christ’s point is not that it is necessarily preserved in print here but that all of it will be accomplished or come to pass. Still, this statement seems to inherently imply that God will preserve his written revelation. How can it be a witness to mankind if it is not preserved in print so that man can read it before, during, and after it has come to pass? Nevertheless, the promise is about fulfillment, not preservation. Jesus goes on to make the same statement about his own words when he says, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (Matt. 24:35). Again, the implication is clear: when Jesus speaks, it is as lasting and eternally sure and binding as when God speaks. Contextually, though, Jesus was speaking about the fulfillment of all that he said concerning the events that would take place in that generation and in the coming age. It was not a promise directly related to the record of his words or of the teachings in the New Testament.

      So the Bible affirms that God has promised to fulfill every word and every promise given in Scripture. It also confirms that God will preserve his Word forever, unchanged, in heaven. But there is no direct statement or guarantee of an absolutely flawless preservation of a copy or copies of his Word here on earth. That does not mean that he has not preserved it in a completely reliable way. It means that he has chosen to preserve the earthly record of his revelation in a providential way through diligent human efforts. Because thousands of Old Testament and New Testament manuscripts have been recovered and carefully compared, the best Christian scholars have concluded that the original biblical text has been essentially recovered and reconstituted.18 So God’s Word has been preserved perfectly in heaven and faithfully on earth.

      The Call for Diligent Earthly Preservation. In the heavenly realm, God has promised to preserve his Word flawlessly forever. In the earthly realm, he has providentially preserved it through his people, who have the responsibility to protect and transmit it. This is evidenced first of all from the repeated commands God gave to his people not to add or take away anything from his Word (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Prov. 30:6; Jer. 26:2; Rev. 22:18–19). These repeated charges make it clear that what God said through the pens of the human authors was exactly what he wanted to say. His people were accountable not only to obey it all but also to preserve it to the letter. When these statements are coupled with Jesus’s words in Matthew 5:18, it is obvious that the final standard by which everyone will be measured is the originally inspired autographs. As such, it is essential that God’s people exercise extreme care in copying, translating, and producing his Word, not to mention diligence in interpreting it. God has fixed his Word in heaven, but he leads believers in the responsibility to retain and secure its integrity here.

      The best evidence that God has retained his Word flawlessly in heaven while entrusting the preservation of the earthly record to his people is found in the Scripture itself. In Exodus it says that when God finished speaking, he gave Moses “the two tablets of the testimony, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God” (Ex. 31:18). So God personally wrote this portion of Scripture in stone and gave it to Moses. But when Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the tablets in hand, he saw the sin of the people and in anger smashed the tablets (Ex. 32:19). God actually allowed Moses to destroy the only copy of those commandments—even before the people had seen or heard them. There was, at this point and for a brief time thereafter, no earthly copy of these commandments. Nevertheless, God was able to restore fully and verbatim what was lost through the actions of a man. He instructed Moses to cut out two tablets like the first ones and come up to Mount Sinai. Then, over the next forty days, he had Moses write out on those tablets the same commandments that he had originally given (Ex. 34:1–2, 27–28). God does entrust the care of his Word to his people.

      He is also able to restore it to the letter if it is lost. The most extensive example of both God’s willingness to allow his Word to be destroyed and his ability to restore it is in Jeremiah 36. It was the fourth year of Jehoiakim’s reign as king over Judah. God told Jeremiah to take a scroll and pen his word as a message to be given to the king calling him to repentance. The text says, “Then Jeremiah called Baruch the son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a scroll at the dictation of Jeremiah all the words of the Lord that he had spoken to him” (36:4). Baruch then delivered that scroll to the officials, who took it to the king. When a servant read it to the king, his response to God’s call to repent was clear: “As Jehudi read three or four columns, the king would cut them off with a knife and throw them into the fire in the fire pot, until the entire scroll was consumed in the fire that was in the fire pot” (36:23). This scroll was the first edition of the book of Jeremiah. God again allowed a man to destroy his Word. In this case, it was not anger over sin (as in the case of Moses) but an outwardly rebellious rejection of God’s Word! That the Word of God was not destroyed is evidenced by the next event. God again restored it verbatim:

      Now after the king had burned the scroll with the words that Baruch wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation, the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah: “Take another scroll and write on it all the former words that were in the first scroll, which Jehoiakim the king of Judah has burned.” . . . Then Jeremiah took another scroll and gave it to Baruch the scribe, the son of Neriah, who wrote on it at the dictation of Jeremiah all the words of the scroll that Jehoiakim king of Judah had burned in the fire. And many similar words were added to them. (36:27–28, 32)

      The book of Jeremiah found in today’s Bible is the original text destroyed by the king along with God’s additional revelations and judgments, which include the record of Jehoiakim’s rejection and destruction of the original text. God’s Word is settled in heaven, and he is able to recall it and inspire a prophet to write it accurately again.

      While it is true that God has acted directly at times to restore portions of his Word that have been lost or destroyed on earth, he has also withheld it as a judgment. He allowed the temple priests to misplace the book of the Law for more than fifty years (2 Kings 22:8–10; 2 Chron. 34:14–16). For more than a generation God’s people were without his Word because of their unfaithfulness. Yet even though a generation was ignorant of God’s Word, he still held them accountable for it. God punished the nation for the wickedness committed during the time of their carelessness.

      Coming at this point from a different angle, the exception proves the rule. For example, at least two words are missing from every extant copy of Samuel dating back at least two thousand years (see 1 Sam. 13:1). The significance of these omissions is minimal. The two words that are missing are numbers related to Saul’s age at the time he became king and to the number of years he reigned as king. It is a fairly simple exercise to do the math and discern a limited number of potential readings that make sense of the text. Nevertheless, this missing portion of text alone proves that the earthly preservation of Scripture is not a perpetual, miraculous act of God. He has instead entrusted his people with the responsibility to retain his Word through diligent human efforts. The Old and New Testament scribal practices demonstrate precisely this kind of careful scrutiny and care of the extant copies and the copying process.

      If God has not flawlessly preserved his Word on earth—and has instead left it up to the efforts of men—are the copies still considered Scripture? The Bible considers copies of the Scriptures to be the Word of God. For example, God gave instructions to Moses concerning the practices that were to be followed by the future kings of Israel:

      And when [the king] sits on the throne of his kingdom, he shall write for himself in a book a copy of this law, approved by the Levitical priests. And it shall be with him, and he shall read in it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the Lord his God by keeping all the words of this law and these statutes, and doing them, that his heart may not be lifted up above his brothers, and that he may not turn aside from the commandment, either to the right hand or to the left, so that he may continue long in his kingdom, he and his children, in Israel. (Deut. 17:18–20)

      Two key points can be derived from this passage. First, the king’s copying was to be done under the watchful eye of the priests, which indicates that the copies were to be done with extreme care and painstaking precision. The king was instructed to make as exact a copy as possible, which was then certified by the priests as accurate. God expects his people to be zealous in preserving his Word—even in the copying process. Second, the copy was to be obeyed with promises for obedience equal to following the instructions of the original itself. In this way, God tethered the copies of Scripture to the autographs of Scripture. A copy of the Word of God is the Word of God insofar as it matches the original.

      As stated, the work of preserving the text of Scripture is a providential act, not a miraculous one. Even though God has at times acted directly to restore a portion of his Word that was destroyed, that has not proven to be his standard practice. Instead, he has placed the burden of responsibility to recognize, preserve, and transmit his Word on his faithful people. Thus, preservation involves two distinct elements—canonicity and textual criticism.

      Canonicity and Preservation19

      The Bible is actually one book from one divine author, though it was written over a period of fifteen hundred years through the pens of over forty men. Beginning with the creation account of Genesis 1–2, written by Moses around 1405 BC, and extending to the account of eternity future in Revelation 21–22, written by the apostle John around AD 95, God progressively revealed himself and his purposes in the inspired Scriptures.

      All this raises a significant question: How can one know which supposed sacred writings were to be included in the canon of Scripture and which ones were to be excluded? Over the centuries, three widely recognized principles were used to validate the writings that constituted divine, inspired revelation. First, the writing had to have been authored by a recognized prophet or apostle or by someone associated with one, as in the case of the books of Mark, Luke, Hebrews, James, and Jude. Second, the writing could not disagree with or contradict any previous Scripture. Third, the church had to display a general consensus that a writing was an inspired book. Thus, when various councils met in church history to consider the canon, they held no official vote for the canonicity of a book but rather recognized universally—after the fact—that it was written by God and belonged in the Bible.

      With regard to the Old Testament, by the time of Christ the entire Old Testament had been written and acknowledged by the Jewish community. The last book, Malachi, had been completed about 430 BC. Not only did the Old Testament canon of Christ’s day conform to the Old Testament in Protestant Bibles today, but it did not contain the uninspired Apocrypha, that group of fourteen extrabiblical writings that were written after Malachi and attached to the Old Testament in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament called the Septuagint (ca. 200–150 BC). Though rejected, these spurious writings are included in some versions of the Bible. However, not one passage from the Apocrypha is cited by a New Testament writer, nor did Jesus affirm any of it when he recognized the Old Testament canon of his era (cf. Luke 24:27, 44).

      By Christ’s time, the Old Testament canon had been divided into two lists of twenty-two or twenty-four books respectively, each of which contained the same material as the thirty-nine books of our modern Protestant versions. In the twenty-two-book canon, some books were considered as one—for example, the Book of the Twelve (incorporating the twelve so-called Minor Prophets), Jeremiah and Lamentations, Judges and Ruth, and 1 and 2 Samuel.

      The same three key tests of canonicity that applied to the Old Testament were also applied to the New Testament. In the case of Mark and Luke-Acts, the nonapostolic authors were considered to be, in effect, the penmen for Peter and Paul, respectively. James and Jude were written by Christ’s own half brothers. While Hebrews is the only New Testament book whose authorship is unknown for certain, its content is so in line with both the Old and New Testaments that the early church concluded that it must have been written by an apostolic associate. Since circa AD 350–400, the twenty-seven books of the New Testament have been universally accepted as inspired by God.

      Definition of Canonicity

      Canonicity refers to the church’s recognition and acceptance of the books of Scripture as God’s inspired Word. The term itself comes from the Greek word kanōn, which originally meant a “reed” or a “rod.” Since a rod was frequently used as a measuring stick, the word began to convey the idea of a “standard” or “rule.” The word kanōn is used four times in the New Testament, always in a metaphorical sense. Paul employs it three times in 2 Corinthians 10 (vv. 13, 15–16) to refer to a geographical boundary. In Galatians 6:16, he uses it to refer to a moral standard or rule for believers to live by. All this illustrates that by the end of the apostolic age, the term was predominantly understood as a word that referred metaphorically to a rule, a measure, a boundary, or a standard.

      It was not until the middle of the fourth century AD that the term was used to speak of the authoritative collection of books recognized as the product of divine inspiration. In fact, Athanasius (295–373) first applied the term canon to Scripture in the Decrees of the Council of Nicaea, published shortly after AD 350. In these writings, he referred to The Shepherd of Hermas as not being part of the canon. Shortly thereafter, the Council of Laodicea used the terms “canonical” and “noncanonical” to refer to individual books either as accepted as part of the Bible or rejected as not inspired by God. It is in this sense that the term has been understood in reference to the Scriptures.

      There are two primary ways in which the canon has historically been defined. The traditional view of Roman Catholicism holds that the Bible is an authoritative collection of writings. That is, the Bible contains the books that the church has collected and authoritatively determined and affirmed as Scripture. According to this view, the church decides which books belong in the Bible.

      The biblical view understands that the canon is a collection of divinely authoritative writings. It is not the church (or the people of God) that determines which books are inspired by God and are thereby Scripture. The writings themselves are vested with the authority of God on the basis of divine inspiration. They are the Word of God because they were written under the Spirit’s inspiration. The people of God (the church for the New Testament, Israel for the Old Testament) merely recognize the authority present within those writings. Canonicity is based on the fact of inspiration, not the process or agency that did the collecting.

      Need for the Canon

      Beginning with the composition of the Torah, there is a clear, divine injunction to recognize and preserve the written revelation of God. By the time of Christ, the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament (perhaps actually comprising twenty-two in Hebrew, with some books such as 1 and 2 Samuel combined in one scroll) were universally recognized as Scripture. The need for a New Testament canon on par with the Old Testament is also apparent. The apostles were Christ’s formal and authorized representatives (Luke 24:44–49; John 20:19–23; Acts 1:4–8, 15–26; 2:42). As they began to pass from the scene (whether through death or martyrdom), it became increasingly necessary to preserve their teachings. Even the apostles were concerned about this issue (1 Cor. 11:2; 2 Thess. 2:15). Preserving the written testimony of the apostles became ever more significant as the first century neared its end. This providential process of preservation began with individual churches copying, collecting, and sharing these writings. Later, the church at large formally recognized the inspired twenty-seven books of the New Testament as Scripture. This process of recognition did not establish the canon but did formally affirm what was already established based on inspiration.

      The Old Testament Canon. The Old Testament was written over a period of about one thousand years. The Pentateuch was completed by Moses just prior to his death in 1405 BC, with the exception of Deuteronomy 34:5–12, which chronicles Moses’s death, possibly written by Joshua. These first five books were unhesitatingly accepted by Joshua and the elders of Israel as the divinely authoritative Word of God and were placed into the ark (Deut. 31:24–26). The Old Testament canon was functionally established by Ezra in the fifth century BC following the return from captivity. It is generally recognized that the Old Testament canon was established by a three-principle evaluation. First, the book was written through the process of inspiration itself—usually affirmed by the author himself (2 Sam. 23:1–2; Isa. 1:1; Jer. 1:1–2). Second, the prophet’s contemporaries frequently recognized the work (Ex. 24:3; Josh. 1:8; Jer. 26:18; Dan. 9:2). Third, the prophet’s contemporaries determined to preserve the book as part of God’s Word (Deut. 31:26; 1 Sam. 10:25; Prov. 25:1; 2 Kings 23:24; Dan. 9:2). In addition to these basic considerations, Jewish leaders compared any new revelation with the existing Scriptures as required by God’s law (Deut. 12:32; 13:1–5).

      By the time of Christ, a universally accepted and fixed collection of books was recognized as the canonical Old Testament. These books coincide with the thirty-nine books contained in the Protestant Old Testament; Israel never accepted the Apocrypha as canonical. The testimonies of Jesus and the apostles demonstrate their absolute acceptance of the Hebrew canon as Scripture. Jesus quotes from each of the major sections of the Old Testament—including Moses and the Pentateuch (Matt. 4:1–11; John 3:14; 5:45–47), David in the Psalms (Luke 20:41–44), and Isaiah (Matt. 13:13–15) and Jonah (Matt. 12:39–40) from the Prophets. He affirms each as part of God’s authoritative Scripture by basing both doctrine and practice on what it says. The testimony of the apostles mirrors that of Jesus. They quote from the Old Testament in their preaching (Acts 2:17–21, 25–28, 31, 34–35; 3:22, 25; 4:25–26). They frequently build their case for the gospel in the New Testament from Old Testament citations (Matt. 1:22–23; 4:14–16; 8:17; 12:17–21; 13:35; 21:4–5; John 12:38–41; 19:24; Rom. 1:16–17; 3:9–20; 4:1–12; 9:6–13, 15–17, 25–26, 27–29, 33). Even Paul’s evangelistic practice of going first to the Jews in the synagogues and reasoning from the Old Testament Scriptures attests to their unreserved acceptance of the Jewish canon (Acts 17:2–3).

      One noticeable distinction between the Hebrew Old Testament and modern Bibles in English and other languages is the arrangement of the books. Jesus and the New Testament writers generally acknowledged a two- or threefold arrangement of the Old Testament books—the Law and the Prophets or the Law, the Prophets, and the Writings (Luke 24:44). It would seem that Jesus recognized an arrangement of the Old Testament books that began with Genesis and ended with Chronicles, largely based on his reference (Luke 11:50–51) to the blood of the prophets from Abel (Gen. 4:1–16) to Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20–22). This order is much like that found in the definitive edition of the Hebrew Old Testament, drawn from the Masoretic text. While the arrangement in the English Bible is derived primarily from the Vulgate and secondarily from the Septuagint, the English Bible’s differences with the Hebrew Old Testament in no way alter the fact that it contains the same specific books that are recognized as canonical in the Hebrew Bible—the order is secondary.

      The New Testament Canon. The New Testament was written over a period of fifty years. It consists of twenty-seven books composed by eight or nine different human authors and includes four Gospels, the book of Acts (the companion volume to Luke’s Gospel), twenty-one Epistles, and the book of Revelation. The first written was the epistle of James in AD 45. The last was Revelation, penned by John in about AD 95. Prior to these New Testament books, the church had no authoritative writings apart from the Old Testament, which Jesus and the apostles recognized as the Word of God. The New Testament books were recognized as equally divinely inspired and authoritative as the Old Testament at the time they were written. Peter attested to Paul’s letters as being Scripture (2 Pet. 3:14–16). Paul quoted from Deuteronomy and Luke, affirming both as Scripture (1 Tim. 5:18). John testified that he wrote Revelation at the direct insistence of Christ himself as a revelation from God to his church (Rev. 1:11, 19; 4:1; 22:8–13). The New Testament books were added to Scripture at the point of inspiration and original authorship. They were canonical at the time of writing—not when the church accepted them as such. There was, however, a process over time whereby the twenty-seven books of the New Testament were individually and collectively recognized as Scripture by God’s people. This process of canonization for the New Testament included three historical stages: circulation, collection, and recognition.

      The period of circulation. The early church recognized the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament as Scripture as a settled truth. The divine authority of these books was unquestioned. This commitment was demonstrated through the consistent practice of Christ and his apostles quoting from the Old Testament and identifying it as the very Word of God. At the time when the New Testament books were originally written, the churches that initially received them recognized them as Scripture, and soon afterward those churches began to read these texts side by side with the Old Testament Scriptures in their assemblies (1 Thess. 5:27; 1 Tim. 4:13; Rev. 1:3). The practices of copying and sharing these texts with other churches accompanied the recognition of these books as Scripture, just as some books even called for such practices (Col. 4:16). This early circulation and collection process resulted in a largely church-wide awareness of most of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament by the early second century AD. However, the beginnings of this process involved primarily the circulation of these texts on an individual basis.

      The period of collection. The corporate worship services of the early church followed the patterns established by the synagogue. This included the public reading of Scripture and expositions or homilies (sermons) often derived from those texts (Luke 4:16–21; Acts 17:2–3; 1 Tim. 4:13). Over time, churches copied, circulated, and collected more and more New Testament books so they could be read and included in the worship services. By the second century AD, these collections began to secure an increasingly universal acceptance among the churches, which resulted in the sharing of these texts more frequently as collections than as individual books.

      The mid-second century saw the first significant church controversy over the identification of the canon itself. The second-century heretic Marcion (ca. AD 85–160) published his own formal list of what he considered to be authoritative New Testament writings. His canon included a shortened form of Luke’s Gospel, and ten of Paul’s epistles (excluding the Pastorals). Perhaps more than any other event, it was this act on the part of a heretic that compelled the orthodox church to begin to formally answer the question, which books belong in the New Testament canon?

      The first significant response of the orthodox churches is reflected in the Muratorian Fragment. It is sometimes referred to as the Muratorian Canon (ca. 170) because it lists both the New Testament books that are to be accepted as authoritative and other books that should be excluded. This document very likely reflects a formal response to Marcion. While the condition of the document itself renders it incomplete as an absolute witness to the books that were accepted, it does identify twenty-one or twenty-two of the twenty-seven books in the New Testament today. Those missing include Hebrews, James, and 1 and 2 Peter. The epistles of John are included, but it is unclear if they are referred to as a single epistle or if one or more are excluded. Regardless of the missing content of this document, it is clear that controversy and practical considerations compelled the early church fathers to come to a consensus in identifying which New Testament books were divinely authoritative and belonged alongside the Old Testament canon.

      The period of recognition. The beginning of the fourth century AD brought with it both an end to the persecution of the church and the establishment of Christianity as the state religion. This period concluded nearly three centuries of sporadic and concentrated efforts to stamp out the church throughout the Roman Empire. In the most recent persecution, Diocletian (AD 245–311) called for the deliberate burning of countless sacred Christian works, including copies of the New Testament Scriptures as a result of his edict in AD 303. When Constantine (AD 272–337) became emperor, he not only legalized Christianity in AD 313 but also commissioned Eusebius (ca. AD 260–ca. 340) to oversee the production of fifty copies of the New Testament. It was this decree that immediately elevated the issue of formally recognizing the specific books that make up the New Testament canon.

      Eusebius, having personally experienced much of the persecution under Diocletian, became perhaps the most significant early church historian. He records in his history not only much related to the historical events themselves but also a great deal about the challenges in recognizing the New Testament canon. Eusebius divided the early church writings into three categories: the acknowledged books, the disputed books, and the heretical books. As the categories suggest, his list begins by identifying those books universally accepted as canonical (i.e., divinely authoritative). These are all the books whose authenticity is undisputed. The normal standard included the issue of divinely sanctioned authorship—that is, it was written by an apostle or one who possessed a derived apostolic authority (e.g., Luke). Of the twenty-seven books in the New Testament, Eusebius’s list included all but James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, and Jude in the acknowledged books. He also listed Revelation as possibly questionable due primarily to a lack of circulation among the Eastern churches. In the end, all twenty-seven books of the New Testament were included.

      The finalization of the formal process of recognizing the New Testament canon was to a large degree completed by Athanasius (AD 295–373). In his Festal Letter of AD 365, he defined the extent of the New Testament canon as the twenty-seven books of our New Testament today. He also strictly forbade the use of any others as canonical—including the Didache and The Shepherd of Hermas (both of which were debated). These decisions were later ratified by the Council of Hippo in AD 393. Since that time, there has been throughout orthodox Christianity a universal acceptance of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament as canonical.

      Criteria for Canonicity

      As mentioned, the canonicity of all sixty-six books of the Bible was established at the point of inspired authorship. Only God the Holy Spirit can testify to the authority of his Word. This is the reality of the self-witness of Scripture. From a Christian perspective, recognition of the Old Testament canon was settled by Jesus and the apostles’ acceptance of the thirty-nine books of the Hebrew canon. For the New Testament, though early believers were living by the truths of the inspired books for centuries, the historical recognition took some time. However, that does not suggest that there was no canon. It only means that a consensus regarding the limits of the collection had to triumph over other suggestions and options.

      The external criteria for accepting any book as canonical included the original essential qualifications of (1) apostolic or prophetic authorship evidencing inspiration, (2) consistent doctrinal agreement with existing Scripture, and (3) a universal acceptance by the people of God.

      Human authorial credentials are a valid criterion for canonicity. God produced his Word through the agency of divinely authenticated human writers. In the Old Testament, these writers frequently authenticated their message by performing miraculous signs or making prophetic declarations that validated their divine calling. In the New Testament, God produced his Word through the agency or authority of an already authenticated apostle (1 Cor. 14:37–38; Gal. 1:9; 1 Thess. 2:13).

      Second, God made it clear from the beginning that any future revelation was to be examined in light of existing Scripture before it was accepted as authentic (Deut. 13:1–5). God has consistently revealed himself throughout the canonical books so that all are in agreement with each other and the whole (Acts 17:11). Coupled with this, God directly limited both canons when he announced the close of each. To close the Old Testament canon, God announced that the next prophet would be the Elijah who was to come (Mal. 4:4–6). In the case of the New Testament, Jesus definitively declared the close of the canon to John (Rev. 22:18–19). So with the passing of the last apostle came the passing of any additional revelation until the Lord returns.

      Third, the evidences of inspiration can be divided into two categories: (1) it must be true and truthful in what it says, and (2) there should be evidence in the very reading of the Word that it is able both to convey truth and to convict the human heart of sin (Heb. 4:12). Beyond this, God’s Word should be able to persuade his people corporately to recognize and affirm the authenticity of any given book. Since God’s Spirit inspired the writer to produce a divinely authoritative writing, that same Spirit has attested to it in the hearts of God’s people.

      In the end, only God is able to bear adequate witness to himself and to what he has inspired (John 5:33–47; Heb. 6:13). God’s Word attests to itself. It is essential that God’s people learn to discern for themselves from the pages of Scripture how to recognize God’s inspired works. As it relates to both the Old and New Testament canons, there is stunning, definitive, and unanimous affirmation that the sixty-six books of the Protestant Bible, and no others, are inspired by God.

      Completion of Canonicity20

      How does the church today know that God will not amend the current Bible with a sixty-seventh inspired book? In other words, is the canon closed?

      Scripture texts warn that no one should delete from or add to Scripture (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Prov. 30:6). Realizing that additional canonical books actually came after these words of warning, one can only conclude that while these admonitions permitted no deletions whatsoever, they did, in fact, allow for authorized, inspired writings to be added in order to complete the canon protected by these passages.

      Several significant observations, when taken together, have convinced the church over the centuries that the canon of Scripture is actually closed, never to be reopened. First, the book of Revelation is unique to the Scripture in that it describes with unparalleled detail the end-time events that precede eternity future. As Genesis began Scripture by bridging the gap from eternity past to this present space-time existence with the only detailed creation account (Genesis 1–2), so Revelation transitions out of space and time into eternity future (Revelation 20–22). Genesis and Revelation, by their contents, are the perfectly matched bookends of Scripture.

      Second, just as there was prophetic silence after Malachi completed the Old Testament canon, so there has been a parallel silence since John delivered the book of Revelation. This leads to the conclusion that the New Testament canon was closed then as well.

      Third, since there have not been, nor are there now, any authorized prophets or apostles in either the Old Testament or New Testament sense, there are not any potential authors of more inspired, canonical writings. God’s Word, “once for all delivered to the saints,” is never to be added to but is to be earnestly contended for (Jude 3).

      Fourth, of the four biblical exhortations not to tamper with Scripture, only the one in Revelation 22:18–19 contains warnings of severe divine judgment for disobedience. Further, Revelation is the only book of the New Testament to end with this kind of admonition and was the last New Testament book to be written. Therefore, these facts strongly suggest that Revelation was the last book of the canon and that the Bible is complete; to either add or delete would bring God’s severe displeasure.

      Finally, the early church, those closest in time to the apostles, believed that Revelation concluded God’s inspired writings, the Scriptures. So based on solid biblical reasoning, we can conclude that the canon is and will remain closed. There will be no sixty-seventh book of the Bible.

      Textual Criticism and Preservation21

      Since the Bible has frequently been translated into multiple languages and distributed throughout the world, how can one be sure that error has not crept in, even if unintentionally? It is certainly true that as Christianity spread, people desired to have the Bible in their own languages, which required translations from the original Hebrew and Aramaic languages of the Old Testament and the Greek of the New Testament. Not only did the work of translators provide an opportunity for error, but publication also afforded continual possibilities of error since copies were made by hand until the printing press arrived circa AD 1450.

      Through the centuries, the practitioners of textual criticism, a precise manuscript science, have discovered, preserved, catalogued, evaluated, and published an amazing array of biblical copies from both the Old and New Testaments. In fact, the number of existing biblical manuscripts dramatically outdistances the existing fragments of any other ancient literary work. By comparing text with text, the textual critic can confidently determine what the original prophetic/apostolic writing contained.

      Although existing copies of the main, ancient Hebrew text (Masoretic) date back only to the tenth century AD, two other important lines of textual evidence bolster the confidence of textual critics that they have reclaimed the originals.22 First, we can compare the tenth-century AD Masoretic text to the Septuagint, the Greek version translated circa 200–150 BC, with the oldest existing manuscripts dating back to circa AD 325. There is, in general, an amazing consistency between the two, which speaks of the accuracy in copying the Hebrew text for centuries. Second, the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1947–1956 (manuscripts that are dated ca. 200–100 BC) proved to be monumentally important. After comparing the earlier Hebrew texts with the later ones, only a few slight variants were discovered, none of which changed the meaning of any passage. While some argue for the development of a plurality of authoritative texts for the Old Testament because of periodic significant differences between the Septuagint and the Masoretic text, it appears far more likely that a single authoritative, early Masoretic text base was maintained by scribes following the Babylonian exile. While variants are evidenced in the Dead Sea Scrolls and various versions, the extant records show a consistent conformity to the Masoretic text. Even though the Old Testament had been translated and copied for centuries, the latest version (the Masoretic text) is readily recognized as an authentic and authoritative representation of the original autographs.

      The New Testament findings are even more decisive because a much larger amount of material is available for study. There are over five thousand extant Greek New Testament manuscripts that range in size from the whole New Testament to scraps of papyri that contain as little as a part of a single verse. A few fragments date to within twenty-five to fifty years of the original writing. New Testament textual scholars have generally concluded (1) that over 99 percent of the original writings have been reclaimed, and (2) that of the remaining potentially alternate readings, there are no variants substantially affecting any Christian doctrine. It has even been asserted that if every possible variant were accepted, the message of each chapter of the Bible that would be affected would read essentially the same.

      With this wealth of biblical manuscript evidence in the original languages and with the disciplined activity of textual critics to establish with almost perfect accuracy the content of the autographs, many errors that have been introduced or perpetuated by the thousands of translations over the centuries can be identified and corrected by comparing the translation or copy with the reassembled original. By this providential means, God has fulfilled his promise to preserve the Scriptures.

      Explanation of Textual Criticism

      While Protestants universally agree about the identification of the books of the Bible themselves, some issues related to content still demand attention. This is due to the fact that none of the original works of the biblical authors have survived to this day. The only way the biblical books were preserved and passed down was by hand copying them until about AD 1450, when printing presses began mass producing the Bible. This hand-copying process necessarily introduced scribal errors into the biblical text, which explains some of the issues related to the wording of individual passages and even some of the more significant controversial textual problems (e.g., Mark 16:9–20; John 7:53–8:11).

      At this point, the process of textual criticism comes to help. Textual criticism is best defined as the careful examination of the existing ancient copies of Scripture in order to determine the purest copies of the original text. The process itself is a science, but fundamental valuation decisions factor into the equation when choosing one reading over another, and these involve human judgment. The basic process begins with a careful examination of every existing, reliable copy of the biblical text in question. The textual critic considers various alternate readings and identifies the reading that has the strongest textual evidence to be the original penned by the biblical author. If more than one reading has strong evidence for it, the secondary ones are listed as marginal readings (often in a column note or a footnote in most Bibles). Typical textual-critical weighting factors include the oldest reading, the shortest reading, the most widely attested reading geographically, and the reading that best explains the variant(s). When these factors are taken together, the textual critic can make an educated decision in order to affirm the reading that most likely reflects what the biblical author originally wrote.

      The process of textual criticism involves issues of varying levels of complexity between the two Testaments. There is a massive amount of textual evidence for the New Testament. As noted, some Greek manuscripts date back to within a generation of the actual writing of the text. This evidence also covers a broad geographic area and is confirmed over the full time frame from about AD 100 to about 1450, when the first printing presses began to publish complete collections of the Greek New Testament. By way of comparison, the Old Testament was written over a period of about a thousand years from 1400 to 400 BC. There are far fewer existing witnesses to the Old Testament text than to the New Testament text. Much of the textual evidence is more than a thousand years removed from the original writing. Even the reliability of some of the oldest witnesses (like the Qumran scrolls) is debated. These factors collectively contribute to a greater reliance on versional evidence for the Old Testament text.

      Nevertheless, when all the textual evidence for both Testaments is evaluated, most scholars affirm that the Bible is essentially in agreement word-for-word with the original from Genesis through Revelation.23 Even beyond this, when all the variants are examined, most of them are readily identifiable and easily resolvable. They include things as obvious and insignificant as spelling errors, incidental omission of words, transposition of words or letters within a word, and the like. Still other variants are obviously a copyist’s explanatory insertions or deliberate alterations for various reasons. When these added considerations are taken into account, the Bible can be shown to be reliable as a faithfully preserved copy of what the original authors wrote. For that which remains, there are no significant readings in doubt, and none alter or even bring into doubt any biblical doctrine. God has inspired the writing of his Word. He has also providentially preserved it through the process of human copying.

      If the Bible really is God’s Word, then why are there are no original manuscripts of any of the sixty-six books of the Bible in existence today? Would not a quick look at the original letter Paul wrote to the saints at Rome or at the actual scrolls on which Moses penned the book of Genesis immediately resolve any questions as to what the Bible originally said? Why are there no preserved original autographs of any of the books of the Bible? The primary reason for this is that parchment, vellum, and other materials do not readily hold up over thousands of years. Add to this the normal wear and tear that comes with repeated usage, neglect, transportation, natural disasters, and even deliberate destruction in times of persecution, and it is easy to see why none of the originals remain. However, a divine motivation may also stand behind the loss of all the original autographs. It eliminates the possibility for hyper-reverence and cultlike veneration to be given to the documents themselves instead of to the God who inspired them. This human tendency compelled Hezekiah to destroy the bronze serpent because people began worshiping it instead of the God who used it (2 Kings 18:4).

      Bible Translations

      As discussed above, God providentially tethered the copies of Scripture to the autographs of Scripture. A copy of the Scriptures in the original language is the Word of God insofar as it matches the original. In the same way, a version (i.e., a translation) can be considered the Word of God insofar as it matches the meaning of the Word expressed in the original language. That is why there must be just as much care (if not more) given to the translation process. What a translation conveys in a different language must match as nearly as possible the meaning expressed in the original. If the copying process is expected to be exact (and that is just the process of copying word-for-word what the original says), how much more does God expect of those who are rendering it in a different language?

      This is why great care should be exercised in choosing a Bible version. Readability is important in choosing a version. God intends his people to understand what he says and what he means by what he has said. At the same time, if a version poorly translates or errantly represents what God’s Word says in the original language, it misleads God’s people. God will not change his standards to match men’s errors. Thus, the more literal a translation is and the more precisely it conveys what the original languages say, the more reliable it is as a witness to God’s people. A good translation of the Scriptures into any language is the Word of God as it accurately reflects the meaning conveyed in the original language. Formal, word-for-word translations are best. But there is no evidence, biblically or historically, demonstrating that God miraculously endowed a translation with inspiration in itself. A translation is a derived witness to God’s Word. It is not a correction or an updated version of the original.

      Ancient translations can also play a key role in helping to confirm a correct reading in an original-language manuscript. This is because the ancient versions record what the translator understood as the sense conveyed by the original-language text in front of him. Since these versions were written in some cases many centuries before the oldest original-language records that are still extant, they were translated from texts that are older than those that exist today. As such, they can be useful in confirming a preferred alternate reading.

      The most significant ancient versions are the Greek Septuagint, the Latin Vulgate, and the Syriac Peshitta. The Septuagint is the most noteworthy of these because it is a Greek translation of the Old Testament that the church fathers frequently cited. At times, it may even be cited in the New Testament itself. It dates back about two centuries prior to the birth of Christ. The Vulgate began as a revision of the Old Latin by Jerome. It dates back to the time of the early church fathers at the beginning of the fifth century AD. Its most significant feature is that much of the Old Testament was based on the examination of Hebrew texts (rather than a Greek version). As such, it may in some cases read more closely to the original than the Septuagint. The Peshitta is a translation of the Bible into Syriac. It is the first and oldest version of the entire Bible (Old Testament ca. AD 150 and New Testament ca. AD 425). The amazing thing about these versions is that they all agree essentially (in most cases, nearly verbatim) with the overall witness of the copies of the original-language manuscripts extant today. Even where variants occur, more than 90 percent of them are insignificant or easily resolvable (including issues such as spelling and word order). God has indeed providentially preserved his Word through the diligent efforts of his people.

      God intended his Word to abide forever (preservation).24 Therefore, his written, propositional self-disclosure (revelation) was protected from error in its original writing (inspiration) and collected in the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments (canonicity).

      Through the centuries, thousands of copies and translations have been made (transmission) that did introduce some errors. However, because an abundance of ancient Old and New Testament manuscripts remain today, the exacting science of textual criticism has been able to reclaim the content of the original writings (revelation and inspiration) to an extreme degree.25

      The sacred book that Christians today read, study, obey, and preach deserves to unreservedly be called the Bible or the Word of God since its author is God and it bears the qualities of total truth and complete trustworthiness, all of which characterize its divine source.

      Teaching and Preaching of Scripture

      Teaching

      Preaching

      Isolating scriptural doctrine from Christian ministry cannot be sustained biblically. J. Gresham Machen labeled this kind of thinking “the modern hostility to doctrine.”26 Christianity resists being separated from doctrine because the Christian movement is a way of life founded on a biblical message. That conviction is reflected in Paul telling Timothy to watch both his life and doctrine closely (1 Tim. 4:16).

      Teaching27

      Christ lamented about his day, as Isaiah did in his (29:13), that “this people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men” (Matt. 15:8–9). Strange teaching of every kind tickled the ears of first-century people who were carried away from the truth because they could not endure sound doctrine (Eph. 4:14; 2 Tim. 4:3–4; Heb. 13:9).

      Christians must seriously revisit Pilate’s inquiry, “What is truth?” (John 18:38), and embrace once again Christ’s answer to his disciples that God’s Word is truth (John 17:17). If truth is the goal, then Scripture is the source. Reflect on Moses’s words later quoted by Jesus in fighting off Satan’s wilderness temptations: “Man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3; cf. Matt. 4:4). Biblical truth is the essence of life.

      Biblically speaking, Christian teaching is scriptural truth. Two Greek New Testament words are most often translated “doctrine,” “teaching,” or “instruction”—didachē and didaskalia. Comparing their combined fifty-one appearances affirms that Christian doctrine refers to Scripture, whether read, explained, or even theologically systematized.

      Perhaps the modern avoidance of doctrine lies partially in the fact that doctrine has been understood too narrowly, like a doctrinal statement or theological essay, rather than more broadly in the scriptural sense of biblical content. However, the Scriptures never envisioned doctrine referring to ivory-tower musings about theological speculation or minutiae.

      Scripture always refers to “sound doctrine” in relationship to Christian doctrine that finds its ultimate source in God, while all other doctrine is either of man (Col. 2:22) or demons (1 Tim. 4:1). Christian doctrine is sound—all other “doctrine” is unsound (1 Tim. 1:10; 6:3). Christian doctrine is good, and thus profitable, while all other is bad and valueless (1 Tim. 4:6; 2 Tim. 3:16).

      Since Christian teaching is all about biblical truth and biblical truth is all about God’s Word, Christians must therefore affirm a high view of Scripture and doctrine. But with equal importance, they must also make Scripture the basis for translating sound Christian doctrine into godly living, “so that in everything they may adorn the doctrine of God our Savior” (Titus 2:10). Simply put, Christian doctrine serves as the constitution of godly living. Just as the skeleton is to the body or oxygen is to breathing, doctrine proves indispensable to Christianity. Without Christian doctrine, believers would be stripped of truth in living out the faith.

      The New Testament Epistles overflow with exhortations to make “sound doctrine” the very heart of the Christian faith and ministry. Christians are reminded by Paul (1) to be a good minister of Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the faith and of good teaching (1 Tim. 4:6); (2) to keep as the pattern of sound teaching what was heard from him (2 Tim. 1:13); (3) to preach the Word (2 Tim. 4:2); (4) to hold firmly to the trustworthy message while encouraging others by sound doctrine (Titus 1:9); and (5) to teach what is in accord with sound doctrine (Titus 2:1). It is disconcerting to imagine where the gospel would be if Paul had not publicly confronted Peter over faulty doctrine (Gal. 2:11–21).

      Christ’s ministry (Matt. 7:28–29), the apostles’ ministry (Acts 5:29), and the early church’s ministry (Acts 2:42) all revolved around sound doctrine. In effect, to minimize or question the value of doctrine belittles Christ, the apostles, and the early church, not to mention countless Christian martyrs like John the Baptist (Mark 6:21–29) and William Tyndale (1494–1536). Why would anyone not fully embrace sound doctrine when it possesses such a glorious legacy, provides eternal value (2 Tim. 3:16), and promises God’s blessing for obedience (Josh. 1:8; Rev. 1:3)?

      Consider what would happen if the church forsook the standard of sound doctrine. On what basis would false teachers be rejected (Rom. 16:17; 2 John 9–10) or false doctrine be refuted (Titus 1:9)? How would believers know what was true and worth holding on to (1 Tim. 3:9; Rev. 2:24)? How would Christians distinguish between right and wrong? How would sin be confronted and corrected?

      This kind of spiritual disaster must be prevented at all costs. Modern Christians, like their spiritual ancestors, must contend earnestly for the faith “once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). Historically, indifference to Christian doctrine has produced heretics, but attention to doctrine has crowned heroes. So rather than getting beyond doctrine, the church urgently needs to get back to doctrine.

      No approach to doctrine other than taking it seriously makes sense of Christ’s command for his disciples to teach obedience to all that he commanded them (Matt. 28:20). Consider the many examples given in the New Testament:

      1. Paul’s ministry of proclaiming the whole will of God to the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:27)

      2. The angel’s command for the apostles to speak “all the words of this Life” (Acts 5:20)

      3. Paul’s mandate for Timothy to pass the apostolic teachings on to the next generation (2 Tim. 2:2)

      4. Christ’s commendation to the Ephesian church for taking doctrine seriously (Rev. 2:2, 6)

      Previous Christian generations have labored faithfully, suffered, and died to pass sound, biblical doctrine on to today’s believers. Nothing less than perpetuating it untarnished will be honoring to Christ and worthy of Christians’ spiritual forefathers.

      It is thus our prayer that the utilitarian approach to Christianity has run its unsatisfactory course and that those temporarily sidetracked would now return to their heritage of scriptural truth: Christian doctrine. Only by wholeheartedly embracing this commitment will believers protect their biblical legacy from being squandered in an era that is not inclined to endure sound doctrine.

      Preaching28

      Sound doctrine demands both exacting exposition and powerful preaching. So this discussion begins with five logically sequential postulates based on biblical truth that introduce and undergird three subsequent propositions:

      1. God is (Gen. 1:1; Psalms 14; 53; Heb. 11:6).

      2. God is true (Ex. 34:6; Num. 23:19; Deut. 32:4; Pss. 25:10; 31:5 [NASB]; Isa. 65:16; Jer. 10:10; John 14:6; 17:3; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18; 1 John 5:20–21).

      3. God speaks in harmony with his nature (Num. 23:19; 1 Sam. 15:29; Rom. 3:4; 2 Tim. 2:13; Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18).

      4. God speaks only truth (Pss. 31:5 [NASB]; 119:43, 142, 151, 160; Prov. 30:5; Isa. 65:16; John 17:17; James 1:18).

      5. God spoke his true Word as consistent with his true nature to be communicated to people (a self-evident truth illustrated in 2 Tim. 3:16–17; Heb. 1:1).

      Therefore, consider the following propositions:

      1. God gave his true Word to be communicated entirely as he gave it; that is, the whole counsel of God is to be preached (Matt. 28:20; Acts 5:20; 20:27). Correspondingly, every portion of the Word of God needs to be considered in the light of its whole.

      2. God gave his true Word to be communicated exactly as he gave it. It is to be dispensed precisely as it was delivered without altering the message (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Jer. 26:2).

      3. Only the exegetical process that yields expository proclamation will accomplish propositions 1 and 2.

      These propositions can be substantiated by answers to a series of questions that should channel one’s thinking from the headwaters of God’s revelation to its intended destination. First, why preach? Because that is what God commanded (2 Tim. 4:2). Preaching is also exactly what the apostles did in personally obeying God (Acts 5:27–32; 6:4). Second, what should be preached? The Word of God, that is, Scripture alone and Scripture in total (1 Tim. 4:13; 2 Tim. 4:2). Third, who should preach? Holy men of God (Luke 1:70; Acts 3:21; Eph. 3:5; 2 Pet. 1:21; Rev. 18:20; 22:6). Only after God had purified Isaiah’s lips was he ordained to preach for God (Isa. 6:6–13).

      Moving beyond these fundamentals, what is the preacher’s responsibility? The preacher needs to realize that God’s Word is not the preacher’s word. He is to recognize himself as a messenger, not an originator (1 Thess. 2:13). He is a sower, not the source (Matt. 13:3, 19). He is a herald, not the authority (1 Tim. 2:7). He is a steward, not the owner (Col. 1:25). He is the guide, not the author (Acts 8:31). He is the server of spiritual food, not the chef (John 21:15, 17).

      The preacher needs to reckon that Scripture is the Word of God. When he is committed to this awesome truth and responsibility, as J. I. Packer puts it,

      his aim . . . will be to stand under Scripture, not over it, and to allow it, so to speak, to talk through him, delivering what is not so much his message as its. In our preaching, that is what should always be happening. In his obituary of the great German conductor, Otto Klemperer, Neville Cardus spoke of the way in which Klemperer “set the music in motion,” maintaining throughout a deliberately anonymous, self-effacing style in order that the musical notes might articulate themselves in their own integrity through him. So it must be in preaching; Scripture itself must do all the talking, and the preacher’s task is simply to “set the Bible in motion.”29

      As it was with Christ and the apostles, so it is with preachers today: they are to deliver Scripture in such a way that they can say, “Thus says the Lord.” Their responsibility is to deliver it as it was originally given and intended.

      How did the preacher’s message begin? It began as a true word from God and was given as truth because God’s purpose was to transmit truth. It was ordered by God as truth and was delivered by God’s Spirit in cooperation with holy men who received it as exactly the pure quality that God intended (2 Pet. 1:20–21). It was received as Scriptura inerrantis by the prophets and apostles, that is, without wandering from Scripture’s original formulation in the mind of God. The term inerrancy, then, expresses the quality with which the writers of the canon received the text called Scripture.

      How is God’s message to continue in its original, true state? Since God’s message is true and is to be delivered as received, what interpretive processes necessitated by changes of language, culture, and time can be applied without compromising its purity when preached today? The answer is that only an exegetical approach is acceptable for accurate exposition, for biblical preaching.

      So pulling this all together in a practical way, what are the final steps in preaching? First, the preacher must use the true text. Christians are indebted to those select scholars who labor tediously in the field of textual criticism. Their studies recover the original text of Scripture from the large volume of extant manuscript copies that are flawed in places by textual variants. This is the starting point. Without the text as God gave it, the preacher would be helpless to deliver it as God intended.

      Next, having begun with the true text, the preacher needs to interpret the text accurately. This involves the science of hermeneutics. Proper hermeneutics are the interpretive rules applied by exegesis in order to find the single meaning God intended to convey in the text. By employing the hermeneutical principles of literal, grammatical-historical interpretation, the student can understand this meaning. Exegesis can be defined as the skillful application of sound hermeneutical principles to the biblical text in the original languages with a view to discerning and declaring the author’s intended meaning to both the immediate and subsequent audiences. In tandem, hermeneutics and exegesis focus on the biblical text to determine what it said and what it originally meant. Thus, exegesis in its broadest sense will include various disciplines of literary context, historical studies, grammatical analysis, and historical, biblical, and systematic theology. Proper exegesis will inform the student of what the text says and what the text means, guiding him to discern the proper personal implications of it.

      Finally, based on the flow of this thinking, expository preaching is really exegetical preaching. As a result of this exegetical process, which begins with a commitment to inerrancy, the expositor is equipped with a true message, with true intent, and with true application. It gives his preaching perspective historically, theologically, contextually, literarily, synoptically, and culturally. His message is God’s intended message.

      The expositor’s task, then, is to preach the mind of God as he finds it in the inerrant Word of God. He understands it through the disciplines of hermeneutics and exegesis. He declares it expositionally as the message that God spoke and commissioned him to deliver.

      Inerrancy demands exegetical preparation and expository proclamation. Only such an approach preserves God’s Word entirely, guarding the treasure of revelation and declaring its meaning exactly as he intended it to be proclaimed. Expository preaching is the essential result of the exegetical process and of inerrancy. It is mandated to preserve the purity of God’s originally given inerrant Word and to proclaim the whole counsel of God’s redemptive truth (Acts 5:20; 20:27).

      Obligation to Scripture

      Receive

      Pray

      Feed

      Obey

      Honor

      Study

      Preach/Teach

      Compel

      Disciple

      Tremble

      Throughout his New Testament writings, the apostle John summarized a Christian’s obligation to obey the Scriptures. He made it clear that walking in the ways of the Word was not optional.

      First, Christ said that if one loves him, that person will keep his commandments (John 14:15, 21, 23). On the other hand, the one who does not love him will not keep his words (John 14:24). A Christian’s obedience to the Bible demonstrates one’s love for Christ and the genuineness of one’s salvation.

      Second, John clearly stated that a Christian’s duty is to walk in the same manner as Christ walked (1 John 2:6). God demands obedience to his Word.

      Third, John broadly defined love in unmistakable terms: “This is love, that we walk according to his commandments” (2 John 6).

      Fourth, John experienced great delight in watching and hearing of Christians obeying God’s Word: “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth” (3 John 4).

      Finally, John announced the ultimate distinction of an obedient Christian—the Savior’s blessing (Rev. 1:3). Now, to be more specific, Scripture provides a profile comprising at least ten exemplary characteristics of what John envisioned.

      Receive

      When Paul preached in Thessalonica, the people not only received his word but also accepted it. They did not reject it; rather, they embraced what he proclaimed as the Word of God, not of man:

      And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers. (1 Thess. 2:13)

      Pray

      The psalmist understood that God was the ultimate author of the Scriptures and that it would thus be most appropriate to solicit his aid in understanding it:

      Open my eyes, that I may behold

      wondrous things out of your law. (Ps. 119:18; see Acts 6:4)

      Feed

      The Bible figuratively describes Scripture as milk (1 Pet. 2:2), bread (Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4), meat (1 Cor. 3:2), and honey (Ps. 19:10) to nourish the soul. Job testified to the effectiveness of the spiritual menu:

      I have not departed from the commandment of his lips;

      I have treasured the words of his mouth more than my portion of food. (Job 23:12; see Jer. 15:16)

      Obey

      Caleb proved to be special (in contrast to the disobedient nation) because of his totally obedient response to God’s commands:

      None of the men who have seen my glory and my signs that I did in Egypt and in the wilderness, and yet have put me to the test these ten times and have not obeyed my voice, shall see the land that I swore to give to their fathers. And none of those who despised me shall see it. But my servant Caleb, because he has a different spirit and has followed me fully, I will bring into the land into which he went, and his descendants shall possess it. (Num. 14:22–24)

      Honor

      The Jews who had returned to the land after seventy years of captivity in Babylon gladly honored God and his Word:

      And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was above all the people, and as he opened it all the people stood. And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the people answered, “Amen, Amen,” lifting up their hands. And they bowed their heads and worshiped the Lord with their faces to the ground. (Neh. 8:5–6)

      Study

      Ezra understood that he had to study God’s Word. But before he could speak, it was imperative that he first obey what he learned. This principle proves true for both the preacher and the congregation:

      For Ezra had set his heart to study the Law of the Lord, and to do it and to teach his statutes and rules in Israel. (Ezra 7:10)

      Preach/Teach

      Everywhere Jesus went he taught and preached God’s precious Word:

      And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people. (Matt. 4:23; see 2 Tim. 4:2)

      Compel

      Apollos did not preach solely to dispense information. He passionately proclaimed the truth in order to convince his hearers and convert them to the way of God’s truth:

      Now a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures. He had been instructed in the way of the Lord. And being fervent in spirit, he spoke and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus, though he knew only the baptism of John. He began to speak boldly in the synagogue, but when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained to him the way of God more accurately. And when he wished to cross to Achaia, the brothers encouraged him and wrote to the disciples to welcome him. When he arrived, he greatly helped those who through grace had believed, for he powerfully refuted the Jews in public, showing by the Scriptures that the Christ was Jesus. (Acts 18:24–28)

      Disciple

      Paul understood the continuing and cumulative effect of multiplication; so he heartily commended it to Timothy, the third of five generations up to that time (Christ, Paul, Timothy, faithful men, and others):

      And what you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. (2 Tim. 2:2)

      Tremble

      Isaiah exemplified a humble believer who took God and his Word very seriously (see Isa. 6:1–13):

      But this is the one to whom I will look:

      he who is humble and contrite in spirit

      and trembles at my word. (Isa. 66:2)

      • • •

      Prayer30

      Father, may our lives and our fellowship be marked by

      works of faith, labors of love, and steadfastness of hope.

      By Your grace, we are holy people, beloved and chosen by You,

      and when the gospel came to us,

      it came not only in word but also in power,

      in the Holy Spirit, and with full conviction.

      Not that we are sufficient in ourselves

      to claim anything as coming from us,

      but our sufficiency is from You.

      You are the One who accomplished our salvation,

      turning us from worldly things we once idolized

      to serve You, the living and true God.

      You are the One who awakened us to receive Your Word—

      not as the word of men but for what it really is:

      the Word of God, which performs its perfect work

      in all who believe.

      So our salvation comes solely from You.

      You sent Your Son to die for our sake

      while we were still sworn enemies of righteousness.

      You graciously removed the scales from our eyes and drew us to faith.

      Open our eyes to see more of Your truth;

      open our hearts to believe it more earnestly;

      and open our mouths to declare it more faithfully.

      May we be imitators of our Lord Jesus Christ

      and godly examples to one another.

      Help us grow into fully maturity and Christlikeness.

      We know that the necessary nourishment

      for that kind of growth is found only in Your Word.

      We cannot thrive by bread alone,

      but by every word that proceeds out of Your mouth.

      May we therefore search the Scriptures

      diligently and with singleness of heart,

      for in them we know we have eternal life.

      They point us to Christ.

      They unveil His glory.

      They reflect His holy character.

      From them we learn of His suffering, death, resurrection, ascension,

      intercession, and glorious return.

      By them You speak to us from heaven.

      In them we hear the voice of the Spirit speaking plainly.

      Give us attentive hearts.

      Cause us to hear Your truth with all humility and obedience.

      Open our eyes to see with clarity,

      and open our ears to hear with understanding.

      May we heed every line with fear and trembling—

      not only the instructions, but also the reproofs;

      not only the promises, but also the threats.

      We bless You that Your holy Word has been translated

      into our own language to show us the way of life.

      May we never take that privilege for granted.

      May we never neglect

      the rich counsel available to us on those pages.

      May we drink deeply of its truth

      and feed our famished souls with its nourishment.

      And may our hearts, like the hearts of those on the road to Emmaus,

      burn within us as You teach us.

      We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.

      “How Firm a Foundation”

      How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord,

      Is laid for your faith in His excellent Word!

      What more can He say than to you He hath said,

      To you who for refuge to Jesus have fled?

      Fear not! I am with thee; O be not dismayed,

      For I am thy God, and will still give thee aid;

      I’ll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand,

      Upheld by My righteous, omnipotent hand.

      When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie,

      My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply:

      The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design

      Thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine.

      The soul that on Jesus hath leaned for repose

      I will not, I will not desert to its foes;

      That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,

      I’ll never, no never, no never forsake!

      ~author unknown31

      • • •

      Bibliography

      Primary Systematic Theologies

      Bancroft, Emery H. Christian Theology: Systematic and Biblical. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1976. 21–58.

      Buswell, James Oliver, Jr. A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion. 2 vols. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1962–1963. 1:183–220.

      Erickson, Millard J. Christian Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1986. 153–259.

      *Grudem, Wayne. Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994. 47–138.

      Hodge, Charles. Systematic Theology. 3 vols. 1871–1873. Reprint, Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1975. 1:151–88.

      Lewis, Gordon R., and Bruce A. Demarest. Integrative Theology. 3 vols. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1987–1994. 1:61–171.

      Reymond, Robert L. A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1998. 3–126.

      Shedd, William G. T. Dogmatic Theology. 3 vols. 1889. Reprint, Minneapolis: Klock & Klock, 1979. 1:61–147.

      Strong, August Hopkins. Systematic Theology: A Compendium Designed for the Use of Theological Students. Rev. ed. New York: Revell, 1907. 111–242.

      *Swindoll, Charles R., and Roy B. Zuck, eds. Understanding Christian Theology. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2003. 1–134.

      Thiessen, Henry Clarence. Introductory Lectures in Systematic Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1949. 78–115.

      Turretin, Francis. Institutes of Elenctic Theology. 3 vols. Edited by James T. Dennison Jr. Translated by George Musgrove Giger. 1679–1685. Reprint, Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1992–1997. 1:55–167.

      *Denotes most helpful.

      Specific Works

      *Allison, Gregg R. “The Doctrine of the Word of God.” In Historical Theology: An Introduction to Christian Doctrine, 35–184. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011.

      *Barrick, William D. “Ancient Manuscripts and Biblical Exposition.” The Master’s Seminary Journal 9, no. 1 (1998): 25–38.

      Boice, James Montgomery, ed. The Foundation of Biblical Authority. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1978.

      Bruce, F. F. The Canon of Scripture. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988.

      Carson, D. A. Collected Writings on Scripture. Compiled by Andrew David Naselli. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010.

      Frame, John M. The Doctrine of the Word of God. A Theology of Lordship 4. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2010.

      *Geisler, Norman L., ed. Inerrancy. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1980.

      Geisler, Norman L., and William E. Nix. A General Introduction to the Bible. Chicago: Moody Press, 1986.

      Grier, James M., Jr. “The Apologetical Value of the Self-Witness of Scripture.” Grace Theological Journal 1, no. 1 (1980): 71–76.

      *Harris, R. Laird. Inspiration and Canonicity of the Scriptures. Rev. ed. Greenville, SC: Attic, 1995.

      Henry, Carl F. H. God, Revelation, and Authority. 6 vols. Waco, TX: Word, 1976–1983.

      *Kaiser, Walter C., Jr. Recovering the Unity of the Bible: One Continuous Story, Plan, and Purpose. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009.

      *Lightner, Robert P. A Biblical Case for Total Inerrancy: How Jesus Viewed the Old Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 1998.

      Lillback, Peter A., and Richard B. Gaffin Jr., eds. Thy Word Is Still Truth: Essential Writings on the Doctrine of Scripture from the Reformation to Today. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2013.

      *MacArthur, John, ed. The Scripture Cannot Be Broken: Twentieth Century Writings on the Doctrine of Inerrancy. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015.

      Mayhue, Richard L. “The Authority of Scripture.” The Master’s Seminary Journal 15, no. 2 (2004): 227–36.

      Metzger, Bruce M. The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance. Oxford: Clarendon, 1997.

      *———. The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration. 3rd ed. New York: Oxford University Press, 1992.

      Packer, J. I. “Fundamentalism” and the Word of God: Some Evangelical Principles. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1958.

      ———. “The Necessity of the Revealed Word.” In The Bible: The Living Word of Revelation, edited by Merrill C. Tenney, 31–49. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1968.

      Radmacher, Earl D., and Robert D. Preus, eds. Hermeneutics, Inerrancy, and the Bible. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984.

      Thomas, Robert L. How to Choose a Bible Version. Rev. ed. Fearn, Ross-Shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2005.

      *Warfield, Benjamin B. The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible. Edited by Samuel G. Craig. Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1948.

      Weeks, Noel. The Sufficiency of Scripture. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1988.

      *Wenham, John. Christ and the Bible. 3rd ed. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2009.

      Woodbridge, John D. Biblical Authority: A Critique of the Rogers-McKim Proposal. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1982.

      *Young, E. J. Thy Word Is Truth: Some Thoughts on the Biblical Doctrine of Inspiration. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1957.

      *Denotes most helpful.

    

OEBPS/cover/9781433545917.jpg
A SYSTEMATIC SUMMARY OF

+ BIBLE TRUTH +

BI BLICATL

D OCTIRINE

£
)

GENERAL EDITORS

JOHN MACARTHUR

RICHARD MAYHUE






OEBPS/content/images/instagram.jpg





OEBPS/content/images/facebook.jpg





OEBPS/content/images/twitter.jpg





