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CHAPTER 1 

W H A T  I F  T H E R E  H A D  N E V E R  B E E N  A  

B I B L E ?  

 

 

NOTE: 

1. I must point that a large part of this chapter, though not all, was suggested to me in a lecture 

by the late Dr. W.G. Scroggie.  

2. I do not necessarily agree with all Dr. Scroggie‟s points, but his overall approach was 

unusual and very helpful. We must therefore view the thoughts from an overall, broadly 

based and general perspective.  

 

 

Little did William Tyndale (c.1494-1536) know what a profound impact his translation of the 

Bible into English would have upon the Western World (and its missionary outreach) for some 

500 years! It is questionable if any other book or discovery or even invention has had the same 

wide-raging influence upon every class of society, let alone the Church, in so many areas, as has 

the translation of the Bible.  

If I might be forgiven an adaptation of the famous words of Sir Winston Churchill: „Never, in 

the last 500 years, have so many been indebted to so much, by apparently so little, namely One 

Book.‟ Without the Light of God‟s Word the darkness would be unthinkable. There is hardly an 

area or a discipline of study or research that has remained untouched by the Bible. And that 

emphatically includes the Christian Church.  

But the Bible is the depository of the Christian Faith. To broaden our examination we will 

therefore look at the impact of the Christian Faith - which of necessity INCLUDES THE BIBLE 

- upon the West, and try and answer the question: ‘What impact did the Bible and 

consequently the Christian Faith have?’  

I. THE ARTS 

I use this term to include painting, architecture, sculpture, symbolism, mosaics, monograms, 

frescoes, stained glass windows and even decorated manuscripts.  

It is right and Biblical that we reject the Roman Catholic Theology of the Middle Ages and the 

Reformation. Here we stand firmly with the Reformers! Having said that I want to add, 

cautiously, that the erection of the great Cathedrals, which was characteristic of the 12
th
 

Century, MAY have played a role in GOD‟S COMMON GRACE in that particular historical 

period. Here I must explain two terms.  

1. ‘Special Grace’ is the saving grace sinners receive when God‟s Spirit convicts them of sin, 

causes them to repent and receive Christ as Saviour from sin and as Lord of their life. It is 

„Special‟ because it involves individual sinners who are the recipients of God‟s „amazing 

grace‟ in Christ Jesus.  

2. ‘Common Grace’ is God‟s goodness and good gifts to ALL mankind whereby he (i) 

restrains them from doing the evil they may want to do and (ii) it refers to the temporal 

blessings he grants mankind in rain, good crops, advances in medicine, science and 

technology, all aimed at making life worthwhile, more pleasant and comfortable.  

Why this suggestion, i.e. linking „Common Grace‟ with „Cathedrals?‟  

For one thing there was still a great deal of paganism and superstition in the Europe of the high 

Middle Ages. How could there not be when the clear Gospel of justifying Grace in Christ was 

not preached?  
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However, Morris Bishop points out that: “A large cathedral might contain 10,000 figures, 

pictured in glass inside and in stone outside. It was a school of sacred history and of dramatized 

theology.” (M. Bishop. The Penguin Book of the Middle Ages. Penguin, 1971, p.333). Did these 

great structures, that sometimes took a century to build, have any effect upon the masses? My 

own feeling is a cautious „Yes.‟  

However much we may deplore their theology, the Cathedrals with their sweeping arches that 

soared up into the heavens had, I suggest, in the paganism, superstition, brutalism, 

extraordinarily harsh living conditions for many millions, the possibility of early death (the 

expected lifespan of a man was approximately 30 to 35 years) - in all this the Cathedral was a 

Symbol of the existence of God, who in the medieval mind was quick to judge.  

We catch a glimpse of this mentality in Umberto Eco‟s book The Name of the Rose. The young 

Adso, who is travelling with William of Baskerville, enters the church of the Abbey they are 

visiting. He then describes his feelings:  

“I saw a throne set in the sky...The face of the Seated One (God) was 

stern...majestic hair and beard flowed around the face...The left hand, resting on 

one knee, held a sealed book, the right was uplifted in an attitude of blessing or - 

I could not tell - of admonition.” (U. Eco. The Name of the Rose. Picador, 1984, 

p.41).  

In other words, the very presence of a large chapel, church or Cathedral would act as a 

restraining factor in the violence and brutality that lay just under the surface of the population. 

You and I who have lived in the brilliant light of the Scripture for nearly 500 years have no 

concept of the spiritual and social darkness people live in. What little „Christianity‟ they had 

was translated - inter alia - into building massive Cathedrals.  

Moving on to a later period we must not forget some of the later artists: Rubens with his 

„Martyrdom of St. Livius‟, Rembrandt‟s „Christ on the Road to Emmaus‟, da Vinci‟s „The Last 

Supper.‟  

Speaking of the 17
th
 Century, Rookmaaker says:  

“The greatness and fullness of the 17
th
 Century culture, its art and science and 

depth of understanding, its wealth and power...were by-products of basic 

Christian attitudes...all these things were given after European man returned to 

God.” (H.R. Rookmaaker. Modern Art and the Death of a Culture. IVP, 1970, 

p.40).  

How did the 17
th
 Century man understand the world round about him? Remember that in 

contrast to the 12
th
 Century, the Reformation had flooded Europe with its Reforming Light, - 

Light that was not just restricted to Theology. The basic core, Rookmaaker suggests is the belief 

in a triune God who created all things. He has also laid down laws and moral principles.  

“The world has a structure, given by God, in which all things are in a specific 

order. All things have meaning in this structured order of things. Creation is 

harmonious and good, even if polluted by man‟s sin. Within this ordered universe 

man too has his specific place...” (Rookmaaker, ibid., p.40).  

And this is clearly reflected, in for example, their paintings. The paintings of families, syndics 

of a guild, ships at sea in a storm, self-portraits, a young woman playing a musical instrument, a 

table with the remains of a meal, a bowl of fruit, etc. reveal painters who believe in God 

separate from his creation, a God of form and order and balance, a God who is pleased with 

domestic life, a God who has created good food and beautiful flowers, a God - who unlike the 

stiff and wooden icons of the middle ages - has created vibrant life!  

II. MUSIC AND BELIEF  

A. Music 

The influence of the Christian Faith, through the principles of Scripture, embraces psalms, 

hymns, anthems, carols, and other forms of music such as the cantata, chorus, chant and 
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oratorio. Or, perhaps we should say that these music forms drew their inspiration from the 

Christian Faith as encapsulated in Scripture.  

i. But for...  

But for the Bible there would have been no Psalms. We would not have been able to sing 

„Ye gates lift up for heads on high‟, „I to the hills will lift mine eyes‟, „ O send thy light 

forth, and thy truth‟, „All people that on earth do dwell‟, „O God, our help in ages past‟, 

„Let us with a gladsome mind‟, or „The Lord‟s my Shepherd, I‟ll not want.‟  

But for the book of Proverbs, we would never have sung „O happy is the man who hears 

instruction‟s warning voice.‟ But for Hebrews we would never have been able to rejoice in 

„Father of peace, and God of love, we own thy power to save‟ or „Where high the heavenly 

temple stands, the house of God not made with hands.‟ But for Luke we would never have 

had the Magnificat, the Benedictus or Gloria in Excelsis. And, but for Revelation we would 

not have known of the ten thousand times ten thousands of angels and living creatures 

singing to God‟s glory.  

ii. Unbroken line...  

The written Word has inspired sacred song in an unbroken line from Ambrose (d.397), the 

anti-Arian bishop of Milan, till today. To him the Western Church owes the recognition of 

hymns as an integral part of public worship.  

During the two centuries after the Reformation there was however, no book of hymns for 

use in the Church of England. Their place was largely taken by the metrical Psalms, notably 

the „Whole Book of Psalms Collected into English Metre‟ (1562) by Thomas Sternhold and 

John Hopkins. This „Old Version‟ of the Psalms held sway until 1696 when „A New 

Version‟ by Nahum Tate and Nicolas Brady was published. To this we owe „As pants the 

heart‟ and „Through all the changing scenes.‟ The „Scottish Psalter‟, still used by Scottish 

Presbyterians, dates from 1650.  

In 1623 there appeared George Wither‟s Hymns and Songs of the Church, the first attempt 

at a comprehensive English hymnbook. It had little success, since the Reformation‟s 

emphasis upon singing only Psalms still held powerful sway. However, the Independent, 

Isaac Watts opened the door in 1707 with the publication of his „Hymns and Spiritual 

Songs‟ which contained over 600 hymns, many still in use („O God, our help in ages past‟ 

and „When I survey the wondrous cross.‟). At the same time Philip Doddridge composed 

about 370 hymns.  

The next great step forward in hymnology was probably the publication of The Collection 

of Psalms and Hymns compiled by John Wesley early in the 18
th
 Century. He edited a 

number of subsequent selections which included many of the some 6000 compositions of 

his brother Charles. The definitive Collection of Hymns, for the Use of the People called 

Methodists appeared in 1780, containing such gems as „And can it be‟, „Hark! the herald 

angels sing‟, „Jesu, Lover of my soul‟, „Love divine‟, and „O for a thousand tongues.‟  

From then on we have had many contributors to English Hymnology, such as, A.M. 

Toplady, John Newton, William Cowper (who was also a major English poet), Mrs. C.F. 

Alexander, Horatius Bonar (who wrote some 600 hymns), Thomas Kelly (whose 

evangelical preaching cost him his living in the Church of Ireland, and who wrote well over 

700 hymns), Henry Alford, George Matheson, Frank Houghton (who died in 1972), and 

many, many more.  

On a different, more complex level, we must not forget Haydn‟s „Creation‟, Bach‟s „St. 

Matthew Passion‟, Mendelssohn‟s „Elijah‟ (with its famous „O rest in the Lord‟), Purcell‟s 

„Jubilate‟ and Stainer‟s „Crucifixion.‟ None of the above would have been part of the 

Church‟s heritage if there had been no Bible and no Christian Faith.  

B. Belief 

i. Theological Creeds 

Without the Bible we would never have had the monuments - if not mountains - of 
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theological thought and writing that is still being printed today. The Bible has provided a 

veritable diamond mine, an apparently endless gold seam from which individuals and 

committees have mined a never-ending seam of rich and profound Christian theology, 

writing and thinking and preaching.  

To name but a few of the Church‟s „Official‟ statements there is the Apostles‟ Creed, the 

Nicene Creed, the Augsburg Confession, the Westminster Confession, the Thirty-Nine 

Articles, the Larger and Shorter Westminster Catechisms, the Heidelberg Catechism, the 

Articles of the Synod of Dort, Spurgeon‟s Catechism, The Baptist Confession of Faith of 

1689, and many more. And if we think of these as just academic and cold, theological 

statements, then Scroggie urges us to think again!  

“But these statements of faith...are based on the Bible, and if it and all its influences were 

obliterated, all these summaries of the truth would disappear, and with them the Christian 

Church, for, but for these creeds, confessions, and catechisms...  

“... there would never have been any personal faith, any public testimony, 

any doctrinal vindication, any authoritative dogma, any test of orthodoxy, or 

any standard of discipline; everyone would have believed... „that which was 

right in his own eyes‟; and where would that have landed us!” (R.T. Kendall, 

Ed., The Word of the Lord. Campbell Morgan Bible Lectures. Chap.2 „What 

if There had Never Been a Bible!‟ W.G. Scroggie. Published by Marshall 

Pickering, 1988, p.30).  

ii. Personal Faith: Hebrews 11  

Furthermore, had there been no Bible, we would not have heard of and been encouraged by 

the great „heroes of faith‟ as summarised for us in Hebrews 11.  

We would not have heard of Abel offering a better sacrifice to God than Cain or that he was 

a righteous man. We would not have heard of Enoch „taken from this life, so that he did not 

experience death‟, commended because he pleased God. We would have remained strangers 

to the faith of Noah (who obeyed God in holy fear), of Abraham (who lived in tents because 

„...he was looking forward to the city...whose architect and builder was God.‟).  

We would not have heard of Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and Moses who feared God more than 

Pharaoh‟s wrath. And what of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the 

many prophets? And those, who through faith, conquered kingdoms, shut the mouths of 

lions, quenched the fury of flames, escaped the edge of the sword, became powerful, 

experienced resurrection and torture, were persecuted and mistreated, of whom the world 

was not worthy. „These all were commended for their faith...‟  

iii. Doctrines and Direction  

Writing to the Colossians Paul gives thanks that they “… heard and understood God‟s grace 

in all its truth. You learned it from Epaphras...” (Col.1: 6-7). By implication they were in 

spiritual darkness and ignorance. Now, without the Bible that is precisely the condition we 

are in. We have no spiritual, moral, ethical, or religious knowledge or direction. To use an 

academic (but important) word: Without the Bible we would have no spiritual, religious or 

doctrinal Epistemology. (Epistemology deals with the subject of „knowledge‟).  

The wonderful (and I don‟t use that word lightly) thing about the Bible is that it introduces 

us to the full spectrum of God - His Truth and Knowledge. Who God is and what he is like. 

Who we are and what is wrong with us. What Sin is and the Solution to sin. What is 

Salvation in Christ is; what Grace, Redemption, Justification, Propitiation and Forgiveness. 

Who Christ is in his Person and Work. What role the Holy Spirit plays in our life. How God 

created all things. What God plans for the Church, and so on.  

III. SOCIAL REFORM.  

The West experienced real Revival both in the 18
th
 Century (i.e. 1740s onwards; Whitefield, 

Wesley‟s, Edwards, etc), and the 19
th
 Century (i.e. 1850s onwards; Hanna, Bonar, M‟Cheyne, 
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Spurgeon, Moody, etc). Both these Revival‟s had a deep social impact in the communities in 

which they took place. And - very important - these Revival‟s were all Bible based!  

In other words: the Social impact came from a revived Christianity, and the revived Christianity 

sprang forth from the Bible! I will not stick to any strict chronological order and we will deal 

with only three areas.  

A. Slavery  

In 1774 John Wesley published his Thoughts Upon Slavery, a direct and penetrating 

argument against the inhuman traffic in human beings. Notwithstanding ten thousand laws 

regulating slavery, he said, it did not turn evil into good. He declared that all slave-holding 

was inconsistent with Christian ethics, i.e. the teachings of the Bible. It was hypocrisy and 

greed. Men-buyers were the same as men-stealers. He denounced the wealthy slave-

merchants as being mainly responsible for the slave-captains, slave-owners and kidnappers.  

The pioneer advocates of the abolition of slavery within the British Empire (they had no 

authority beyond these boundaries) were almost all the products of the 18
th
 Century 

Revival. They belonged almost exclusively to the then-derided „Clapham Sect.‟ This was a 

nickname given to a group of wealthy Anglicans who lived mainly in Clapham, London.  

Its most famous figure was the M.P. William Wilberforce, and included - inter alia - the 

banker Henry Thornton; the rector of Clapham, John Venn; the vicar of Holy Trinity, 

Cambridge University, Charles Simeon; a director of the East India Company, Charles 

Grant; a leading barrister, James Stephen; Grenville Sharp and others.  

As the anti-slavery movement gained strength so others, who were not Evangelicals or even 

Christians but had a strong humane streak, joined the movement. These included, inter alia, 

great public and political figures such as William Pitt, Edmund Burke and C.F. Fox.  

In a landmark judicial case in 1772 Lord Mansfield declared any slave brought to England 

automatically free. The Slave Trade was abolished in 1807 and the Emancipation of the 

Slaves became law throughout the British Empire in 1834. No less than 750,000 slaves in 

the West Indies alone were proclaimed free. A similar movement in the United States of 

America took longer and involved a tragic and bloody Civil War.  

B. Prison Reform  

Here too, Evangelicals were in the lead. “As with the slave, so with the poor prisoner. 

Already in the 18
th
 Century, a significant prison reform was under way. John Howard was 

one of the greatest products of the Evangelical Revival. He was in turn influenced by 

Dissenting, Methodist and Anglican Evangelical Christianity. A prisoner of war (himself) 

of the French, he developed an interest in prison conditions in ...the U.K..., travelling 

50,000 miles in the prisoners‟ cause...spending 30,000 (English pounds) of his own 

fortune...” (J. Edwin Orr. The Light of the Nations. Paternoster, 1965, p.85).  

Another important figure here is that of Elizabeth Fry (1780-1845). It is uncertain if she was 

actually „Evangelical‟, but certainly her religious Quaker convictions drove her to take part 

in the Prison Reform movement. She married a London merchant in 1800 and in 1813 

began to take an interest in prison welfare work in the infamous Newgate Prison 

concentrating on the women prisoners.  

She visited the women daily, teaching them to sew and reading the Bible to them, praying 

with them and even starting a school for them. In 1817 she began a campaign for the 

separation of male and female prisoners, the classification of criminals, and women warders 

to supervise women prisoners. In 1818 she gave evidence before a select committee of the 

House of Commons on the subject of prisons. Her views played a significant part in the 

design of subsequent legislation.  

C. The Earl of Shaftesbury (1801-1885)  

Perhaps the greatest social reformer was the seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley 

Cooper. Educated at Harrow and Oxford he entered Parliament in 1826. His growing 

concern with social issues was revealed in a desire for the improvement of working-class 



 8 

conditions. In 1828 he became a member of the Metropolitan Lunacy Commission thus 

beginning his work for the mentally ill. Through his efforts a permanent Lunacy 

Commission for the whole country was established in 1845.  

England was one of the first countries in the world to become industrialized. The Industrial 

Revolution brought about a criminal exploitation of the masses. Before Shaftesbury‟s 

reforms the workers were forced in many, if not most cases, to labour for sixteen hours a 

day. Shaftesbury‟s legislation limited the working time to ten hours per day, abolished all 

unnecessary Sunday work, and introduced a Saturday half-holiday.  

His „Mines and Collieries Act‟ made impossible any further exploitation of women or 

children in coal mines where they had to drag coal in heavy wagons through dark tunnels. 

His „Chimney Sweep Acts‟ prohibited the use of small boys to clean narrow chimneys of 

soot, many boys suffocating in the task. His „Lunacy Acts‟ transformed the lot of the insane 

from that of abused prisoners to protected patients. He further promoted public parks, 

playing fields, public libraries, night schools and choral and debating societies.  

He was also heavily involved in spreading the Gospel through such agencies as the Ragged 

School Union, the World Y.M.C.A., the British and Foreign Bible Society, the Church 

Pastoral Aid Society, the Religious Tract Society, and many other organizations. At his 

memorial service, held in Westminster Abbey in 1885 no less than 200 religious, social and 

philanthropic organizations were represented, with all of which Lord Shaftesbury was more 

or less directly concerned.  

Perhaps, at this point, we should remind ourselves of the main point we are trying to arrive at, 

namely that in ALL the preceding social efforts Christians - inspired, led and guided by the 

Word of God - led the way. What, we may well again ask here, what if there had been no Bible?  

IV. PREACHING  

“Do we realise that if there had been no Bible there would have been no 

Christian preachers, or teachers, or commentators, or biblical scholars; 

for there would have been nothing to preach...!” (Kendall, op. cit., p.32).  

Perhaps the best thing here is to give actual examples of preachers. This will lift our 

thinking from any purely academic facts and focus upon the „flesh-and-blood‟ ministry 

of some of the great men of God.  

By way of a change I would like to look at a few preachers from the Puritan era. It was 

a period unparalleled in Christian history for great preachers and great preaching. Their 

examples are profoundly inspirational.  

A. Richard Greenham (1553 – 94)  

Greenham was the incumbent minister of Dry Drayton, seven miles from Cambridge, from 

1570 to 1590. In comparison to some modern pastors Greenham seems to have worked 

incredibly long hours. He rose daily at four, and each Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and 

Friday preached a sermon at daybreak, to catch his flock before they dispersed to the fields. 

On Sundays he preached twice in addition to catechising the children of the parish. If my 

calculations are correct that means that in the 20-years he was minister he preached some 

25,000 sermons!  

In his preaching he was, “...so earnest, and took such extraordinary pains, that his shirt 

would usually be as wet with sweating, as if it had been drenched with water, so that he was 

forced, as soon as he came out of the Pulpit to shift himself (i.e. put on a dry shirt)...” (J.I. 

Packer. Among God‟s Giants. Aspects of Puritan Christianity. Kingsway Publications, 

1991, p.51. Footnote 27).  

He was a pastoral counsellor of uncommon skill. He had much experience and facility to 

relive and comfort Christians in distress. His skill became so well known that many came 

from miles around and from other parishes for spiritual teaching, help and encouragement. 

One strange and unaccountable truth is that he was of greater blessing to those outside his 

pastorate than those within.  
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B. Henry Smith (1560-91) 

Although his ministry at St. Clement Danes, London, lasted only three years, he took the 

city by storm and was known as „silver-tongued Smith‟. His sermons were so popular that 

printers‟ men took down his sermons as he preached and immediately rushed them into 

print. It must be remembered that most Puritan preachers preached several times during the 

week, as well as on Sundays.  

The quaint old church historian, Thomas Fuller said of his preaching: “His church was so 

crowded with auditors (listeners) that persons of good quality brought their own pews with 

them, I mean their legs, to stand thereupon in the alleys (aisles)...” (P. Lewis. The Genius of 

Puritanism. Carey Publications, 1975, p.21). 

C. Richard Fairclough  

He was Rector of Mells, a village in Somerset, from 1647 to 1662, the year of the Great 

Ejection of between 1,500 to 2,000 ministers from the Church of England because they 

could not accept the Act of Uniformity.  

He too was an early riser, - he was up by three in the morning, if not sooner. His great 

delight was to meet with God in his daily devotions. Through his powerful preaching the 

obscure village became a noted one with many coming from miles around to throng the 

church. His prayers and sermons had an unusual amount of authority that cloaked them. 

Many were enlightened, converted, grew in the knowledge of the Gospel and were helped 

in their Christian lives.  

Like Greenham he was an inveterate preacher. Usually five times during the week together 

with Sunday‟s responsibilities of preaching, praying, catechising, administering the 

sacraments, always to a considerable congregation. He also found time to visit the sick as 

well, on a consistent basis, all the families of his flock, and then furthermore on an 

individual basis discussed their spiritual state with them.  

D. Richard Baxter (1615 – 91) 

Baxter ministered at Kidderminster from 1641 to 1660, with a five-year break during the 

English Civil War. Kidderminster was a town of some 2,000 adults most of whom, it seems, 

were converted under his ministry, - this apart from children, young people and people from 

other parishes that attended his services. This is a remarkable record in itself and attests to 

the power of expository preaching from the Bible.  

Upon arrival he found the people to be ignorant, coarse and licentious, since (and this is a 

significant remark in the light of the overall theme of this chapter), “...they had hardly ever 

had any serious and lively preaching among them.” (Packer, op. cit., p.53).  

He adds that after he had laboured among the people for some considerable time, “...it 

pleased God that the converts were so many...families and considerable numbers at once...”, 

that he was amazed and even baffled at the work God was doing. (Packer, ibid., p.53). The 

church, as it stood, could hold a congregation of 1,000 people. So great, however, was the 

increase in numbers because of his preaching, that five galleries had to be added!  

On Sunday‟s the old disorder gave way to quiet, order and peace and as you walked through 

the streets you could hear families singing Psalms.  

“In a word, when I came thither first, there was about one family in a street that 

worshipped God and called on His Name, and when I came away there were 

some streets where there was not past one family in the side of a street that did 

not...by professing serious Godliness, give us hopes of their sincerity...” (Packer, 

ibid., p.54).  

Baxter, like most Puritan pastors, followed a systematic plan in his spiritual dealing with the 

people of Kidderminster. He set aside two days a week meeting with 7 to 8 families, and in 

this manner covered some 800 families per year. Commenting in 1665, some 4-5 years after 

he had left, Baxter could say that to the best of his knowledge not one family or person had 
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„fallen off, or forsaken their uprightness.‟ The latter word would indicate their Godliness or 

Righteousness.  

 

As in the previous Main Points, so here, as we hear of these great preachers - not neglecting to 

think of other great men of the Scripture down through the centuries: Daniel Rowland, George 

Whitefield, John Wesley, Charles Spurgeon, Campbell Morgan, Martyn Lloyd-Jones - we are 

bound to ask again: What if there had never been a Bible? The answer, I think, is so obvious 

that comment is superfluous.  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. This chapter talks about the influence of the Bible on The Arts in the past. What 

examples can you think of from your culture?  

2. To what extent has the existence of the Bible made any difference in (i) Music, and (ii) 

Belief?  

3. How has Social Reform benefited from the existence of the Bible? Can you show this 

from your own country? 

4. What, would you say is the link or links between powerful preaching and its 

consequences, and the existence of the Bible?  
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CHAPTER 2  

T H E  H O L Y  S P I R I T  A N D  T H E  

S C R I P T U R E S  

 

 

NOTE: 

From this chapter on the full title of books, publisher, date, etc. will only be given if new 

material is quoted from. Otherwise the quotations will refer to books already described in full in 

previous chapter.  
 

 

I. THE SPIRIT’S WORK IN REVELATION AND INSPIRATION  

I ought to point out that Inspiration and Revelation will be dealt with separately. In this chapter 

the Spirit‟s contribution in Inspiration and Revelation will be very general. (See more on this in 

the course on the Holy Spirit.) 

A. A Serious Proposition  

I will not be coy or cunning or ambiguous about my view of Scripture. From „evidence‟ 

gathered from the purity of manuscripts, archaeology and the living proof of men and 

women‟s changed lives, the Bible‟s profound social and moral impact on the West for 500 

years, together with the heroic missionary work of the Christian Church...I unashamedly 

accept the Bible as inerrant (in everything), infallible, the only rule of obedience, the only 

Authority - in its original writings (autographa) - to live and think and die by.  

With that opening statement let‟s get on with business. My earnest prayer is that as we 

examine the Scriptures, you too will learn to know it, love it, live by its Truth and grow to 

spiritual maturity.  

B. The Spirit’s Activity (Inspiration)  

The Scriptures, as we ought to know by now, is „God Breathed‟ (2 Tim. 3:16). Because the 

Spirit allowed each writer to follow his own personality traits and freedom, the Scriptures 

contain a wide diversity of literary styles, reflecting divergent personalities, education and 

even cultural status and environment.  

It is important to stand back and view the Scriptures as a vast piece of tapestry, begun by 

Moses and added to by many vastly differing writers, century after century, each picking up 

where the other left off, until we have, today, what amounts to a „Spiritual Persian Carpet.‟  

You only have to reflect on the wide and contradictory nature in the philosophical realm, - 

Socrates, Plato, Aquinas, Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, Kant, Hegel, Mill, Wittgenstein, Sartre 

- each with their intellectually „logical‟ view of nature and things, and then turn to the Bible 

with its many authors writing over approximately 1,500 years and yet find in it a quite 

miraculous Unity of Truth, to know what is the „unifying‟ work of the Holy Spirit and what 

is not.  

This does NOT mean that as orthodox Evangelicals we „duck‟ the problems we find in 

Scripture, - dating, harmonizing, apparent contradictions, even misunderstandings, quoting 

from the O.T. to the N.T.  

My own attitude is that I start off with the presuppositional principle that I am handling 

God‟s infallible Word. I must point out that I do have what I believe are cogent reasons for 

that presuppositional stance. It is not therefore a „blind‟ faith. Hence a SINGLE (or even 

more than one) problem does not shatter my faith in the „Holism‟ (used in the best sense) of 

Scripture.  
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It was not too many years ago that all sorts of geographical, political and cultural 

„problems‟ made the Bible „unreliable.‟ With the advent of modern archaeology those 

„problems‟ have been solved, one after the other. The critics are strangely silent about those 

„issues‟ today! The „Truth‟ has triumphed. We are saddled today with equally serious 

problems. Therefore, let‟s not make hasty decisions about the „unreliability‟ of Scripture.  

God‟s time scale is not the same as ours. In his own good time he will „solve‟ such 

difficulties. And even if not every last problem is solved; even if there is one design or 

flower or stitch that doesn‟t seem to „fit‟ the overall pattern of your Carpet, it certainly will 

not make you burn your Persian Carpet. Keep this in mind; if there is something in 

Scripture that seems to not make sense it is not because the Scripture is in error, it is us who 

do not fully understand! 

It would be unthinkable and foolish in the extreme for us to blame the Bible. Why? Because 

the overwhelming Fullness, the Totality of the Carpet (i.e. the Word of God) forms an 

undeniable Unity that a stitch that „seems‟ to us (note “us”) as out of place cannot 

ultimately disfigure or spoil that Totality. Be sides, perhaps some expert can be found to 

solve the problem concerning the „problem‟ design or the asymmetrical stitch.  

But, to arrive at a solution may take many years. Nevertheless its quality and origin and 

status remains undeniably, fully and authoritatively a Perfect Persian Carpet, to be hung in 

the greatest place of honour in the house. It is lovingly accepted, kept clean, studied, 

discussed with visitors. It is a marvellous and magnificent work of art.  

C. The Spirit of Symmetry (Revelation)  

„Philosophy‟ from the Greeks in 300 BC right through to Bertrand Russell, who died on 

Feb.2, 1970, could never - in fact DID NEVER - in 2,000 years spin or weave a „unified‟ 

philosophical system. I won‟t enter into their differing philosophies except to say that a 

comparison of the philosophical views of a Socrates with Mill with Kant with Wittgenstein 

with Spinoza, etc., is like comparing an ant with an elephant. I‟m only comparing their 

„differentness‟, not the quality of their work.  

Let‟s learn a brief theological truth. ALL the members of the Godhead - although separate 

persons - have the same deity, nature, being and character. Thus when we read of David‟s 

request is Ps.27: 4 “...One thing I ask of the Lord...that I may dwell in the house of the Lord 

all the days of my life TO GAZE UPON THE BEAUTY OF THE LORD...” that „beauty‟ is 

identical in Father, Son and Spirit. The Father, Son and Spirit all have the same „beauty‟, 

„proportion‟, „symmetry‟, etc. What has this to do with the Scriptures? The following. 

When you hang up your Persian Carpet you are immediately struck by (i) the fact that the 

carpet bears the stamp of One Mind (even though in reality more than one person might 

have worked on it, which really strengthens my point), and (ii) the marvellous and 

beauteous overall pattern and the symmetry of the Carpet.  

Turning to the Scriptures evokes the same response. While philosophers can only air their own 

views because many minds were involved, the one thing that strikes you in the Revelation Word 

is that (although there were many writers) only One Mind could have written, over 1,500 years, 

a Book that shows such an incredibly unified and integrated set of Truths. One Book - One 

Mind. One Book - One Spirit. One Spirit - One Revelation.  

But more. The Holy Spirit is a Being of Great Beauty and Harmony. And when you 

examine the Revelation of the Word of God there is a Great Beauty throughout it. And this 

is precisely what you would be looking for if such Writings came from the Holy Spirit. In 

the Word there is symmetry and a harmonious and progressive interweaving of the Truths 

of God. There are no violent clashes as you would find amongst secular philosophers. Why 

not? Because it is a Single, Spirit-controlled Revelation.  

In the Word there is the Stamp of the Spirit: regularity of form and unity of content; 

balanced proportion between history, narrative, the poetry of the Psalms, the prophets, the 

life of Christ and theology - together they form an astonishing „holism.‟ Furthermore the 

Word has balance and proportion: symmetry and rhythm; correlation and regularity; a 

beginning and an end which „round off‟ the Word. By contrast, there is no disproportion, 
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imbalance, angularity, asymmetry, irregularity, a blemished potpourri and mishmash just 

flung together.  

II. THE SPIRIT AS THE MEDIATOR OF THE SCRIPTURES  

A. Mediation  

“The Bible is very emphatic in witnessing that the divine truth of salvation has 

been mediated to men through the Holy Spirit both orally and in the Scriptures.” 

(Carl. F.H. Henry, ed. Revelation and the Bible. P&R, 1958. Chapter 17. J.T. 

Mueller, „The Holy Spirit and the Scriptures‟, pp.267-268).  

He is the “Spirit of Truth” (Jn.15: 26). Because the Spirit is the mediator of all divine truth, 

the Scriptures are the “Word of God” or the “Word of the Lord.” Although men (2 Pet.1: 

21) wrote down the Scriptures, it was always the Spirit who was the „Mediator‟ between 

God and men. Without infringing upon their freedom, he nevertheless - mysteriously - 

guided and led them to write down precisely what God the Father wanted.  

B. Human Communication  

This act of „Mediation‟ inevitably brings us to „Communications.‟ In giving us the Bible 

God‟s purpose is obviously to communicate with men and women.  

Says John Frame:  

“When God communicates he speaks as humanly as anyone could possibly speak 

- the language humans are used to in ways humans are used to hearing. In the 

Incarnation, God became truly human... he was the true God made flesh...so that 

Jesus might be sympathetic as High Priest...Similarly, God‟s written Word (given 

through the Spirit) is a truly human word, one that captures all the nuances of 

human life and human communication.”(D.A. Carson and J.D. Woodbridge, eds. 

Hermeneutics, Authority and Canon. IVP, 1986. Chapter 6 „The Spirit and the 

Scriptures‟ by J.M. Frame, p.218).  

The abiding quality of the Spirit‟s Communication is seen in the fact that in whatever age, 

culture or language, God - through his Word - can and does „communicate‟ his Truth. Once 

again let me suggest just how remarkable that is because we simply take it for granted. My 

suggestion is that you translate Descartes or Locke or Hegel into say 10 tribal languages; 

tribes or people who have not heard the Gospel.  

What is likely to happen? Am I far off if I suggest complete and total incomprehension? 

Yet, you take Scripture, as the Wycliffe Bible Translators do, live and work amongst a 

people for 12-15 years to learn their grammar and language structure. Then translate the 

Bible into their languages, and it is not very long before you have newly „born-again‟ 

Christians - in the four corners of the world - and the establishment of an indigenous 

Christian Church!  

C. Contextualization  

I am hoping to come back to this most import new development later, so this must suffice for 

now. The Spirit is the „Great Communicator‟ via the Word to all languages. Indeed, he is the 

originator of ALL languages! 

Broadly speaking, those who advocate a non-Evangelical „contextualization‟, “...are saying 

that the fundamental concepts...of Scripture are (or were) shaped by the culture within 

which Scripture was given. It CANNOT be meaningful in another cultural context 

UNLESS we translate it INTO THE CONCEPTS OF THAT OTHER CULTURE.” (N. 

Weeks. The Sufficiency of Scripture. Banner of Truth, 1988, p.76).  

(This is also called „cultural relativism‟). Thus if you want to adapt the Gospel in the 

„context‟ of Marxism, the Gospel becomes the „Gospel for the socially and economically 

poor.‟ Poverty of spirit and humiliation and repentance for sinning against God is out! The 

orthodox, Evangelical missionaries such as Carey and Duff and Hudson Taylor and Burns 
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and Martyn, didn‟t know about modern „contextualization‟ and apparently didn‟t need it to 

preach the Gospel INTO new cultures.  

III. THE SPIRIT’S INTERNAL TESTIMONY TO US IN AND THROUGH THE 

SCRIPTURES  

A. Mystery  

Please do not react negatively to this word. Has it ever occurred to you that when it comes 

to physics or genetic-engineering or Stonehenge in England or donor-transplants (of hearts, 

eyes, livers, etc), we are quite willing to tolerate real (large or small) elements of 

„mysteries‟ involved, yet we are amazingly intolerant when the word is used in relation to 

Scripture! Yet when man‟s limited mind tries to penetrate the Mind of God, how, in the 

name of logic, can there be anything else but „mystery?‟  

Not surprisingly then, Frame asks (and then answers): “How, then, did the Spirit work as 

He inspired Scriptures? The answer is, „mysteriously.‟” (Carson and Woodbridge. 

Hermeneutics, Authority and Canon, op. cit., 219). “The wind blows WHEREVER IT 

PLEASES...you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So is everyone born 

of the Spirit” (Jn.3:8). The „coming and going‟ does not refer to the „new‟ Christian but 

rather to the mysterious workings of the Spirit.  

Sometimes he works through „visions‟ and „dreams‟ and „revelations.‟ Then again through 

human reasoning, including historical research (Lk.1: 1-4), or „discerning‟ the times or he 

may give the writer unusual historical knowledge, that would otherwise remain totally 

unknown. God himself would have remained „unknown‟ but for him taking the step to 

„reveal‟ himself. Nevertheless, the actual „mechanics‟ of „how‟ he reveals is a mystery.  

B. The General Orthodox Evangelical Position  

i. Subjective Inner Promptings  

In contrast to the Barthian view (Neo-Orthodoxy) and SOME (NOT ALL!) Charismatic 

positions, God does not call upon his people to listen to „subjective inner promptings‟, but 

to listen to his „commands, decrees and laws.‟ (Deut.6: 1). Why? One reason is that the 

cannon of revelation is NOW closed (Rev.22: 18-19), and the Spirit works through the 

already revealed Word. It is classed as „internal‟ in the sense that no more „extra and 

outside‟ revelation is being added.  

ii. The Spirit and the Word go together  

The Spirit witnesses to the Word - not against or in addition to it or outside it. The Spirit, as 

it were, witnesses from „within‟ the Word. “But...the Holy Spirit...will teach you all things 

and will remind you of everything I have said.” (Jn.14: 26). “... the Spirit of truth, ...he will 

testify about me.” (Jn.15: 26). “... when... the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 

all truth...he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is to come”(Jn.16: 13).  

The Spirit will „teach... remind... testify... guide... speak only what he hears... will tell 

you...‟ We have already seen that the „how‟ is a mystery, but the „what he teaches‟ are 

ONLY God‟s Words („he will speak only what he hears‟). The Spirit does not stand apart 

from the Word simply passing on what God is saying. That is an illegitimate splitting apart. 

Putting it reverently, the Spirit is not like a „neutral‟ telephone that just „hooks up‟ God‟s 

voice to my ear.  

No closer intertwining of Word and Spirit can be imagined. This profound interlocking of 

Word and Spirit is an unbreakable, structural interpenetration, yoking and cohesion. Hence 

when we read the Word we are really listening to the Spirit of God, and when we hear the 

Word of God it is really the Spirit speaking. And deeper still than the black, printed letters 

GOD AND SPIRIT ARE SPEAKING IN UNISON.  

This is why we MUST be so careful when in speaking of „guidance‟, or „wisdom‟ or a „new 

evangelistic method you‟ve been guided into‟ or a „calling to the ministry‟ or some „vision‟ 

or „working of the Holy Spirit‟, we FIRST search the SCRIPTURES for any 

JUSTITIFICATION that it is really the Spirit, - because the Spirit does NOT guide us into 
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ANYTHING beyond what the Scriptures have laid down. If he (theoretically) did so then 

the Spirit and the Word would be contradicting each other! And it is impossible for God to 

contradict himself, which would be to lie. 

IV. FAITH, THE SPIRIT AND THE SCRIPTURES  

A. Truth is Fundamental to Trust  

Biblical faith is more that just „fides‟ (Latin for „credence‟ or „agreement‟). Furthermore it 

is more that just an agreement or formal acceptance of a body of sound doctrine. There is no 

„saving faith‟, in the Biblical sense without „fiducia‟ („personal trust‟) (i) in the Living God, 

(ii) in Christ‟s person and work, (iii) via the Scriptures which, (iv) are inspired by the Spirit.  

Did the non-Christian not believe the Gospel, he would have no grounds or warrant or 

justification to exercise such „fiducia‟; indeed he could not rationally exercise „fiducia.‟ 

Such „fiducia‟ presupposes knowledge. But such knowledge is of a specific kind. It is only 

knowledge given by the Spirit. Paul says explicitly that we have been given, “... the Spirit 

who is from God that we may UNDERSTAND...not words taught by human wisdom, but in 

WORDS taught by the Spirit...” (1 Cor.2: 12- 13).  

The order then is „Words‟ given by „the Spirit‟ in which the sinner „trusts‟, and the ultimate 

object of the Words are to bear witness to the Lord Jesus Christ and his work.  

B. Recognizing Man’s Word as God’s Word  

What then, to ask the question again, are the grounds for „fiducia‟? The answer is: God‟s 

Word. But, pushing the question a stage further back, why believe in the Scriptures? As 

Packer asks: “How does it come about? Through the work of the Holy Spirit, opening and 

enlightening the „eyes‟ of the mind...so that man „sees‟ and knows the divine source and 

spiritual meaning of the message that confronts him. (Jn.3: 3; 1.Cor.2: 14-15; 2 Cor.4: 6; 

Eph.1: 18).” (J.I. Packer. Fundamentalism‟ and the Word of God. IVP, 1958, p.118).  

Or hear Noel Weeks: “Hence the crucial importance of the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit who 

removes the veil of misunderstanding and enables a man to understand the Scriptures (2 

Cor.3: 14-18). Often in the Scripture this activity of the Spirit is so closely connected to the 

impact of Scripture that the cause of the effect is ascribed to Scripture itself.” (Weeks, op. 

cit., p.82).  

If it is true that the Spirit and the Scriptures are viewed as virtually synonymous, then the 

passage in 2 Cor.3: 14-18 also points to a further truth, namely the intertwined activity of 

the Spirit and the Lord. Speaking of the Jews Paul points out that “even to this day” a veil 

of unbelief and spiritual blindness covers their hearts, by which he means their entire 

personality, including their minds which are dull.  

He then explains a parallel experience. As they turn to the Lord so the veil is being lifted 

from the dull minds and blind eyes. But how does this happen? We get a clue in v.17, where 

he says that “...where the Spirit of the Lord is there is freedom.” In the very next verse 

(v.18) he speaks of “unveiled faces”. In other words, hearts, minds and eyes from which the 

veil of spiritual darkness has been removed. Beforehand they had no „freedom‟ of spiritual 

sight; now they do.  

But the point I want to make is the manner in which Paul uses the words „Spirit‟ and „Lord‟ 

interchangeably. He specifically says that “...the Lord is the Spirit” (v.17) and where the 

Spirit of the Lord is there is freedom. In other words it is the Spirit that opens up the 

sinner‟s eyes to the property or words and truth of the Lord.  

God, having thus disclosed himself objectively in history, in his Incarnate Son and his 

written Word, now enlightens sinners subjectively in their experience so that they may 

come to know him, God himself.  

C. Rational and Legal  

But, although, the Spirit‟s work is subjective, “...after all, everything in my mind is MY 

experience, is it not?” (Frame in Carson and Woodbridge. Hermeneutics, Authority and 
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Canon, op. cit., p.229), there is also the necessary balance of rationality present. No man 

consists of ONLY experience! He does have a REASON too! How does this work in terms 

of our present subject?  

„Knowing‟ always involves a „knower‟ (the subject), a „knowable content‟ (the object) and 

some „laws of thought‟ (the norm). Thus in the sentence: „Dr. John Massey knows the 

procedures he is going to follow in this morning‟s by-pass cardiac surgery‟, we can break it 

down as follows, - Dr. Massey is the „knower or subject‟; the by-pass surgery is the „the 

knowable content or object‟; and the procedures he will be following are „the laws of 

thought or norm.‟  

In Christianity the three factors - subject, object and norm - are closely related. They are 

basically three aspects of „knowledge‟, and „knowledge‟ of one brings with it „knowledge‟ 

of the others. Thus you have THE WORLD („object‟), GOD’S LAWS IN THE WORLD 

(„the norm‟) and GOD REVEALING HIMSELF („subject‟) in the world. How does the 

„Spirit‟ fit into this?  

Let me give you Frame‟s definition first, and then secondly break it down into 

understandable parts. Don‟t worry if you don‟t fully follow Frame when you first read him. 

I will do my best to break it down in the second part. Here goes.  

1. Frame:  

“According to our threefold scheme, therefore, in rational argument, NORMS 

(logical and others) are applied to an OBJECT (the data of experience). This 

process warrants a rational conclusion. But the sinner will resist this conclusion 

unless the Spirit (SUBJECT) opens his eyes.” (Frame in Carson and Woodbridge. 

Hermeneutics, Authority and Canon, ibid., p.232).  

2. Explanation:  

The OBJECT is the unbelieving sinner. He is the one experiencing or receiving the 

incoming data. But what data? The data he is receiving are the NORMS or the Laws of God 

Word, and particular, the Moral Laws of the Ten Commandments. But why the Laws of 

God? Because, as Paul puts it, “... through the Law we become conscious of sin.” (Rom.3: 

20). This is the primary purpose of preaching the Gospel when the purpose is evangelistic.  

So far then we have the OBJECT or the unregenerate or unrepentant sinner, and the 

NORMS or the Law of God which has as its purpose to reveal to us that we are 

Lawbreakers of God‟s Law. If however, we stopped at this point all would be in vain. We 

would simply have what is called a „stand-off‟. The sinner might reluctantly acknowledge 

that he has broken some of God‟s laws, but either shrug it off or say he‟ll make it up with 

„good deeds‟.  

However, a third factor, namely, the SUBJECT has not yet been mentioned. To quote 

Frame again, “The SPIRIT supplies that crucial third factor. He CHANGES US so that we 

ACKNOWLEDGE what is rationally warranted.” (Frame - ibid above - p.232).  

The whole point of an evangelistic sermon is to drive the sinner to the place where he 

„acknowledges‟, with deep guilt, humility and repentance, that he is breaking God‟s Law 

and therefore is an unrighteous sinner that is LEGALLY WARRANTED as such before 

God. As the prodigal son said: “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you” 

(Luke 15:21).  

It is one thing to merely and superficially „acknowledge‟ my sins; it is quite another to stand 

before God‟s holy throne and in great humility acknowledge that God has a undeniable, 

justified and legally warranted CASE against me! If I am to be legally and justly „Justified 

before God because of Jesus‟ blood and righteousness‟, then I must first be legally and 

justly condemned before him.  

In other words I not only „feel‟ (through the Holy Spirit) the deep and subjective and inward 

experience of guilt, but also (through the Spirit) the objective „knowledge‟ that my guilt and 

sinfulness is legally warranted before God. I both „feel‟ and „rationally know‟ that I am a 
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legally a lawbreaker, with royal warrant, condemned by God. God is a „rational‟ God and 

by his Spirit bends my mind to a rational, undeniable and inexcusable warrant of guilt.  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Describe the Spirit‟s work (in general) in Revelation and Inspiration.  

2. Elaborate on,  

(a) the Spirit as the Mediator of the Scriptures, and  

(b) the Spirit‟s Internal Testimony to us through the Scriptures.  

3. Write an Essay under the title “What Difference does Faith, the Spirit and the Scriptures Make 

in My Life?”  
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CHAPTER 3  

T H E  A T T R I B U T E S  O F  S C R I P T U R E  

 

I. AUTONOMOUS MAN  

A. Final Reference Point  

There is no „being‟ higher than God himself to whom he must give an account of himself. 

Neither are there any laws of logic above him against which he must measure his own logic 

or consistency. Neither is there any kind of „holiness‟ which he must rise up to or be equal 

to. God is his own final reference point in terms of existence, actions or decisions. In this 

sense only God is really fully „autonomous.‟  

He consults and communicates within the Trinity with God the Son and God the Holy Spirit 

only. Nothing within the physical universe needs to be explained to God, since he is its 

Creator. He wholly comprehends everything physical, material and spiritual. In a nutshell 

there is no „Authority‟ to which God is accountable. He needs no one to be accountable to! 

He is his own final point of authority.  

Fallen, sinful men and women are in the exactly opposite state. They have God as their 

final-reference point over them in everything. They are irrational or non-rational creatures 

(stealing, fraud, adultery, etc., are basically all sinful acts, breaking God‟s Law, and non-

rational because they are not in conformity with God‟s Logic which is final). They are 

accountable to God in terms of holiness and in terms of „Authority.‟  

They have to be told who they are, what they are here for, what the purpose of life and 

existence are, and most important of all what their relation to God is. In other words they 

have to be told that they must live by God‟s authority, never their own. However, so deeply 

into spiritual darkness has the sinner fallen that he has made HIMSELF his own FINAL 

POINT OF REFERENCE. His existence, life, work, pleasure, recreation, actions and 

decisions are all directed by HIMSELF as well as AROUND HIMSELF.  

Van Til puts it this way: “For sin is that by which men seek to interpret facts APART from 

the revelation of God. The sinner seeks a criterion of truth and knowledge INDEPENDENT 

of the revelation of God.” (C. Van Til. A Christian Theory of Knowledge. P&R, 1969, 

p.33). The non-Christian wants his own autonomy.  

They walk „in the vanity of their mind‟, „with their minds in darkness, not understanding 

the things of God, alienated from the life of God, ignorant and blind in their hearts‟ (Eph.4: 

18). But this is no „neutral‟ darkness. In Romans, Paul further explains that their sinful 

minds are „hostile‟ towards God; more, they refuse to submit to God‟s law.  

In fact they are so critically injured, spiritually, that they cannot submit. It is like a man who 

has just had major surgery and is lying in the Intensive Care Unit. Along comes a 

physiotherapist who immediately wants the man to start exercising his muscles. But the 

man is in such a serious condition that he simply cannot respond! Or, to use a Biblical 

analogy, the man is on the mortuary slab „dead in his trespasses and sin‟ (Eph.2: 1).  

B. Own Law: Own Authority  

The heart of the matter, therefore, is that man has set aside the Law and Word of God, as 

laid out in Scripture. He has, “... become a law to himself. He will be subject to none but 

himself. He seeks to be autonomous.” (Van Til. A Christian Theory of Knowledge, p.42).  

At this point Paul introduces yet another aspect of the so-called „autonomous‟ sinner. It is 

frankly a theological mystery. He has just said that the sinner „cannot‟ be subject to God‟s 

Law. And furthermore the sinner is not really in an ICU. According to Eph.2: 1 he is lying 

„dead in his trespasses and sins‟ in the hospital‟s mortuary, on a slab of marble.  

Yet (and this is the mystery) sinners, “...suppress the truth, by their wickedness, since what 

may be known about God is plain to them...” (Rom.1: 19). What‟s more, God‟s „eternal 
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power‟ and „divine nature‟ embedded in God‟s great creation has, “...been clearly seen 

being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.” (Rom.1: 20). 

And 2:21 goes as far as saying that, “...although they knew God, they neither glorified him 

as God, nor gave thanks to him.”  

However, to try and throw some light on this mystery of a „spiritually dead‟ man „knowing 

God‟, we note the following.  

i. Outward Creation  

What Paul says they can „see‟ and „know‟ is the outward, visible power and majesty of God 

in CREATION. Nowhere, either in Rom.1 or elsewhere does he suggest that they can 

savingly understand SPIRITUAL truths of their own accord. To the „saving Gospel‟ they 

are still blind (2 Cor. 6:4).  

ii. Suppression  

Even what they can see in the physical Creation of God‟s power and majesty, they 

“suppress” (Rom.1: 18). That is, they blot it out of their minds, hinder its impact, eradicate, 

extinguish, stamp out and stifle any thoughts of God that comes into their minds. THUS, 

basically we have come full circle. The sinner is so SELF-CENTERED that he is blind to 

God‟s Truth in creation, let alone any spiritual truth.  

iii. Fallible Analysis  

Even if a sinner should try, in his own strength, to understand the things of God, he will not 

succeed. Why? Because fallen man cannot by his own criteria and ability and insight make 

a TRUE ANALYSIS of his own fallen, sinful, unrighteous, ungodly condition. The 

remedies that he employs for his own salvation, “...are the wrong remedies...because the 

diagnosis that he has made of his own disease is made by the wrong criterion.” (Van Til. A 

Christian Theory of Knowledge, p.43)  

The Bible is the only ultimate standard of truth. Therefore, the analysis of man‟s sin and 

evil must be made by means of Scripture, as the „medicine book‟ by which men are judged. 

To this point we now turn.  

II. THE NECESSITY OF SCRIPTURE  

A. Necessity: Man’s Sinfulness  

The necessity of Scripture, as we saw in the previous section, lies squarely in the fact of the 

sinfulness of men and women. They do not need the Scriptures because they are finite, tiny 

creatures in the vastness of space; they need the Scriptures because ONLY in them will they 

learn of their true condition and spiritual state.  

Men and women will not gain this insight from their own experience or from psychology, 

sociology or anthropology. Such areas will make them aware of psychological or social 

deviations, problem areas in their life such as depression, lack of social skills, relationship 

problems, immaturity, etc., but always on the horizontal level of person to person, person to 

group, or person in a vocational setting. It will no doubt also point to some of the origins of 

these problem, - in childhood, in school, because of broken homes or social settings; all 

helpful.  

But the root cause of anger, greed, pride, lust, ambition, cunning, self-pity, ruthlessness, 

straightforward ungodliness, worldliness, materialism, personality clashes, hostility towards 

the Gospel and the God of the Gospel, cynicism and bitterness towards Christ and his 

Church, a sense of social sophistication in relation to „born again‟ Christians, the pleasure 

of intellectual skills is not dealt with.  

The root cause for all this, namely the „knowledge of original and ongoing sin in one‟s 

heart, mind, emotions and will‟ comes ONLY from a knowledge of Scripture. Let us be 

quite clear on this issue: sin is the result and cause of breaking God‟s Laws.  

Sin is not just a vague feeling of emptiness or lostness or alienation (although these feelings 

are often present as symptoms!); sin is a direct clash between my will and God‟s Law. 
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Thus, a sinner is a Law-breaker. But - and this emphasizes the necessity of Scripture - only 

in God‟s Lawbook can the sinner become aware of his „lawlessness.‟  

B. Necessity: Confession  

Both from Scripture and experience the Christian who seeks to bring others to the „saving 

grace‟ of Christ will find, as formidable as an ancient castle‟s battlements and walls, the 

non-Christian‟s unwillingness to confess his „need‟ for forgiveness of sins and the need to 

come into a „righteous relationship with God.‟  

The sinner will not of himself, from his „experience‟, or „self-diagnosis‟ confess that he is 

the kind of sinner that God describes in the Bible. It is important to see the „qualitative‟ 

difference of confession of sin that man is prepared to admit to, and the real condition of sin 

that God says he actually is in. Thus the patient and the doctor have radically different 

analyses of the patient‟s disease. (And obviously then radically different conceptions of the 

kind of „remedy‟ the patient stands in need of in order to cure the disease).  

The sinner may agree that he is very far from being what he ought to be. He may admit that 

he has done „bad‟, even „wicked‟ things. He may allow that there may possibly be a god 

whose thinking and power are greater than his, but he would qualify that by saying that this 

god‟s power and thinking and holiness is „extensively‟ greater than his, but not necessarily 

„intensively‟ so.  

It is only when the Holy Spirit - using the Holy Scriptures - reveals the REAL sinfulness of 

the man‟s heart and life and motives to him, that he will gradually (or quickly) be drawn to 

the place where he CONFESSES that God‟s analysis, God‟s diagnosis is the really correct 

one. Hence the NECESSITY of the Scriptures in bringing the sinner to face up to his REAL 

condition and state.  

Furthermore, there is a link-up here between the sinner‟s CONDITION and his NEED. The 

relationship between the two is balanced out by the state of NECESSITY. If the sinner‟s 

condition is diagnosed as not very ill, then he will of necessity not think that the remedy 

need be so very great or radical. If, on the other hand, through the Scriptures, he diagnoses 

his condition as very critical, then of necessity he will realize the need for a radical remedy.  

It is therefore a twofold „necessity‟. It is a necessity of personal realization of how serious 

his sinfulness is, and it is a necessity in the sense that only Scripture can penetrate the self-

satisfied armour of the sinner with a sword thrust that goes clean into his heart and 

conscience.  

All this helps us to understand more clearly the depth of Paul‟s statement in Rom.10: 9 

“That if you CONFESS with your mouth, „Jesus is Lord‟...”. „Lordship‟ has as its correct 

opposite „Slavery‟. Hence, it is only as the sinner - through the NECESSARY revelation of 

Scripture - sees himself as an utter „slave‟ to sin, in darkness and bondage, that he will 

surrender to the „Lordship‟ of Christ.  

C. Necessity: No Grace in Creation  

It is customary, inter alia, to speak of the necessity of supernatural revelation in the 

SCRIPTURES because of the fact that strictly and also theologically speaking there is no 

Grace in CREATION. We need, however, to be careful here. There is plenty of „Common 

Grace‟ to be found in Creation. By that we mean that in nature and creation we can see the 

unmerited goodness and care of God towards all men. Many examples in agriculture could 

substantiate this.  

Nevertheless, that aspect of „grace‟ or goodness and kindness to his creatures shown in 

creation does NOT include a revelation of God‟s Special Grace in Christ. To put it 

differently: from a healthy crop of maize you could deduce God‟s kind provision of food, 

but you would never deduce from it God‟s love for sinners in Christ. Why? Because food in 

the form of maize is not a channel of special revelation.  

That is why we speak of the NECESSITY of the God‟s Special Revelation about sin and its 

consequences, and salvation in Christ being given to us through the Scriptures. This is very 
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apparent when you study the social structures of various civilizations. To a greater or 

smaller extent some form of religion is invariably present. But nowhere in the religions of 

the Incas, the Aztecs, the Egyptians, the Assyrians, etc. is there any „Special‟ or „Saving‟ 

Grace to be found. Only amongst the Hebrews - to whom it was REVEALED - is it found.  

III. THE SUFFICIENCY OF SCRIPTURE  

A. Sufficiency: Tradition  

The so-called „Catholic‟ (as opposed to the Protestant and „Reformed‟) tradition, “...in all 

its forms, holds that Holy Scripture, interpreted in terms of itself, is not sufficient as a guide 

for those who would live under the authority of God. Church tradition is necessary (it is 

said) to lead us into a right understanding of the Scriptures, which is not accessible from a 

straightforward study of the text.” (J.I. Packer. God Has Spoken. Revelation and the Bible. 

Hodder and Stoughton, 1965, p.78)  

What is meant by „Church Tradition‟? Let me break it up for clarity‟s sake.  

i. First, it involves the Word of God working in the hearts of the „faithful‟ (i.e. members 

of the Roman Catholic Church), and perhaps more particularly in the hearts of the 

leaders of the Church.  

ii. This constant working through the Spirit‟s stimulus gradually becomes crystallized in a 

consensus of opinion, a doctrinal or theological point of view.  

iii. This point of view is then concentrated in successive Papal definitions and accordingly 

is recorded point by point and becomes authoritative and final definitions or 

declarations. Such declarations made by the Pope of the Day are termed ‘ex cathedra’. 

This literally means „from the Chair of Authority‟, and as such, are viewed as „infallible 

and inerrant.‟  

iv. These „ex cathedra‟ statements are viewed as being on the same level of authority and 

infallibility as those of Scripture.  

Sometimes those who hold this position disagree amongst themselves as to what „Church 

Tradition‟ is. For example, the Council of Trent (which was held to act as a basis for a 

Counter Reformation movement) spoke of unwritten apostolic traditions, passed on „orally‟ 

in the Church down through the ages.  

Removing the aspect of Papal infallibility, this emphasis is also held by the „Anglo-

Catholic‟ and „Orthodox‟ Churches. It is not as centralized (i.e. from the Papal chair), but is 

more „organic‟. This means that the theological convictions are the sum total of the 

Church‟s position or beliefs of the universal Church, “...during the first centuries of its life 

and, in particular, its sacraments, creeds, Scriptures, and ministers, and its convictions about 

each.” (Packer. God Has Spoken, ibid., p.78).  

By contrast the Protestant and orthodox or conservative Evangelical position is that 

Scriptures ARE in and of themselves perfectly adequate and sufficient for the 

Christian to understand God’s mind and will FOR THEM. This position does not hold 

that the Scriptures are the COMPLETE or EXHAUSTIVE mind and will of God, 

since no book could contain all that, but it is sufficient for OUR NEEDS.  

What must our attitude be towards „Tradition‟? Where it is in line with the Scripture it must 

be highly valued as a source of encouragement and spiritual inspiration towards the living 

of a Godly life. But it can never take up its place alongside Scripture as the „equal‟ of 

Scripture; and certainly it can never be viewed as „infallible revelation‟ which we must 

obey as we do Scripture. In the final analysis Scripture is from God, and Tradition (however 

inspiring) from man.  

B. Sufficiency: Salvation and Sanctification  

Stating it broadly, Evangelicals maintain that the Scriptures are for the sinner as a lamp to 

his feet and a light for his path to guide him into the ways of God‟s Grace.  
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More pointedly Evangelicals affirm in the words of Article VI of the Church of England 

that, „Holy Scripture contains all things necessary to salvation...‟. Consequently it does not 

need to be supplemented from any other source, i.e. reason, experience, tradition or other 

faiths. The Scripture is a complete organism of final truth for full salvation in and of itself. 

No other „guide‟ is required or needed.  

There is also a fullness and completeness about the Scripture that touches the Christian‟s 

life of sanctification. Ps.119: 11 “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin 

against you.” But such a sweeping affirmation is only possible if the „Word‟ that I hide in 

my heart can be there in its fullness or sufficiency, or can be fully drawn upon.  

And this presupposition underlies the other expressions of the „Word‟ in Psalm 119, such as 

„your commands‟, „your decrees‟, „your righteous laws‟, „your word‟, „your precepts‟, „your 

statutes‟, etc. The point is that the „Word‟ that God has revealed to us is sufficient in quality 

and quantity to be drawn upon in order to live, more and more as the time passes, a Godly 

and righteous and sanctified life that is satisfying and pleasing to God. But I could not do 

that if the „Word‟ did not have this characteristic or attribute of „sufficiency.‟  

C. Sufficiency: Revelation  

A further aspect of „Sufficiency‟ vis-à-vis the Scriptures is that it points to the finished and 

finalized character of the revelation that we call Holy Scripture. Here is a body of truth that 

identifies itself - in distinction from all other sacred writings - as the final and sufficient 

Word of God.  

“The human agents did the subordinate work of collecting that which 

witnessed to itself as divine in each part as well as in the whole. Then this 

self-identified body of writings claims to give men a FINISHED system...” 

(Van Til. A Christian Theory of Knowledge, op. cit., p.64).  

This is particularly important today in which men and women claim to have received fresh 

„revelations‟ from God through the Holy Spirit. It is a very serious claim since it puts itself 

on a par with the Revelation of the Word of God. If such „revelations‟ were of God then 

logically speaking we ought to add them to the Word. But such an act is forbidden by 

Rev.22: 18ff. The straightforward conclusion is that we dare not under any circumstances 

described them as „revelations.‟  

A study of the Scriptures leads to the inexorable conclusion that that which is found 

between Gen.1: 1 and Rev.22: 21 is one, unitary, completed, finished and sufficient 

revelation from God. It is special, unique and singular. We cannot speak of any other 

religious writings of any other religion is the same manner. This then is God‟s „Special 

Revelation‟. His „General Revelation‟ is found in nature and creation.  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What exactly is „The Autonomous Man‟, and what difference does it make to his ability 

to understand the Bible?  

2. In what way can we speak of „The Sufficiency of Scripture‟, and what difference does it 

make to your life and your church‟s life?  
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CHAPTER 4  

T H E  B I B L E  A N D  T H E  C H R I S T I A N :  

A C C E P T A N C E  A N D  A S S U R A N C E  

  

 

NOTE: 

As the chapter heading indicates we will be dealing with the Christian‟s acceptance of the 

Scriptures as the Word of God. We will not be dealing, generally speaking, with the non-

Christian‟s relationship with the Scriptures.  
 

 

 (A) THE PRIMARY PRESPECTIVE  

I. THE CHRISTIAN WAY: PRESUPPOSITIONAL FAITH - NARROW CIRCLE  

A. Spiritual Blindness and Sight  

i. Each According to his Condition  

Imagine two men. One is blind. One can see. Each man will act in relationship to the world 

round about him according to his „condition.‟ It is impossible for a blind man to live and act 

and walk as if he had sight. It is just as impossible for the man with sight to live and act and 

walk as if he were blind.  

Each man is irrevocably bound to act according to his „condition.‟ But why? Because the 

laws governing blindness and the laws governing sight „bind‟ them to act in a CERTAIN 

way. They CANNOT act OPPOSITELY to what their „condition‟ IS. A blind man is always 

in darkness. He must always be guided. He will inevitably stumble into objects or trip. A 

man with sight is always in the light. He can thread his way easily through a maze of tables 

and chairs. He can read any book he likes.  

Or, to use another analogy, which is perhaps even more revealing.  

Put a Russian, an Englishman and an Eskimo into a certain situation where they have to 

assess the situation and come up with a solution, particularly a situation that involves their 

social and cultural backgrounds. You are guaranteed three differing reactions. Why?  

Because in general terms a Russian cannot act like an Englishman or an Eskimo. HE CAN 

ONLY ACT AS A RUSSIAN. THAT IS HIS „CONDITION‟ AND „NATURE.‟ He cannot 

ACT INDEPENDENTLY from it. Particularly in social and cultural matters a Russian is a 

Russian is a Russian. It is totally inconceivable that he would act like an Eskimo! HOW 

COULD HE? Why? The simple answer is that he KNOWS ONLY ONE WAY - THE 

RUSSIAN WAY. 

To press home this illustration let me use a real-life situation. Between 1974 and 1979 

David Shipler was „The New York Times‟ chief correspondent in Russia. He was stationed 

in Moscow. During this period he was invited to attend a function, arranged by a Russian 

film critic in his apartment. Also present was a certain „Furtsev‟ a former Soviet diplomat in 

the West and currently on the staff of the Central Committee of the Communist Party.  

Shipler engaged him in conversation. „Furtsev‟ was in his mid-forties, well dressed, very 

poised, polished and charming. They spoke about cars, etc., until Shipler finally steered him 

to airing his perceptions on Western Democracies. Shipler, who apparently expected 

„Furtsev‟ to be positive was surprised at his reaction.  

“The West, in whose democracies he („Furtsev‟) had lived for some years, whose 

technological gadgets he adored, whose languages he spoke with enviable 

fluency, WAS PROFOUNDLY ALIEN TO HIM. HE SEEMED BEYOND 



 24 

REACH...” (D.K. Shipler. Russia. Broken Idols, Solemn Dreams. Futura, 1983, 

p.14).  

And the same is true of the others. In other words the person‟s „condition‟, or „nature‟, or 

„state‟ will or should always CONTROL their attitudes and actions.  

ii. Spiritual Analogy: Christian and Non-Christian  

Both the Christian and the non-Christian are in a certain „condition‟, „nature,‟ or „state.‟ 

Regenerate and unregenerate; spiritually alive or spiritually dead; possessing spiritual sight 

or spiritually blind; loving the Truth of God or refusing to submit to the Truth of God; 

loving God himself or hostile to God.  

Going a step further with the Christian we can say that - notwithstanding his weaknesses 

and failures and stumbling - the Christian, in general and broad terms OUGHT TO and in 

fact DOES ACT from the basis of Christian truth and principles. HE CANNOT ACT IN 

ANY OTHER MANNER! He is like the man who is NOT blind, but can see. He is like the 

Russian. That is his „condition‟ - and there is no way that he can act in contradiction to his 

„state.‟  

This latter fact is a most crucial principle to grasp, both for general reasons, but also 

because of the Christian‟s attitude to and relationship with the Bible.  

Listen to the following descriptions of the Christian. He has “died to sin”; we “live a new 

life”; we know “that our old self was crucified with him”; “count yourselves...alive to God 

in Christ Jesus”; for “sin shall not be your master”; “you have become slaves to 

righteousness”; “you have been set free from sin”; you “have become slaves to God” 

(Rom.6: 2,4,6,11,14,18,22). And that from one chapter!  

All this speaks of radical and profound CHANGE. The Christian has „died‟ to sin; his „old 

self is crucified‟; sin is no longer his „master.‟ He now has a „new life‟; he is „alive to God.‟ 

He has been „set free from sin‟; he is now the servant of „righteousness and God.‟ THIS IS 

HIS NEW „CONDITION‟, „STATE‟, and „NATURE.‟ The very centrifugal force of Grace 

makes it impossible for him to act in any other manner.  

iii. Epistemological Dependence  

The point that I am really trying to make is that the Christian CANNOT BE ANYTHING 

ELSE BUT EPISTEMELOGICALLY DEPENDENT UPON GOD AND UPON GOD‟S 

WORD. What do I mean? Let me try and explain it in perhaps more understandable 

language.  

„Epistemology‟ simply refers to the „study or doctrine or grasp of knowledge, wisdom and 

truth.‟ When I state that 2+2=4 I am both MAKING an epistemological statement as well as 

saying that I UNDERSTAND an epistemological fact or truth.  

Furthermore, when I say that I am epistemologically „dependent‟, it means that I am 

denying that any really truthful religious knowledge is the result of my intellectual 

endeavours; but rather that any such knowledge comes from outside of myself. I am not 

„independent‟ but rather „dependent.‟  

And when I say that I am „epistemologically dependent upon God‟ I am saying that any real 

knowledge or truth about Christianity or God must be REVEALED to me by God himself, - 

otherwise I would have no such knowledge at all!  

My point then, to repeat myself, is that the Christian is ALWAYS dependent upon God 

revealing ANY and ALL religious knowledge (i.e., ALL the facts and truths and doctrines 

of Christianity) to him.  

The next question is HOW and WHERE has God revealed this Truth about Christianity and 

about himself? And that answer, as you should have guessed by now is in 2 Tim.3: 16f: 

“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training 

in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good 

work.” The Christian is thus „epistemologically dependent.‟  
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B. The Only Way: Faith and Presupposition  

i. Only as a Christian  

All that has been said above drives us to only one conclusion, namely, that the Christian qua 

(as) Christian CAN ONLY APPROACH THE BIBLE IN ONE WAY! And what is that? 

That, PRESUPPOSITIONALLY, it is God‟s Word. I can see no alternative. Let‟s lay it out 

as follows. (We will return to some of the points).  

1. At his very deepest level the Christian stands under the Lordship of Christ. Says John 

Frame: “Most importantly, the Christian will recognize the lordship of Christ in the 

field of KNOWLEDGE.” (J.M. Frame. The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God. P&R, 

1987, p.123).  

2. This Lordship is comprehensive, including every aspect of knowledge, and in particular 

the „knowledge‟ found in Scripture.  

3. God rejects the wisdom of the world and calls his people to a special knowledge of his 

own. Believers are, “...to stand for God‟s wisdom and against false teaching, even under 

the most difficult challenges.” (Frame, ibid., p.124).  

4. If Scripture is the ultimate justification for all human knowledge, how then do we 

justify our faith in Scripture?  

5. Answer: Because I am a CHRISTIAN, and because that is my „nature‟ and „state‟ and 

„condition‟, I CAN DO NOTHING LESS! As a CHRISTIAN I can „SEE‟- through the 

Spirit‟s working - that the Bible IS God‟s Word.  

To sum up: Our PRESUPPOSITION is that since God is our God and Lord, and since I am 

now a Christian under that Lordship I have no alternative but to accept God‟s Writings as 

God‟s Word. Our hearts are committed to Him, and no other belief can take precedence 

over our belief in Him and His Word.  

To be a Christian is at the same time to affirm our trust in the Scriptures as Inerrant in faith, 

practice, time, space, matter, history and science; Infallible and our Final Authority - that is 

in the Original Writings or Autographs.  

ii. Distinctions and Alternatives  

a. Distinctions  

All that has said been said above rests upon our ability or inability to draw the following 

distinction. We must draw a distinction between what I (AS A CHRISTIAN) and why I 

(AS A CHRISTIAN) believe at my deepest level that the Bible is God‟s Word, and 

what I have to SAY by way of COMMUNICATION to the NON-CHRISTIAN.  

I do not want to go into what I might have to say about the Bible and the Christian Faith 

in a dispute or debate with a non-Christian at this point. The „Communication‟ of the 

Truth is, in one very real sense another issue or topic. To go into it now would be to 

sidetrack the issues, even though they are, in another sense, inextricably bound-up.  

b. No Alternatives  

Here I want to use an illustration, which I hope will throw more light upon what I am 

trying to say. Imagine a very large square piece of ground with a much smaller circle in 

the middle. On the boundary dividing the circle from the square is an open Bible. 

Filling the square are non-Christians. Filling the circle is yourself and your fellow 

Christians. Both sides are looking at and reading and trying to understand the Bible.  

What happens? The obvious! As a Christian - born-again, with new spiritual life, new 

spiritual eye-sight and discernment, new love and hunger after the truths of the Bible - 

you immediately, intellectually, spiritually, with new love instantly recognize, concede 

and understand the Bible as God‟s Word and thank God for revealing it to you.  

It is an „a posteriori‟ event, i.e., the discernment, love for and acknowledgement of the 

Bible FOLLOWS upon a radical, inner change of your heart. I don‟t want to elaborate 
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on this, but just as obviously the non-Christian - unregenerate, blind (2 Cor.4: 4), his 

mind hostile to God and God‟s things and unsubmissive to God‟s laws (Rom.8: 7) - 

does not and cannot see the Bible as God‟s Word.  

But the point I want to drive home with great emphasis is that the Christian, just 

because he IS A CHRISTIAN cannot sit on the boundary dividing the Christian from 

the non-Christian (i.e., be „neutral‟), and still less can he step out of his circle and take 

his place amongst non-Christians and think and argue about the Bible as if he were 

suddenly a non-Christian!  

IF he WERE to do so, theoretically, then he would be denying his entire Faith, his 

encounter with Christ, the work of the Spirit, his regenerate nature and above all the 

Bible as God‟s Word. I am not suggesting that he is therefore „lost‟, but he certainly is 

acting very foolishly, denying God‟s Lordship, confusing his priorities and opening the 

way for chastisement from God to bring him to his senses.  

In other words, the Christian really has no alternatives, other than to act and think and 

believe and argue AS A CHRISTIAN! And AS A CHRISTIAN he receives the Bible as 

God‟s Word BY FAITH!  

iii. Faith or Trust  

What is the nature of faith? „Trust‟ is the general idea that the Word conveys. We can speak 

of „trust in one‟s wife‟, „trust in one‟s judgment‟, „trust is today‟s astrological chart‟, 

indeed; „trust‟ in a whole range of things.  

However, and this is important, the specific nature of trust or, if you like, a more specific 

DEFINITION of trust is NOT determined by the quantity, quality or calibre of the act of 

„trusting‟. It is determined, (i) BY THE OBJECT in which I put my trust, and (ii) by the 

TRUTHFULNESS or VERACITY of that Object.  

Scripture speaks of Christian „faith‟, “...as having, strictly speaking, a twofold object: the 

words of God, and the God who speaks them - God‟s truth, and God‟s Person...It is 

true...that biblical faith...(involves)...‟fides‟ (credence)...a body of sound doctrine; … 

(however) ...there is (also) no faith, in the biblical sense, without „fiducia‟, personal trust in 

the living God through the living Christ.” (Packer. „Fundamentalism‟ and the Word of God, 

op. cit., p.116).  

iv. Knowledge Given  

To close off this section let me emphasize that there are also two approaches to 

„Knowledge.‟ There is the world of nature and creation from which I TAKE knowledge, 

and there is the world of God‟s knowledge from which I am GIVEN knowledge.  

Abraham Kuyper puts it like this:  

“With every other object it was the thinking subject (i.e., you and I) that 

„took knowledge‟; here it was the object itself (i.e., God) that „gave 

knowledge‟...From the finite (i.e., ourselves) no conclusion can be drawn 

(from) the infinite (God)… By nature man could not „take‟ knowledge of 

God „actively‟...either the sinner should live on without „knowledge of God‟ 

or from the side of God there should proceed...(imparted)...this knowledge to 

„sinful‟ man, in keeping with his „need‟ as sinner.” (A. Kuyper. Principles of 

Sacred Theology. Baker Book House, 198O, pp.341-345)  

II. THE CHRISTIAN WAY: NOT RATIONAL DEMONSTRATION  

A. Above Reason: Not Unreasonable  

On what ground should the Christian believe the truths of the Bible?  

“Truths about God, by their very nature, can be only partly grasped by man, and 

cannot therefore be demonstratively proved; for such proof is only possible in 

principle on the basis of an EXHAUSTIVE UNDERSTANDING of its object. 
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Articles of faith, then, are not dictates of reason.” (Packer. „Fundamentalism‟ and 

the Word of God, op. cit., p.116)  

This is not to suggest that they are in themselves unreasonable or non-rational. To say that 

would be to imply that God‟s thinking is not logical or that his reasoning is skew. We are 

not talking about God‟s grasp of his own truth, which is perfect, reasonable, rational and 

logical. We are talking about OUR grasp of that truth, which is of necessity incomplete in 

terms of our understanding and logical inter-locking of concepts and truths.  

It is rather to suggest that they are above OUR reason. They terminate in mysteries which 

the human mind can only conceive of and express as paradoxes or antinomies - three 

Persons in One God (the Trinity), one Person in two natures (Christ), responsibility and 

election (Man), and so on. Does this mean that the Christian should not make use of what 

are called „evidences‟ or „proofs‟ of the Scriptures‟ divine origin? No, of course not. This is 

what John Frame calls the „broad circle.‟  

In other words, the Christian strengthens his own faith through the use of the verification of 

Biblical history, places, names, customs and culture; through the discoveries of archaeology 

which substantiate statements in Scripture; the phenomenal unity of the Bible‟s message, 

even though it was written by widely differing persons (over 30), over a period of 1,500 

years...and so on.  

But while these truths make the argument of the divine origin of Scripture more persuasive, 

the FINAL, BOTTOM-LINE for the Christian must always be that of Faith. Why? Go back 

over the first main point and you will see that the centrifugal force of just being a Christian 

under the Lordship of God in Christ INEVITABLY drives you to adopt a position of 

„Faith.‟  

If you deprive the structure of your Christian Faith of this element, then you are literally 

pulling the rug out from under your own feet. If you do this then Christianity - in all its 

aspects! - is no longer a religion of faith. Then you can no longer talk about the Christian 

„Faith‟...having „faith in Christ‟ for your salvation...justification „by faith‟...growing in 

„spiritual faith‟...maturing „faith‟, and so on.  

Reasons and reasoning and „evidences‟ may prepare the mind for faith in these truths, or 

more strongly underpin the faith you already have by showing the congruity and internal 

cohesion of the total Biblical message. They may also show the weaknesses of „objections‟ 

to the Christian Faith, BUT REASONING ALONE CANNOT PRODUCE THAT WHICH 

SAVES AND SANCTIFIES A SINNER, namely FAITH. Reasoning can, at best, show 

strong probabilities, but the Biblical NATURE of „faith‟ speaks of certainty.  

B. The Holy Spirit’s Enlightenment  

We have seen above that the Christian, newly born-again, surrenders himself to the 

Lordship of God and Christ. In doing that he also places himself under the Authority of 

God‟s Word. Concurrently while all this is taking place the same Holy Spirit who 

regenerated the sinner, AT THE SAME TIME open‟s the sinner‟s spiritual eyes so that he 

now views the Bible as the Word of God, and not simply „another religious Book.‟  

This spiritual illumination is the DIRECT GROUND of all faith‟s grasp of the things of 

God. This is the last stage in the process of revelation. First, God discloses himself 

objectively in nature, creation and history. Then, in his Incarnate Son and the revelation of 

the Bible. And finally, God enlightens sinners subjectively in experience so that they see 

their own sinfulness, the remedy in a Divine Saviour, and for guidance and growth the light 

of the Word.  

At this point allow me to quote from Calvin‟s „Institutes‟, who as is usually the case, sums 

it up very well. Since it is a fairly long quote I will break it up.  

“But I answer, that the testimony of the Spirit is superior to reason. For as God alone 

can properly bear witness to his own words, so these words will not obtain full credit 

in the hearts of men, until they are sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit. The 

same Spirit, therefore, who spoke by the mouth of the prophets, must penetrate our 
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hearts, in order to convince us that they faithfully delivered the message with which 

they were divinely entrusted...  

“Let it therefore be held as fixed, that those who are inwardly taught by the Holy 

Spirit acquiesce implicitly in Scripture; that Scripture, carrying its own evidence 

along with it,... owes the full conviction with which we ought to receive it to the 

testimony of the Spirit. Enlightened by him (the Spirit), we no longer believe, 

either on our own judgment or that of others, that the Scriptures are from God; 

but, in a way superior to human judgment, feel perfectly assured...that it came to 

us, ...from the very mouth of God.” (J. Calvin. Institutes of the Christian 

Religion. James Clarke & Co., 1957. Book I. vii, p.72)  

 

(B) THE SECONDARY PERSPECTIVE  

III. THE CHRISTIAN WAY: EVIDENCES - BROAD CIRCLE  

The idea of a „narrow‟ and a „broad‟ circle is frankly taken from John Frame, already quoted. 

As I understand him the PRIMARY, narrow or most important circle or ground for the 

Christian‟s acceptance of the Scriptures as God‟s Word is „Presuppositional Faith.‟ If you 

accept ANY other ground as PRIMARY then you are placing that - be it reason, the intellect, 

history, „evidences‟ or „proofs‟, rationality, or whatever - over and above the Scriptures in a 

judgmental position.  

However, there is a SECONDARY GROUND or broader circle.  

You can argue, he says:  

“„Scripture is the Word of God because archaeology, history and philosophy 

verify its teachings.‟ If used rightly, that argument will still be circular (i.e. and 

acceptable), because the archaeology, etc… in view will be CHRISTIAN 

sciences that presuppose the biblical world view. But that argument will be more 

persuasive than a „bare‟ circle. Thus to say that our argument for Christianity is 

circular need not imply a „narrow‟ circle.” (Frame, op. cit., p.131)  

Now, there are many „evidences‟ - in this SECONDARY category - that we could advance such 

as the extraordinary structure and unity of Scripture, philosophy, ethics, prophecy, history, a 

superior view of God, and so on. However, I want to take just one area which is, I suggest, both 

interesting and convincing in practical and theological terms. That area is Archaeology. It is a 

pity we could not spend a whole Lecture on it.  

A. Archaeology - General Comments  

Nelson Glueck, the renowned Jewish archaeologist, has written:  

“It may be stated categorically that no archaeological discovery has ever 

controverted a biblical reference... (and speaks of)... the almost incredibly 

accurate historical memory of the Bible, and particularly so when it is fortified by 

archaeological fact.” (J. McDowell. Evidence that Demands a Verdict. Thomas 

Nelson Pub., 1979, p.65)  

J.A. Thompson says that,  

“... it is perfectly true to say that Biblical archaeology has done a great deal to 

correct the impression that... Biblical history was of doubtful trustworthiness. If 

one impression stands out more clearly than any other today, it is that on all 

hands the over-all historicity of the O.T. tradition is admitted.” (J.A. Thompson. 

The Bible and Archaeology. Paternoster Press, 1969, p.5)  

Thompson also quotes the great archaeologist, W.F. Albright as saying:  

“There can be no doubt that archaeology has confirmed the substantial historicity 

of O.T. tradition.” (Thompson, ibid., p.5)  

Albright himself says:  
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“Biblical historical data are accurate to an extent far surpassing the ideas of any 

modern critical students, who have consistently tended to err on the side of 

hypercriticism.” (W.F. Albright. The Archaeology of Palestine. Penguin, 1956, 

p.229)  

In chapter 11 of his book, Albright traces, inter alia, the history of the discovery of such 

manuscripts and documents as the Codex Sinaiticus in 1859 by Constantin Tischendorf 

(dating from the first half of the 4
th
 Century A.D.); the Chester Beatty papyrus leaves (some 

126) of the N.T. (the fragments of the Gospels are said to date back to the first half of the 

3
rd

 Century); the Rylands fragments of the Gospel of John, and others.  

He then says:  

“These remarkable discoveries have dealt the „coup de grace‟ to such extreme 

critical views of the N.T. as the speculations of the Tubingen School, founded by 

F.C. Baur, and the Dutch School, headed by Van Manen.” (Albright, ibid., 

pp.239-240).  

One final general comment, this time from the famous Sir William Ramsey. Of Luke, as an 

historian, he said:  

“Luke is an historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact 

trustworthy...this author should be placed along with the very greatest of 

historians...Luke‟s history is unsurpassed in respect of its trustworthiness.” 

(McDowell, op. cit., p.71)  

B. Archaeology - Old Testament  

These are not in any particular chronological order.  

i. Hazor and other Cities  

For many years archaeologists had been hunting for Hazor in vain. The name seems to 

mean „enclosure‟ or „settlement.‟ The name was used for several O.T. localities. The most 

important of these, however, was a fortified site in Naphtali (Josh.19: 36). The site was 

identified as Tell el-Qedah in 1928 by Garstang (Albright, ibid., p.228) The New 

International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, Gen Eds., R.K. Harrison and E.M. 

Blaiklock, Zondervan, 1983, p.230, gives the date as 1926. Major excavations were only 

commenced under Yadin in 1955.  

Writing of this „find‟ Albright says: “The archaeological situation agrees perfectly with the 

topographical indications from the Bible and other documentary sources, and there is no 

other possible site for Hazor.” (Albright, ibid., p.228)  

Other sites, “...are Shiloh, Gibeah of Saul...Bethel, and Beth-zur, where the archaeological 

history of the sites has proved to be in the fullest accord with the indications preserved in 

the Bible...” (Albright, ibid., p.228).  

ii. Hezekiah’s Tunnel  

This was one of the most remarkable finds, dovetailing exactly with the details given in 2 

Kings 20:20, Is.22: 9ff., 2 Chron.32: 30-31. In Kings we read: “As for the other events of 

Hezekiah‟s reign, all his achievements AND HOW HE MADE THE POOL AND TUNNEL 

by which he brought water into the city”…etc.  

Of this discovery, Thompson says:  

“German students in 1880 found a long tunnel connecting the pool of Siloam and 

the Virgin‟s Fountain. On exploring it they found an inscription on the walls 

inside, in a script that was in use in the days of Hezekiah...  

“The so-called Siloam inscription...still provides some excitement for the reader 

as he senses the thrill of those who finally broke through the wall of rock: „...And 

when the tunnel was driven through, the quarrymen hewed (the rock), each man 

toward his fellow, axe against axe; and the water flowed from the spring to the 

reservoir‟...” (Thompson, op. cit., p.146)  
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The tunnel was cut through solid rock for a distance of 1,700 feet (518m), and the height 

varied from 3.9 feet to 11½ feet, and it averages 2 feet in width. It was probably completed 

just before Sennacherib‟s attack on Jerusalem in 701 B.C.  

iii. Ur  

Far from Abraham being an illiterate Bedouin from a primitive ethos, as some used to 

believe, the very opposite is true. The change of thought took place during the excavations 

of Sir Leonard Woolley during the years 1922 to 1934. The excavations revealed that Ur 

was an important town and the centre of what was once a strong state.  

Ur, itself, was a town with a complex system of government and a well-developed system 

of commerce,  

“... one with writing in common use for the issue of receipts, the making of 

contracts...There were town drains, streets, two-storied houses, a great temple 

tower (ziggurat), trade routes joining the town with other great towns to the north 

and the south, and various other evidences of a highly developed civilization.” 

(Thompson, ibid., p.146)  

iv. Nuzi  

This city, was not a Biblical site, “...but is biblically significant because of documents 

discovered in the palace and in private homes, which illuminate the customs of N. 

Mesopotamia in the 15
th
 Century B.C.” (Blaiklock and Harrison, op. cit., p.342).  

Space forbids much more exhaustive detail that could be given. To shorten all the 

discoveries of the 20,000 clay tablets, written in a Babylonian dialect, in cuneiform script, 

the following must suffice.  

There are Biblical parallels with regard to „inheritance‟ (Gen.15: 2-4); a childless wife 

giving her husband a „secondary‟ wife to bear him a son and become heir (Gen.16: 2); the 

disposal of a man‟s birthright (Gen.25: 30-34); the possession of household „gods‟ (Gen.31: 

30); and other examples. (Blaiklock and Harrison, ibid., p.342)  

To which we can add Thompson‟s comment:  

“When the Nuzi tablets were translated it became apparent at once that there were 

many very close parallels between the customs in this town and those to be found 

in the society of the patriarchs.” (Thompson, op. cit., p.26)  

C. Archaeology - New Testament  

Because of the restrictions of space we will deal with only one aspect of N.T. Archaeology, 

but an interesting one that has caused controversy. We will look at a man whose existence, 

offices and actions were largely denied with the result that Luke‟s ability as a historian was 

questioned if not ridiculed.  

The Case of Quirinius Publius Sulpicus - Luke 2:1ff.  

i. Who was he?  

His full name as given above is Quirinius Publius Sulpicus. His date of birth is unknown 

but he died in A.D.21. He was also known as „Cyrenius‟, i.e., „of Cyrene.‟(J.I. Packer, M.C. 

Tenney and W. White, Eds. The Bible Almanac. Thomas Nelson, 1980, p.619)  

ii. Positions held and History  

Quirinius, to use the popular name, had a complex life in which he held a number of 

„offices‟ within the Roman army and civil administration. These form a very complex 

pattern with a still not absolutely and clearly „fixed‟ picture. These „offices‟ were:  

 In 15 BC he was Proconsul of Crete and Cyrene, and some years later the governance 

(the exact title of the office is not mentioned) of Galatia. (J.D. Douglas, Gen. Ed. The 

New International Dictionary of the Christian Church. Zondervan, 1978, p.819)  
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 “Josephus states also that „Cyrenius... (was at one time) a Roman Senator... 

who had (also) gone through other magistracies...” (M.C. Tenney. New 

Testament Times. Eerdmans, 1978, p.136)  

 In 12 B.C., according to Tacitus the prominent Roman historian, Quirinius was Consul 

of Syria together with and at the same time as Marcus Valerius Mesalla Barbatus 

(Douglas, op. cit., p.819). According to M. Tenney he took office on Jan.1, 12 B.C.  

However, in that same year Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, Augustus‟ trusted friend and 

viceroy, in the East, died. Augustus sent Quirinius to the East to act as overseer, 

probably in Agrippa‟s place. He probably served as general military commander (all 

Roman Senators were expected to have military experience) in conjunction with the 

civil provincial governors). (Tenney, op. cit., p.136)  

 From 2 B.C. to A.D. 2, Quirinius was adviser in the East to Gaius Caesar, the 

Emperor‟s grandson, who unhappily died in A.D.4.  

 Around 7 B.C. it seems that he was governor of Syria. We do not know for how long 

and what he did while not in that post. If what McDowell suggests below (i.e., a census 

in the years 9-8 B.C) then he had obviously been appointed around 9-8 B.C. and was 

still governor in 7 B.C.  

But what do we make of the facts that Sentius Saturninus governed Syria from 9-7 B.C. 

and Quintilius Varus from 7 to 4 B.C? Perhaps the whole answer lies in the use of 

Greek word „hegemoneuontos‟ used by Luke to describe his position. The word means 

simply „ruling‟ or „in command‟. We could then suggest that Quirinius was co-

Governor with the special tasks of census and finance.  

If he was co-Consul in 12 B.C. with M.V.M. Barbatus (see above), then co-

Governorship, with special responsibilities with S. Saturninus it is a possibility.  

Another possibility, suggested by E. Stauffer in his „Jesus and His Story‟, is that 

Quirinius, “...was appointed Governor of the East (which would include Syria while at 

the same time giving him much wider powers) and that he held this office from 12 B.C. 

to A.D.16, together with the office of Governor of Judea from A.D.6...” (D. Guthrie. 

New Testament Introduction. IVP, 1970, p.174)  

 In A.D.6 he is found in Syria as Roman Legate, succeeding Lucius Volusius Saturninus, 

“...with a commission to make a tax census of the newly incorporated procuratorial 

(area of) Judea.” (Douglas, op. cit., p.819)  

 The two previous paragraphs strongly suggests, as Tenney says,  

“That Quirinius had two periods of active administration (in Syria) seems 

clear from the „Lapis Tiburtinus‟, a fragmentary marble inscription found 

near Tivoli in 1764. The inscription memorialized the deeds of a Roman 

official who served during the reign of Augustus... The only likely candidate 

whose qualifications fit this description is Quirinius...” (Tenney, op. cit., 

p.137)  

C. The Census  

In Luke 2:1-3, Luke indicates the historical circumstances that brought Joseph and Mary to 

Bethlehem. Caesar Augustus had decreed that the whole Roman Empire should be taxed. 

He reigned from 30 B.C. to A.D.14. This particular census took place with a view to the 

levying of taxes.  

D. The Controversy  

[I must at once state my indebtedness to: N. Geldenhuys, Commentary on the Gospel of 

Luke. Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1969.] 

Numerous objections to Luke‟s historical trustworthiness have been raised. We will look at 

just one, that of E. Schurer. He names five objections:  

1. History knows nothing about a general imperial census in the time of Caesar Augustus.  
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2. Joseph could not be compelled by a Roman enrolment decree to travel to Bethlehem.  

3. A Roman census could not be held in Palestine during the reign of King Herod.  

4. Josephus knows nothing about such a census and regards the census of A.D. 6 or 7 as an 

innovation which caused Jewish resistance.  

5. A census held under Quirinius could not take place in the time of Herod, since Quirinius 

was not yet governor of Syria at that time.  

Taking them one at a time our suggested solutions go something like this:  

1. Although no express mention of this enrolment has been found outside Christian 

writers, this does not necessarily prove that Luke is wrong. To build a case on „silence‟ 

cuts both ways, and in this case „silence‟ does not equal „Luke was mistaken.‟ There 

are, for example, numerous important events mentioned by Josephus which are not 

mentioned elsewhere, yet are accepted!  

For one thing, numerous archaeologists and Biblical scholars have given Luke full 

marks for his persistent historical accuracy. These include, inter alia, Sir William 

Ramsey, Donald Guthrie, E. Stauffer and A.N. Sherwin-White. Also men like Harnack, 

Hawkins and Deissmann (Geldenhuys, ibid., p.39).  

Furthermore a general enrolment is very probable since it is well known that Augustus 

was working throughout the Roman Empire for a more effective centralization and 

organisation of the Empire.  

Furthermore, says Geldenhuys, “W.M. Ramsay and others have shown that during the 

first century A.D. a census was held regularly every 14 years or so, and that one was 

probably held at the time of the birth of Jesus.” (Geldenhuys, ibid., p.104) This would 

mean that census-taking had actually begun in the years B.C. already.  

Finally, under this point McDowell says that, “...archaeological discoveries show that 

the Romans had a regular enrolment of taxpayers and also held censuses every 14 years. 

This procedure was...begun under Augustus and the first took place either in 23-22 B.C. 

or 9-8 B.C. The latter would be the one to which Luke refers.” (McDowell, op. cit., 

p.71) This does however raise the problem of the date of Jesus‟ birth, pushing it further 

back than is usually the accepted case.  

2. A notice of C. Vibius Maximus, a Prefect of Egypt, A.D.104, which has been 

discovered (A. Deissmann. Light from the Ancient East, pp.270ff) reveals that the 

manner of enrolment described by Luke agrees with what was done in Egypt, namely, 

all who are away from home are instructed to return to their normal places of habitation 

for the enrolment.  

3. Here Schurer is in error! Herod the Great was never fully king in the full sense of the 

word. He was a vassal king under the Emperor. Augustus could quite easily have 

decreed such a general taxing of Palestine and left the job for Herod to carry out.  

4. Josephus nowhere states that this one (A.D.6) was the „first‟ census.  

5. Quirinius did become Governor and Legate of Syria in A.D.6, but as we have seen he 

had a long relationship with Syria and “...there are proofs enough that Quirinius had 

already at an earlier period been acting in an official capacity in Syria...The evidence 

for two Syrian governorships of Quirinius is conclusive (Lapis Tiburtinus and Lapis 

Venetus... (according to Prof. W.M. Calder)...” (Geldenhuys, op. cit., p.105)  

 

Although all the problems have not yet been ironed out Evangelicals feel that there is enough 

evidence for them to agree with Donald Guthrie‟s statement: “Many scholars have impugned 

Luke‟s historicity on the grounds that he made an error over the enrolment under Quirinius...but 

the evidence from archaeology has helped to restore more confidence in Luke‟s veracity.” 

(Guthrie, op. cit., p.174)  
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Or as Tenney sums it up: “Not all details are yet corroborated by external evidence, but the 

essential trustworthiness of the Lukan account has not yet been disproved.” (Tenney, op. cit., 

p.138)  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What - in your estimation - is meant by „Spiritual Blindness and Sight‟ in The Primary 

Perspective?  

2. Discuss, in your own words, what is meant by „The Only Way: Faith and 

Presupposition.‟  

3. Under the heading of „The Secondary Perspective‟ write an Essay on  

a. Archaeology in general, and  

b. Archaeology relating to the Old Testament.  

4. Discuss the case of Quirinius Publius Sulpicus,  

 -or- 

Elaborate on The Christian Way being,  

a. Above Reason and  

b. the Holy Spirit‟s Enlightenment.  
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CHAPTER 5 

T H E  B I B L E  A N D  S P E C I A L  R E V E L A T I O N  

 

I. GENERAL AND SPECIAL REVELATION  

A. A Parable: Where is the Gardener?  

In his contribution „Theology and Falsification‟ in the book New Essays in Philosophical 

Theology, Antony Flew and Alasdair MacIntyre (Eds., SCM Press, 1955, p.96) Antony 

Flew sketches a parable. He may not treat the parable exactly as I hope to do, but it is a very 

helpful way with which to start this chapter. I‟ll break the parable up for easier 

consumption:  

“Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. In the 

clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds. One explorer says, „Some 

gardener must tend this plot.‟ So they pitch their tents and set a watch. NO 

GARDENER IS EVER SEEN. „But perhaps he is an INVISIBLE gardener.‟ So 

they set up a barbed-wire fence. They electrify it. They patrol with bloodhounds...  

“But no shrieks ever suggest that some intruder has received a shock. No 

movements of the wire ever betray an invisible climber. The blood-hounds never 

give cry... „But there IS (MUST BE) a gardener, INVISIBLE, INTANGIBLE,... a 

gardener who has no scent and makes no sound, a gardener who comes secretly 

to look after the garden which he loves...‟” (J.W. Montgomery, Ed. God‟s 

Inerrant Word. Bethany House, 1974. Chapter 7. „God and Biblical Language: 

Transcendence and Immanence,‟ by John M. Frame, pp.161-162)  

There is just ONE truth that I want to highlight. Notwithstanding all their efforts the explorers 

could not discover the Gardener. They would only have met him if he made himself visible thus 

revealing who he really was.  

This is also the message of Job.11: 7f: “Can YOU fathom the mysteries of GOD? Can YOU 

probe the limits of the ALMIGHTY? They are higher than the heavens - what can you do? 

They are deeper than the depths of the grave - what can you know?” In other words, if God 

(i.e., the Gardener) does not REVEAL himself, mankind would, like the explorers, remain 

totally ignorant of him. He would remain a mystery; invisible to all.  

Warfield sums it up: “The religion of the Bible thus announces itself, NOT as the product of 

men‟s search after God, if haply they may...find him...In other words, the religion of the 

Bible presents itself as distinctively a REVEALED RELIGION...it announces itself as 

the...ONLY revealed religion.” (B.B. Warfield. The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible. 

P&R, 1948, p.72)  

Everything (!) we know about God and his nature, about Christ and his atoning work, about 

the contents of the Bible, about the Creation and Nature on earth and in the depths of Space, 

about GOD and CHRISTIANITY has been REVEALED to us by God. Everything!  

B. Two Types of Revelation  

The two types or kinds of revelation have been commonly distinguished from one another 

with the terms, (i) Natural or General revelation, and (ii) Supernatural, Special or 

Soteriological revelation. („Soteriological‟ refers to „Soteriology‟ which in theology deals 

with the special salvation of sinners). I don‟t want to spend too much time on this, but the 

two „Types‟ deserve some comment.  

i. General or Natural Revelation  

This revelation is limited to Nature and Creation. It does NOT relate to the salvation or 

redemption of sinners. It is summed up in Psalm 19:1ff. “The heavens declare the glory of 

God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands...Their voice goes out into all the earth, their 
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words to the ends of the world.” Or as Paul puts it, in creation, “… his eternal power and 

divine nature have been clearly seen...” (Rom.1: 20).  

It is of great importance to grasp that nature and creation is a REVELATION FROM AND 

ABOUT GOD. According to the Genesis account God had already created the Cosmic 

Universe before he created man. His revelation about himself, therefore, preceded anything 

man would discover by his own efforts. This is also logical. If God had not created the 

Creation there would have been nothing for man to see or discover!  

In creation, God communicates to man through all that the eye can see in natural 

phenomena. God communicates to intelligent creatures, i.e., men and women. As our 

knowledge from microbiology to the new, fantastically beautiful depths of space with 

millions of Galaxies and hundreds of millions of stars become available, so, in the words of 

the Psalmist “they pour forth (God‟s) speech”.  

In other words, „God is speaking‟ to all mankind through the creation: „There is only One 

God. I am all-powerful. I rule the Cosmos. I rule you. I have made all that you can see 

microscopically and macroscopically to show you my divine glory and power and eternity 

and sovereignty. There is none like me. You must acknowledge your weakened, sinful 

humanity. You must bow down before me and proclaim me to be God and Lord of all 

creation. You must worship only me.‟  

ii. Special Revelation  

Unlike General Revelation, Special Revelation specifically carries a redemptive message. It 

speaks to the need of the fallen sinner. It drives home the conviction of sinfulness that will 

lead to repentance, confession and faith in Christ. It deals with „Grace‟, not with beauty and 

power and craftsmanship as found in creation. It tells of a loving and gracious God who is 

merciful, longsuffering and forgiving.  

John Lawson puts it like this: Special Revelation, “...is the self-disclosure of God to man 

through the Bible, and supremely, in Christ...this special and specifically Christian 

revelation conveys...a body of truths more sublime than the general revelation. Examples of 

such...are the Trinity, the Incarnation, and the Atonement.” (J. Lawson. Introduction to 

Christian Doctrine. Francis Asbury, 1980, p.24)  

Special revelation is summed up perfectly in Charles Wesley‟s marvellous words:  

“Long my imprisoned spirit lay 

Fast bound in sin and nature‟s night: 

Thine eye diffused a QUICKENING RAY; 

I woke; the dungeon flamed with light; 

MY CHAINS FELL OFF: MY HEART WAS FREE: 

I ROSE, went forth, and FOLLOWED THEE.” 

“Lord Bacon touches the exact point of distinction between the two species or 

stages (or types) of revelation. The one is adapted to man as man; the other to 

man as sinner...” (Warfield, op. cit., p.74)  

C. Differences: Roman Catholic and Protestant  

It‟s good to remind ourselves what the Reformers fought for, since it is often suggested (not 

by professional historians who know their history, but by laymen and even ministers) that 

Luther and Calvin and Zwingli, etc., made mountains out of molehills, enlarging the 

differences between Roman Catholic and Protestant views out of proportion. Not so. At the 

very heart lay two totally different views of Salvation from sin.  

i. Roman Catholic (R.C.) 

We must first establish that the R.C. doctrine of sin - unlike the Protestant-Evangelical 

position - does NOT embrace Total Depravity. What does Total Depravity mean? It means 

that when man fell into sin EVERY PART of him, mind, emotions and will were fatally 

damaged.  
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The word „Depraved‟ is perhaps an unfortunate choice to still be using today. Why? Not 

because of its theological content, but because in the 20
th
 Century the word has taken on 

psychological, sexual and cultural meanings that it did not have to the same extent in the 

16
th
 and 17

th
 Centuries. Today the word is associated with „indecency‟, „moral perversion‟, 

„gross‟, „foul‟ and psychotic derangement, which is NOT the Evangelical theological 

definition.  

In Biblical terms, according to J.I. Packer, it means that,  

“Man‟s mind is darkened to spiritual things, his will is alienated from God‟s will, 

his conscience is insensitive to God‟s voice (cf. Eph.4: 18f)...he is 

positively...ungodly (Rom.5: 6)...This depravity is...rightly said to be „total‟: not 

in the sense that everything in man is as bad as it could be, but that nothing in 

man is as good as it should be... There is always corruption somewhere in every 

human action.” (J.I. Packer. God‟s Words. IVP, 1981, p.76)  

To complete the picture we must add the words of Paul, written to the Romans, that, “...the 

sinful mind is hostile to God.” (Rom.8: 7).  

With this in mind the Evangelical who truly believes in Grace, says that - without the 

powerful working of the Holy Spirit (as in Charles Wesley‟s hymn above) - the sinner‟s 

mind (apart from the rest of him) is so badly damaged spiritually that it needs both direct 

regeneration and illumination from the Spirit before it can even understand any of truths of 

God‟s salvation in Christ.  

We‟ve come the long way round, but the above was necessary to understand the Roman 

Catholic position on sin. Says John Lawson: “Catholic tradition affirms that natural 

theology, which may be deduced BY REASON from the character of God‟s creation, and 

which may be...OUTSIDE ...biblical revelation...is of distinct value to the soul of man...” 

(Lawson, op. cit., p.24)  

Indeed he may not only understand „natural‟ theology in terms of the creation, he can 

spiritually understand the truths on Salvation. In short, his mind‟s state, after the fall, is no 

hindrance to his accepting salvation (as the R.C.s understand it). And, to round off, it is no 

hindrance to the understanding of Special Revelation.  

ii. Protestant-Evangelical  

By contrast the Protestant-Evangelical position is that man‟s mind is so fallen and damaged 

that he cannot OF HIMSELF understand (in the Biblical sense of the depth of that word) 

Special Revelation. By „understand‟ I mean to grasp and to see with „spiritual eyes‟ what 

the doctrines of grace are all about so clearly as to accept them without the powerful and 

gracious and regenerative actions of the Holy Spirit.  

With his fallen mind that “loves darkness” (John 3:19), “hates the light” (John 3:19), is 

“hostile to God” (Rom.8: 7) the non-Christian cannot without the Spirit „flaming with light 

in the dungeon of sin, and breaking the chains of sin‟ ever hope to „wake up‟, „rise‟ and „go 

forth to freely follow Christ.‟ The regenerative power of the Holy Spirit is inextricably 

bound up with the truth of Special Revelation.  

II. SPECIAL REVELATION: WORDS AND MEANING  

In the English Bible the verb „reveal‟ occurs about 51 times, of which 22 are in the O.T. and 29 

in the N.T.  

A. Old Testament  

 In the O.T., the most important word is „galah‟.  

The basic idea is, “...that of unveiling something hidden, so that it may be 

seen and known for what it is. Accordingly, when the Bible speaks of 

revelation, the thought intended is of God the Creator actively disclosing to 

men his power and glory, his nature and character, his will, ways and plans - 
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in short himself - in order that men may know him.” (J.D. Douglas, Org. Ed., 

New Bible Dictionary. Second Edition. IVP, 1982, p. 1024)  

Warfield suggests that, “...the root meaning...appears to be „nakedness‟. When applied 

to revelation, it seems to hint at the removal of obstacles to perception or the uncovering 

of objects to perception.” (Warfield, op. cit., p.97) The word is found in Gen.35: 7. As 

we shall see, the N.T. equivalent(s) have much the same meaning.  

 Also used in the O.T. is the verb „ra’ah‟, which means „to see‟, „be seen‟, „appear‟, 

found, for example in Gen.12: 7.  

B. New Testament  

 In the N.T. the word „reveal‟ is always (the exception is Luke 2:35) the rendering of the 

Greek term „apokalupto‟, although in 2 Thess. 1:7 and 1 Pet.4: 13 the corresponding 

noun „apokalupsis‟ is used. Both have basically the same meaning as the Hebrew word 

„galah‟. They bear the general sense of „disclose‟ or „disclosure.‟  

By their side there stand various other Greek words which express in one way or 

another the same general conception.  

 In the N.T. the verb „phaneroo‟, which basically means „making manifest‟ or 

„manifesting‟, is the most commonly used. It differs from the word „apokalupto‟ as 

referring more to the general and external in contrast to the more special and inward.  

Van Til draws the distinction between the two words thus:  

„apokalupto‟ “... indicates the removal of a covering under which something 

was hidden, while „phaneroo‟ signifies the making known of something that 

was unknown. The former takes away the hindrances which kept something 

from being manifest, while the latter manifests the matter itself.” (C. Van Til. 

An Introduction to Systematic Theology. P&R, 1974, p.118)  

 Other terms which are also occasionally used are „epiphaineia‟ meaning „manifestation‟ 

(2 Thess.2:8), „epiphaino‟ (Tit.2: 11) meaning „show forth‟, „deiknuo‟ (Rev.1: 1) 

meaning „show‟, „exegeomai‟ (John 1:18) meaning „unfold‟, „chrematizo‟ (Luke 2:26) 

meaning „instruct, admonish, warn‟, „chrematismos‟ (Rom.11: 4) meaning „answer of 

God‟.  

B. Mandatory Revelation  

From the standpoint of its contents the revelation in Scripture is indicative, imperative and 

normative. By „indicative‟ is meant that the Scriptures „indicate‟ which path or instruction 

or direction God wants the Christian to take. By „imperative‟ is meant that the Christian is 

under the Lordship of God and is solemnly obligated to obey God‟s Word, whatever his 

own feelings may be. By „normative‟ is meant that God‟s revelation in his Word is the 

norm or standard by which the Christian should live.  

“God‟s disclosures are always made in the context of a demand for trust in, and 

obedience to, what is revealed...God‟s revelation comes to man, not as information 

without obligation, but as a mandatory rule of faith and conduct. Man‟s life must be 

governed, not by private whims or fancies...but by reverent belief of as much as 

God has told him, leading to conscientious compliance (of God‟s will)...” (J.D. 

Douglas, New Bible Dictionary, op. cit., p.1024)  

III. SPECIAL REVELATION AND SCRIPTURE  

(I). SPECIAL REVELATION EMBODIED IN SCRIPTURE?  

A. The Question  

The specific question in this section:  

“... is whether Special Divine Revelation has received EMBODIMENT in Holy 

Scripture. Are the Old and New Testaments to be acknowledged, NOT only as 
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containing A RECORD of the history of such revelation, BUT also as BEING 

THEMSELVES the very Word of God?  

“Do they constitute divine revelation because of their intrinsic character, 

altogether apart from the response that they may evoke, whether of faith or 

unbelief?” (Henry, Revelation and the Bible. Chapter 5. „Special Revelation as 

Scriptural‟ by Ned Stonehouse, op. cit., p.75)  

To simplify the above let‟s put it like this:  

i. A book, and specifically the Bible, can RECORD historical stories, facts, poetry, 

prophecy, dates, occurrences, narratives, parables, descriptive histories of the lives of 

certain people and nations...and still remain merely a „historical record‟, like any other 

book. The question here is not whether it is a record (for it obviously is that), but 

whether Scripture is a DIVINELY INSPIRED RECORD? Is it more than just a 

„record‟? Is it GOD‟S Words?  

ii. Does MY response actually cause the Bible to become God‟s Word TO ME because during 

my study a verse or passage suddenly „becomes alive and inspirational to me‟, (the same 

verse may remain quite uninspirational to you). Or is it ALWAYS the Word of God 

whatever my response or non-response?  

In other words, is the Bible God‟s Word as an OBJECTIVE FACT in every century, in every 

country, amongst all people ALL the time, irrespective of what people‟s attitude and 

relationship to it is? Illustrated, we may ask: Is gold always gold whether discovered or not, or 

does it „become gold to me‟ when I discover it?  

B. Embodiment and Inscripturation  

The classic answer from orthodox Evangelicals down through the centuries is: Just as gold 

remains gold whether I discover it or not, see and examine it or not, just so is the Bible the 

Authoritative, Divinely Inspired WORD OF GOD whether it lies unopened in my bottom 

draw for years or is read by me or not; sometimes being „inspirational‟ and other times just 

words on a blurred page or not.  

God remains God whether people ignore him or not; God‟s Words, logically therefore, 

remain God‟s Words in the Bible, whether I ignore it or whether I surrender to its claims. If 

God cannot change, then neither do his Scriptures change, whatever the circumstances.  

Or, to go back to the original questions posed by Prof. Stonehouse, the Scriptures ARE the 

EMBODIMENT of Special Revelation. They DO constitute divine revelation because of 

their INTRINSIC DIVINE CHARACTER. 

(Academics, who always seem to prefer long, complex words, would, “... maintain that 

special revelation has found incorporation in Scripture...it as become „Inscripturated‟...” 

(Henry, ibid, p.75) This simply means that when you hold your Bible in your hand, you are 

at the same time holding God‟s Special Revelation in your hand. The Bible IS God‟s 

Special Revelation to you!)  

If you ask WHY Evangelicals accept that the Scriptures contain, or are God‟s Special 

Revelation, then I suggest you read through chapter 4 again, since we tried to answer that 

very question there.  

But we must now go on and seek to answer the question: In WHAT WAY has Special 

Divine Revelation been embodied in Holy Scripture? We will only deal with the Old 

Testament in this chapter. The New Testament will be dealt with in another chapter and in a 

slightly different manner.  

 

(II). SPECIAL REVELATION AND THE OLD TESTAMENT  

A. The Covenant of Grace  

To start with the covenant of grace is at its very heart and core nothing less than the 

everlasting Gospel of good news and salvation in Christ. Thus when we are asked: „In what 
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way has God by Special Revelation disclosed himself in the O.T.?‟, then our answer is: „By 

disclosing the grace of the Gospel.‟ THAT is what Special Revelation is all about!  

The Hebrew idiom for establishing a covenant is „to cut a covenant‟. Why „cut‟? Because a 

covenant was made by means of a sacrifice (Gen.15: 7-21; Ps.50: 5).  

The covenant that God made in the O.T., and which carries over into the N.T., is never 

bilateral, but always unilateral. What does that mean? Something very wonderful when 

viewed from the perspective of grace. A „bilateral‟ covenant is an agreement between two 

equal parties.  

Buying a house, for example, is a „bilateral‟ agreement or contract between the seller and 

the purchaser. For the deal to go through BOTH parties must shoulder their respective 

duties and responsibilities. If one party does not fulfil his or her obligations, then the deal 

falls through.  

In the case of the covenant of grace, the deal is unilateral. That means that ONE party alone 

takes on the total responsibility of the transaction. It is like one party taking on the 

responsibilities of both buying and selling a house. This is the nature of the covenant of 

grace.  

For one thing the covenant of grace was established and announced by God alone, „I will 

establish MY (not OUR) covenant‟ (Gen.6: 18; Exod. 6:4-5). And in the second place God 

takes on the entire responsibility to accomplish every aspect of it. The essence of the 

covenant is found in the promise „I will be your God, and you shall be my people‟ (Gen.17: 

7; Exod 6:7; 2 Cor.6: 16-18; Rev.21: 2-3).  

What this means is that it is God who promises to save the sinner at EVERY STEP of the 

way. He elects, he sends his Son to atone for our sin, he propitiates his own anger at sin, he 

offers the gospel freely, he sends his Spirit to bring about conviction of sin and repentance, 

he regenerates, he gives faith, he sanctifies, he preserves us in the world, and he takes us to 

be with himself when we die.  

Does the sinner therefore do nothing? The answer is both yes and no. Taking the negative 

„no‟ first, the Gospel teaches us that no man can save himself from his own sin; no man can 

atone for himself; no man can, through his own efforts, make himself as holy as God is; no 

man can „through good works‟ cancel out his sin and please God. That is why the Gospel is 

described as „free‟ grace.  

On the other hand, taking it now from the positive or „yes‟ point of view, it is the 

SINNER‟S solemn responsibility to repent, confess and place his trust in Christ. God does 

not repent or believe FOR US. We have to do that. Yet, even here, in a mysterious way, the 

Spirit enables us to exercise „saving faith.‟  

There is an inevitable mystery about man‟s responsibility and God‟s electing grace. But 

three things we must always hold on to very firmly are:  

1. that the sinner HAS a responsibility from which he cannot escape by hiding behind 

election; that is fatalism and HE will be held responsible for accepting or rejecting the 

Gospel, 

2. that the Gospel MUST be offered to EVERY person in every country and in every 

century, and  

3. that at the end of the day, however mysteriously all these truths are linked together, the 

Christian can only say: “It was ALL OF GRACE.”  

Thus, to tie it up: The covenant of grace which is REVEALED in Special Revelation is, in 

its turn, EMBODIED in the Old Testament.  

B. Acknowledged as Scripture  

Not only is the covenant of grace revealed in Special Revelation, but, as we suggested 

above, this crucial and central aspect of Special Revelation, is embodied in the O.T. To this 

„Embodiment‟ we now turn.  



 40 

Why do we have the O.T.? Why does it have the various books that it has? Why is God‟s 

Special Revelation of the covenant of grace not only FOUND in the O.T., but ACCEPTED 

as being the essence of the O.T.?  

i. Self-Authenticating  

Dr. D. Broughton Knox suggests what should really be obvious to every Christian, but is 

often overlooked. And that is? Answer: If a person speaks to you then you KNOW it! When 

the telephone rings and you answer it, and you then engage in conversation with an old 

friend, then you don‟t ask yourself whether you are in communication with „John 

Murray‟...because...you are!  

Dr. Knox then goes on:  

“So, too, when God addresses anyone, the person KNOWS that he is being 

addressed. All necessity for proof of the existence of God falls away when you 

meet God...Those to whom God speaks will have a firm and clear conviction of 

God‟s existence and of the fact that he is addressing them.” (D. Broughton Knox. 

The Everlasting God. Lancer Books, 1988, p.15)  

But what of God‟s Special Revelation in the O.T.? Once again he stresses the same point:  

“God‟s words are self-authenticating to the hearts and minds of those whom he 

addresses. It could not be otherwise. When God spoke to Abraham, there could 

not be a moment‟s doubt in his mind, that God was speaking to him...  

“God‟s word authenticates itself, and must do so, because it is a personal word 

addressed to a person and heard by that person, for that is the purpose of God‟s 

speaking, and his purposes do not fail... 

“… when God addresses man, God‟s existence (and therefore God‟s Word) is 

known by those who hear, with a conviction which all theories can never attain... 

The gods of the philosophers never come to life. We cannot relate ourselves to 

them because they do not address us. They are dead.” (Knox, ibid, pp.15-16)  

ii. Other Authentications  

We do not have the space to detail these. But even summarised they are important.  

The Epistle to the Hebrews, for example, begins by recalling the fact that God spoke 

through the Prophets, and, “... makes abundantly clear especially by its quotations from the 

O.T. that it identifies the written documents with the Word of God... Heb.1: 5, 13; 3:7; 

4:3,4; 8:8,13; 10:15.” (Henry, op. cit., p.78)  

Paul likewise regards the O.T. as the written Word of God, as is evidenced both from his 

many quotations from the O.T. as well as his general attitude and approach to the O.T.  

Our Lord‟s use of Scripture is especially crucial here. We simply cannot ignore his utter 

commitment to the divine authority of the O.T. which comes to expression in his quotations 

as well his application of its teaching to his own life and ministry.  

Nothing is more significant than his repeated statements that his death and atonement were 

„necessary to fulfil Scripture‟, - Matt.26: 24; Mk.14: 21; 9:12; 12:10f; 14:27,29; Luke 4:17-

21; 22:37; 24:25-27; 44-46.  

“In the most unambiguous fashion, therefore, the proposition that special divine 

revelation is Scriptural is demonstrated not only by the teaching of the N.T. as a 

whole but also particularly by our Lord‟s own ministry.” (Henry, ibid., p.79)  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss the various aspects of General and Special Revelation and explain what 

difference in makes in the way you and your church accept the teaching of the Bible.  

2. Under the title „Special Revelation‟ elaborate on  



 41 

(a) the Words and Meanings of the various words used in the O.T. and N.T. which 

convey the idea of „Revelation‟, and  

(b) outline „Special Revelation Embodied in Scripture?‟  

3. Write an Essay on „Special Revelation and the Old Testament.‟  
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CHAPTER 6  

T H E  H I S T O R I C A L  R E L I A B I L I T Y  O F  T H E  

N E W  T E S T A M E N T  

 

Note: 

I am much indebted to Norman L. Geisler‟s Christian Apologetics (Baker Book House, 1989), 

for much help in this chapter; the same is true of Cornelius Van Til‟s A Christian Theory of 

Knowledge (P&R, 1969), as well as other sources.  

 

PRELIMINARY: THE CHRISTIAN - CONVICTION AND KNOWLEDGE 

A. The Christian’s Conviction  

In his book „Labyrinths of Reason‟, William Poundstone points out a truth not always 

known outside the idol of Science:  

“To derive useful conclusions about the real world, we must work from premises 

that are (in the exacting sense of the philosophical sceptic) uncertain. Science and 

common sense are forever building structures of belief on uncertain foundations.” 

(W. Poundstone. Labyrinths of Reason. Paradox, Puzzles and the Frailty of 

Knowledge. Penguin, 1988, p.13)  

Now, it is the orthodox Evangelical‟s conviction that NO Christian should ever have to find 

himself in the position of building his Christian Faith on „uncertain foundations‟, especially 

with regard to the Bible.  

It is not always remembered by us who confess Christ that when we come to the Bible, we 

come to it as those who are ALREADY Christians! Why do I put it like that? One major 

reason is that very often, almost unbeknown to ourselves, the scepticism and demands for 

„proof‟ and „evidence‟ that Science demands and which has saturated our Western culture, 

has rubbed off onto us as Christians as well.  

Consequently, when we come to the Bible, we often sense the nagging claims in the back of 

our head which says „Prove it!‟ or „How do I know whether this is really God‟s Word?‟ or 

„What evidence is there that what Luke or Paul wrote is trustworthy?‟  

Now, although we must be very patient and helpful to Christians struggling with such 

doubts, we also need to realize - as we grow in grace - that ideally the Christian should 

ALWAYS approach the Bible from the single-minded perspective that BECAUSE he 

ALREADY IS a Christian, what he holds in his hand IS the very Word of God! In other 

words he should not approach Scripture in a non-Christian frame of mind. The Christian 

should no longer occupy a „neutral‟ position.  

I want to remind you of the position Dr. Broughton Knox puts forward. He says, quite 

rightly, that there are many reasons why Christians have believed the Bible to be the Word 

of God, but, “...what ultimately persuades them is that they HEAR God‟s Word in it, for...it 

would indeed be strange if his voice were not recognized by his children, to whom he has 

given his Spirit.” (D.B. Knox. Not By Bread Alone. Banner of Truth, 1989, p.24)  

To pick up on the role of the Spirit and the Christian and the Bible the Reformers 

maintained that in relation to the Truth of God in the Bible every Christian has been given 

the „testimonium internum Spiritus Sancti‟- meaning - „the inner witness of the Holy Spirit.‟  

Thomas Goodwin (1600-1680), one of the Puritan divines, said that when the Spirit gives us 

saving faith he gives us a „new spiritual understanding of the truths of God‟ or, if you like, 

he gives us spiritual „sight‟ of spiritual realities. Hence: “This spiritual knowledge is in fact 

more certain than anything else.” (Packer. Among God‟s Giants, op. cit., p.237)  
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Thus, as far as THE CHRISTIAN is concerned he approaches the Bible with the 

PRESUPPOSITION that it is the Word of God because BEING A CHRISTIAN he HEARS 

God speaking to him in it. As Jesus said, “My sheep HEAR my voice...and they follow me” 

(Jn.10: 27). God‟s Word, the Bible, is his final reference point.  

B. The Christian’s Knowledge and Growth  

At this point you may very well wonder why, in this chapter, I am going to try and deal 

with the „Historical Reliability of the N.T.‟ If, as argued above, the Christian should 

approach Scripture with the PRESUPPOSITION that it IS the Word of God, then why 

examine the „historical reliability‟ of the N.T.? Surely that is a contradiction of what was 

argued?  

Superficially that may seem to be the case. In reality it is not so. Let me reply to that 

allegation as follows:  

1. To examine and investigate the „historical reliability‟ of the New Testament is meant to 

STRENGTHEN my faith, not CONVINCE me of it. 

2. Its intention is to help me GROW in my KNOWLEDGE of the Word or, if you like, 

expand the frontiers of already existing knowledge. At question is not an examination 

that will „establish‟ the Christian Faith in me for the first time; at question is the 

„expansion‟ of the knowledge of Christian Truth, some of which I already possess. A 

good medical doctor is already a „convert‟, so to speak. But that does not prohibit him 

from INCREASING his already existing medical knowledge by every means he knows.  

3. A Christian, says Peter, must: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who 

asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have...” (2 Pet.3: 15). A non-Christian, 

in whom the Spirit is already working, often has a thousand questions about the 

Christian Faith! The Christian, says Peter, MUST ALWAYS be ready to patiently 

answer the non-Christian‟s probing questions. It is a very sorry state if the Christian - in 

front of the non-Christian - displays constant ignorance about that to which he is trying 

to win the non-Christian! One KEY PRINCIPLE that emerges from the Bible is that the 

Christian can never have too much Biblical knowledge. It is very significant that Peter, 

having exhorted us to be ready „to give an answer...for the hope that we have‟, 

immediately afterwards in 2 Pet.3: 18 adds: “But grow in the grace and KNOWLEDGE 

of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.”  

 

A. THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS 

I. THE EXTENT OF MANUSCRIPT EVIDENCE FOR THE NEW TESTAMENT  

“There is more abundant and accurate manuscript evidence for the N.T. than for 

any other book from the ancient world. There are more manuscripts copied with 

greater accuracy and earlier dating than for any secular classic from antiquity.” 

(N.L. Geisler. Christian Apologetics. Baker, 1989, p.306)  

The Christian Church no longer possesses the ORIGINAL Gospels, the historical book of Acts, 

any of the Epistles by the various N.T. writers or the Book of Revelation. What we do have are 

copies of the originals, or incomplete copies, which are called manuscripts. They are, however, 

very important since by comparing them scholars can „reconstruct‟, with virtually a 99% 

certainty, what the „originals‟ really contained.  

There are a great number of these, some dating back to nearly the N.T. period; others, although 

very old, do not date back so far. You will notice that some of them are called „Codex‟, which is 

just the Latin for „manuscript‟. Furthermore, the rest of the title usually tells you where they 

were discovered; some of them have code numbers as well. Here are a few of them.  

A. The ‘John Rylands Fragment’ (P52)  

These are fragments of the Gospel of John, five verses from Jn.18: 31-33, 37-38. It 

measures,  
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“... only 2 ½ by 3 ½ inches...this papyrus fragment is the oldest copy of any 

portion of the N.T. today...In (1934) C.H. Roberts, Fellow of St. John‟s College, 

Oxford, while sorting over the unpublished papyri belonging to the John Rylands 

Library at Manchester, recognized that this scrap preserves several sentences 

from John‟s Gospel.” (B.M. Metzger. The Text of the New Testament. Oxford, 

1964, p.38)  

It is dated between A.D.117-138 and is housed in the John Rylands Library in Manchester. I 

should perhaps point out that the „papyri‟ mentioned is made from the pith of the papyrus 

plant which grew in the River Nile delta.  

The pith was cut into thin strips. A layer of strips was then placed on a flat surface with the 

fibres running in one direction. On top of these strips another layer of strips was laid down 

but running at right angles to the lower layer. They were then pressed together until they 

formed one fabric upon which one could write.  

B. The ‘Bodmer Papyri’ (P66, P72, P75)  

These date from around A.D.200. The contain most of the Gospels of John and Luke along 

with the books of Jude, 1 Peter and 2 Peter. They contain the earliest complete copies of 

N.T. books. They were acquired by the Genevan book collector M. Martin Bodmer, founder 

of the Bodmer Library of World Literature at Cologny, a suburb of Geneva.  

C. ‘Codex Vaticanus’ (B)  

This manuscript dates from between A.D.325-350. It is a vellum manuscript containing the 

whole N.T. as well as the Greek O.T. known also as the „Septuagint.‟ It is sometimes just 

designated as LXX. It was discovered by textual scholars in 1475 when, together with many 

other books and manuscripts, it was catalogued in the Vatican Library. It is not known at 

what date it had become part of the Vatican Library.  

Vellum parchments were made from the skins of cattle, sheep, goats, and antelopes, 

especially from their young. All the hair was first removed by scraping it off. The skins 

were then washed, smoothed with pumice, and dressed with chalk. Vellum was widely used 

in the Middle Ages.  

D. ‘Codex Sinaiticus’ (Aleph)  

This manuscript dates from around 340 A.D. It too is vellum and contains the whole N.T. 

and half of the O.T. Bruce Metzger is right when he says that the story of the discovery of 

this manuscript is so „fascinating‟ that we should pause to hear it. It is, I would suggest, a 

remarkable example of the Providence of God.  

It is set in the middle of the 19
th
 Century and the chief actors on the stage are a certain Dr. 

Constantin von Tischendorf and the Monastery of St. Catharine on Mount Sinai. In 1844 

Tischendorf began an extensive journey through the Near East in search of Biblical 

manuscripts.  

He visited the St. Catherine Monastery. Once there he discovered that the monks were using 

pages from an ancient copy of the Septuagint to light their fires! He was able to keep 43 

leaves which contained, inter alia, portions of 1 Chron., Jeremiah, Nehemiah and Esther. 

Another visit to the Monastery in 1853 to obtain the rest of the codex from which the leaves 

had come proved fruitless.  

A very persistent man, he was back at the monastery in 1859. The day before he was to 

leave the steward showed Tischendorf a codex in his possession which contained most of 

the O.T. as well as the complete N.T. It was in excellent condition and obviously very 

ancient. He was granted permission to study it (he sat up all night!) but not purchase it.  

Later, while in Cairo, he pleaded with the abbot of the monks to send for the codex. Swift 

Bedouin messengers were sent to bring it. He and two helpers set to work and in two 

months copied 110,000 lines from the codex. But he still wanted the original. So he entered 

into what one might call some „ecclesiastical diplomacy‟. 
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This part of the transaction involved the complex operation of choosing the election of a 

new abbot. In the process the Czar of Russia presented a silver shrine to the monastery 

together with a substantial amount of money to St. Catherine as well the monks in Egypt. 

After prolonged negotiations Tischendorf finally took possession of the whole codex!  

A twist in the tale is that after the Revolution in Russia (1917), the Russians, not interested 

in the Bible (they were atheists), sold it to the British Museum for, what was then the 

enormous amount of money, 100,000 English pounds.  

E. Other Manuscripts  

These include: the Codex Ephraemi Rescriptus (C), the Codex Alexandrinus (A), the Codex 

Bezae (D), together with many others that now total about 5,000.  

The N.T. Scholar, Bruce Metzger, counts 76 papyri, 250 uncials (a form of writing), 2,646 

minuscules (another form of writing), and 1,997 lectionary manuscripts. This totals 4,969 

or nearly 5,000. (Metger, ibid., pp.31-33) No other book from antiquity possesses anything 

like this abundance in manuscripts.  

F. Observations  

i. No other book is even close to the Bible on either the „number‟ or „early dating‟ of the 

copies.  

ii. The average gap between the original composition and the earliest copy - for other 

books written for example by Roman and Greek authors, such as Livy, Tacitus, 

Herodotus, Homer, etc., - is over a 1,000 years. The N.T., by contrast, has a fragment 

within one generation from its original composition, whole books within 100 years of 

the original, most in less than 200 years, and the entire N.T. within 250 years from the 

date of its completion.  

 

II. COMPARISON OF ANCIENT TEXTS  

Author  Date Written  Earliest Number Of  Accuracy Of Copies  

Caesar  1st Cent. B.C.   900 A.D.        10  

Livy          “ “ “           20  

Tacitus  c.100 A.D.   1100 A.D.       20  

Thucydides  5th Cent. B.C.   900 A.D.          8  

Herodotus        “ “ “       “ “            8  

Demosthenes  4th Cent. B.C.   1100 A.D.     200  

Homer   9th Cent. B.C.         643    95%  

New Testament 1st.Cent. A.D.   2nd Cent. A.D    5,000    99+%  

(50-100 A.D.)   (c.130 A.D.f)  

  

B. THE RELIABILITY OF THE N.T.WITNESSES 

I. THE INTEGRITY OF THE N.T.WITNESSES  

A. The Number of N.T. Eyewitnesses to the Events  

i. Direct Eyewitnesses  

The direct eyewitnesses who either wrote or superintended what was written of Christ‟s life 

and teaches are Matthew, Mark (influenced and guided by Peter), and John. To this must be 

added the numerous eyewitness accounts used by Luke and Paul.  

ii. Witness to His Death  

The death of Christ was actually witnessed by the apostle John (Jn.19: 26,27), by Jesus‟ 
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mother, as well as by the soldiers, the crowd, and the many other women standing nearby 

(Jn.19: 25; cf.Mk.15: 40,41). John wrote about what he had seen himself (1 Jn.1: 1), and the 

other writers in the N.T. used the testimony of those present.  

iii. The Resurrection  

On the crucial doctrine of the resurrection of Christ there were over 500 persons to whom 

Christ appeared bodily. He also appeared to Mary Magdalene (Jn.20: 1), to Mary the 

mother of James (Mt.28: 2), to Salome and Joanna (Luke 24:10), and to several other 

women from Galilee (Lk. 23:55).  

Christ appeared to Peter (Lk.24: 34), and later to Cleopas and the other disciple on the road 

to Emmaus (Lk.24: 13-32). Later Christ revealed himself to the ten apostles in Jerusalem 

(Jn.20: 24), and then to the eleven when Thomas was present a week later (Jn.20: 26-29). 

The next Sunday Jesus appeared to seven disciples at the sea of Galilee (Jn.21: 1-24).  

Further, Jesus appeared to the 11 disciples on a mountain in Galilee (Mt.28: 16-20), and to 

more than 500 brethren (1 Cor.15: 16) at one time. Finally he appeared to his brother James 

(1 Cor.15: 7a) and to the disciples on the Mount of Olives before ascending to heaven (Acts 

1: 4-12).  

“The number of individual appearances is more than sufficient to determine the 

validity of their testimony. No like testimony is possessed any (such 

„miraculous‟) event from ancient times.” (Geisler, op. cit., p.314)  

B. The Nature of the N.T. Eyewitnesses to Christ  

Not only was there an overwhelming number of witnesses to the life, death and resurrection 

of Christ, but the NATURE of their testimony places it beyond reasonable doubt.  

i. Independent  

The witnesses were in most cases independent of each other. There were at least ten 

different appearances spaced over forty days (Acts 1:3), and the possibility of collusion 

between them is ruled out by the law of possibilities, as well as the fact that they were in 

such a state of shock that „co-ordinating‟ a complex plan to smuggle his body out of the 

tomb and fool the authorities that he had „risen from the dead‟ was beyond their powers of 

co-ordination and mutual planning under the circumstances they found themselves in.  

Or, to put it another way,  

“... the divergence of perspective (viz. the resurrection) argues strongly for the 

independence and integrity of the witnesses...If there were collusion, they could 

have easily ironed out some problems, such as the report in Luke that there were 

two angels at the tomb, whereas Matthew speaks of only one.” (Geisler, ibid., p. 

315)  

ii. Hallucination?  

There was an initial DISINCLINATION to believe what they saw, which militates 

powerfully against any psychological hallucination (cf. Jn. 20:25; Luke 24:15f.; Matt: 

28:17). We will return to this point.  

iii. Bodily Resurrection  

Physical and tangible evidence was presented that he was indeed the bodily-resurrected 

Christ. He ate fish, showed his hands and feet, and asked the disciples to handle his flesh 

and bones (Luke 24:39-43), and even challenged Thomas to put fingers and hands into his 

wounds (John 20:27). He did “many other signs” (John 20:31), spoke of the kingdom of 

God and showed “many proofs” of his resurrection (Acts 1:3). He ate breakfast with them 

and had a prolonged discussion with Peter (Jn. 20:15f).  

iv. Honesty and Integrity  

All that is known about the apostles testifies to their honesty and integrity. From their 

writings it is abundantly clear that they were honest, upright and truthful men with a high 
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degree of integrity.  

What is recorded about their daily Christian lives support this. They did not fear men, even 

under the threat of imprisonment or even death (Acts 4:18f, 5:27f.) They did not tolerate 

lying (Acts 5:1f); they refused to be bought with money (Acts 8:18); they remained 

steadfast in their testimony under extreme persecution (2 Cor.11: 23f).  

Thus, both the vast number of independent witnesses accounts of Jesus‟ death and 

resurrection as well as the nature and integrity of the witnesses themselves leave beyond 

reasonable doubt the reliability and veracity of the apostolic testimony concerning Christ.  

II. THE SANITY OF THE N.T.EYEWITNESSES AND WRITERS  

A man can be honest, yet psychologically unbalanced. However, a number of factors rule out 

the possibility that the apostles were under psychological delusion or mass hallucination.  

1. As already mentioned, there was the disinclination at first to disbelieve the reports of the 

resurrection. Thomas, for example flatly refused to believe it (Jn.20: 24f). Then when Mary 

Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the others with them rushed back to tell 

the apostles of the empty tomb and the words of the angels, we read: “But the did NOT 

BELIEVE the women, because their words seemed to them like nonsense...” (Luke 24:11f).  

No doubt the chattering females must have appeared as hysterical to the men! Hallucination 

is a phenomenon that occurs when people are ALREADY INCLINDED to believe 

something. The reaction of the apostles was initially exactly the opposite.  

2. The apostles and eyewitnesses were persons who had known Jesus for years - intimately. It 

is very unlikely that they did not recognize him for whom he was. Recognition therefore 

was no real problem.  

Hallucinations, as John Stott points out, are usually characterized by two things:  

“Firstly, they happen as a climax to a period of exaggerated wishful thinking. 

Secondly, the circumstances of time and place and mood are favourable. There 

must be the strong inward desire and the predisposing outward setting. When we 

turn to the Gospel narratives of the resurrection, however, both these factors are 

missing.” (J. Stott. Basic Christianity. IVF, 1959, p.55)  

3. There were numerous and independent occasions of long duration, involving conversation 

and verification by various groups of people, that rule out any possibility of psychological 

deception.  

4. Mass delusion is ruled out by the numerous independent occasions when one, two, seven, 

ten, eleven persons had the same experience that the 500 had. Peter, for example, saw 

Christ alone, with the seven, with the ten, with the eleven, and at the ascension. John saw 

Christ on at least four of the occasions as well.  

5. The resurrected Christ did what was familiar to them to convince them of his reality; for 

example, he showed the fishermen how to catch fish (Jn.21: 4f.). A man can be fooled on 

things with which he is not familiar but staunch fishermen could not be tricked at their own 

trade.  

6. As already mentioned Jesus performed “many proofs” and also “signs” after his 

resurrection to convince the disciples of his reality (Jn.20: 30; Acts 1:3). The number and 

repetition of these miracles rule out any possibility of delusion.  

III. THE ACCURACY OF THE N.T.EYEWITNESSES  

A. The ‘Form Criticism’ Hypothesis  

„Form Critics‟ hold that the religious needs and interests of the early church have obscured 

the life and teachings of Christ historically. The early church had a „need‟ to exist and to 

continue what they had „learnt‟ from Christ. In other words, they had to justify their 

„religious‟ existence.  



 48 

Thus „oral‟ sayings, expressions, teachings remembered and traditions were, by editing, 

woven together into some sort of continuous narrative, but a narrative devoid of all real 

historical value and only in general chronological.  

According to the more radical critics, when the records are „demythologised‟ (stripped of 

„supposed‟ or „mythical‟ events), “...all that remains is at best the mere fact that an unusual 

man, Jesus of Nazareth, lived in the early first century. Even the original words of Jesus are 

for the most part lost within the reforming and reshaping process.” (Geisler, ibid., p.317)  

Now, we may grant that obviously the early church had needs and purposes that revealed 

themselves in the manner in which the Gospel writers put together their material on the life 

of Christ. Each writer has a different motif and interest which is then characterized in his 

Gospel.  

It has been suggested, for example, that Matthew presents Christ as the King of the 

Kingdom, Mark presents him as the Servant, Luke as the Perfect Man, and John as the 

Logos and God Incarnate. It is further suggested that each writer worked out his material 

around this central motif that he had. Likewise each writer had a specific audience in mind, 

either when written or for a later generation. Furthermore each writer put his material 

together according to the audience he had in mind.  

Yet, even if this were true, and there are problems attached to these suggestions, we are a 

long way from the charge that the Gospel records are not a reliable historical summary of 

the events and teaching of Christ. There are therefore several reasons for rejecting the 

„Form Criticism‟ hypothesis in favour of the historical reliability of the Gospels.  

i. Minimizing  

It minimizes or neglects the role of the apostles and eyewitnesses. If the Form critics are 

correct then we must assume that the eyewitnesses allowed distortions of the life of Christ 

to occur in the documents DURING their lifetime. A number of apostles outlived the first 

Christian writings about Jesus‟ life, death and resurrection.  

The writings began around 50 A.D. and most of the apostles lived until Nero‟s persecutions 

(c.66/67 A.D.), with John living till near the end of the century. It is really asking too much 

for us to believe that their memories were so poor that they allowed the circulation of 

Gospels which were as inaccurate as they are made out to be. Besides, what of the non-

apostolic eyewitnesses?  

ii. Only Religious Interest?  

Let‟s be clear about the position of the Form critics. Their argument is that the early church 

was so interested in the RELIGIOUS aspects of the Christianity they wanted to propagate, 

that they were not particularly interested in the HISTORICAL OR BIOGRAPHICAL 

aspects of the life and work of Christ.  

But this is simply not true or factual. Luke, to use an obvious example, shows a special 

interest in history. He mentions three emperors in his writing, Augustus, Tiberias, and 

Claudius (Luke 2:1; 3:1 and Acts 11:28). He fixes the time of Jesus‟ birth during Caesar 

Augustus and Herod the Great (1:5; 2:1).  

Numerous Roman governors appear in Luke‟s writings including Pilate, Sergius Paulus, 

Gallio, Felix, and Festus. The descendents of Herod the Great - Herod Antipas, the vassal 

kings Herod Agrippa I and II, Bernice, and Drusilla - are also mentioned by Luke. Leading 

members of the Jewish priestly caste are recorded, i.e., Anna, Caiaphas, Ananias and the 

famous Rabbi Gamaliel.  

Also mentioned is the proconsul of Achaia, Gallio (Acts 18:12), who came to prominence, 

according to the Delphi Inscription, in July of A.D. 51.  

Neither are the other Gospels without historical, chronological and biographical interests. 

Matthew records Jesus‟ family lineage (chap. 1). He mentions the visit of the Magi from the 

East, the decision of Herod to kill the babies around Bethlehem (chap.2), the imprisonment 
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and beheading of John the Baptist by Herod Tetrarch (chap.14), and historical figures such 

as Pilate and Caiaphas (chap.26-27).  

iii. Details but no Outline?  

According to the Form critics many of the DETAILS of Jesus‟ sayings were remembered, 

but the GENERAL OUTLINE of events was forgotten. This seems highly implausible. 

Why should the early church, with so many witnesses at its disposal forget the overall 

events or get them muddled?  

One must presume an astonishing remembrance of details, but an unaccountable lapse of 

memory of the overall events on the part of the first generation of believers, or alternatively 

the Gospels were put together at a much later date – which, by the way, still does not solve 

the discrepancy! The latter supposition, therefore, still does not help us out of the 

„dilemma.‟  

It runs against the psychological make-up of so many people to recall many little details, 

including, for example, the exact Aramaic words Jesus used on occasions (cf. Mk.5: 41; 

15:34) - composed only about 20 years after Jesus‟ death - but a forgetfulness of the overall 

out-line.  

iv. Folklore and Myth  

According to Form critics the Gospels are more like folklore and myth than historical fact. 

They were passed on and preserved like a „tale‟ because of their „religious‟ value, not 

because of any historical value or quality.  

However:  

1. Of what „religious‟ value can a „tale‟ or „myth‟ be if it is not anchored in real history? 

The „tale‟ of Sinbad the Sailor is highly entertaining as a STORY but that is as far as its 

value stretches. Any „value‟ sucked out of the story beyond that simply reveals a vivid 

imagination, nothing more.  

2. Secondly, even a quick comparison of the N.T. first century Gospels with the 

apocryphal Gospels of the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 centuries reveals a distinct difference. The fanciful 

tales of Jesus‟ alleged miracles performed during childhood, the admixture of 

gnosticism and the unreal portrayal of the apostles marks off the apocryphal from the 

authentic Gospels as does night from day.  

v. Creativity  

Form Criticism neglects the individuality and creativity of the N.T. writers. Why should we 

assume that the Gospels were put together by the early church over a period of years? If we 

assume this then we must presuppose that apostles were incapable of composing them in a 

book-form over a short period because they lacked the intelligence to do so. But this is a 

very dubious presupposition.  

Luke was a highly educated man. There is suggestive evidence that Mark came from a 

cultured family. Matthew was used to keeping tax records as a tax collector, - a complicated 

matter as any receiver of revenue will affirm! There is no APPARENT reason why these 

men could not have been responsible for the writing of the Gospels. The Gospel of John 

reveals a man of sensitive, even profound insight and subtle intelligence.  

Besides which, it must not be forgotten that the Jewish writers had all had a rigorous 

training in reading and writing, thinking and debate in the synagogue schools that all Jewish 

boys attended. One of the greatest fallacies in the realm of Biblical studies is that we are 

dealing with „ignorant fishermen.‟ Fishermen they might have been (it was a honourable 

profession then); ignorant and uneducated they certainly were not. The synagogue schools 

saw to that.  

B. The ‘Faulty Memory’ Hypothesis  

Some scholars argue that after 25-30 years the disciples had „misty memories.‟ Norman 

Geisler uses the „Watergate affair‟ as an example.  



 50 

“How, for example, could the Watergate hearings have been held thirty years 

after the fact? Even within months after the... event many of the witnesses had 

difficulty in recalling precisely what was said and done!” (Geisler, ibid., p.321)  

This is not, however, an infallible answer.  

1. On a number of occasions trials have been re-opened 15, 20 and even 30 years after the 

event took place. This is because fresh evidence has been found. It has also been found 

that many witnesses RETAIN a very sharp memory of the events surrounding the trial 

precisely because they were so unusual!  

2. Neither must it be forgotten that the use of memory was much more developed and 

acute in ancient times than it is for literate people today. Before the ready availability of 

written and printed documents, life depended much more heavily on memory than it 

does today, when one can refer to a written record or memo.  

3. Furthermore, we must remember that all the events surrounding the birth, life, work, 

death, resurrection and ascension of Christ was so utterly unique in the experience of 

the disciples and apostles that it MUST have left very, very vivid memories burnt into 

their minds - memories which they could hardly have forgotten.  

4. The critics forget that there were already many early written notes and records on Jesus‟ 

life - see Luke 1:1-3.  

5. Perhaps most important of all we must not forget that Jesus promised that he would not 

let his disciples forget what he had taught them. He had specifically promised to, 

“...bring to their remembrance all that he had said to them” (Jn.14: 26). This would be 

done through the Holy Spirit.  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss the Christian‟s „Conviction and Knowledge‟ as it relates to the Bible.  

2. Write an Essay on „The Authenticity of the N.T. Documents.‟  

3. Outline the „Integrity‟ and the „Sanity‟ of the N.T. witnesses.  

4. Elaborate on the „Accuracy‟ of the N.T. eyewitnesses.  
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CHAPTER 7 

T H E  B I B L E  A N D  I N S P I R A T I O N   

P A R T  O N E  

  

I. THE BATTLE FOR THE BIBLE: HISTORICAL SETTING  

A. Clarity on the Battle  

In his book „The Progress of Dogma‟, James Orr (1844-1913), the well-known Scottish 

Presbyterian theologian, maintained that in each great epoch of its history, the Christian 

Church has been forced to come to grips with one particular doctrine of crucial significance 

which was relevant both for that particular period and its subsequent theological history.  

Thus, he suggested, in the Patristic period, there was the issue of the relation of the persons 

of the Godhead, and in particular the struggle surrounding the Person and Nature of Christ. 

This found its culmination in the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D., with the pronouncement 

that Christ, as the Son of God, was not merely „like‟ God the Father, but was of the very 

same „essence and nature‟ of that of the Father.  

Furthermore, he suggested, that Medieval Christianity faced the issue of the meaning of 

Christ‟s Atonement, while the Reformation‟s overarching struggle was the application of 

redemption in „Justification by Faith‟, summed up in Luther‟s words „sola gratia, sola fide‟ 

(literally: „by grace alone, by faith alone.‟).  

What is the burning, crucial issue within the Christian Church, and more particularly within 

Evangelical circles today? It may surprise you to know that it is NOT the rise of cults or the 

New Age Movement or the Charismatic controversy or Liberation Theology, etc., however 

important these and other issues are. The most BASIC BATTLE is over the Inspiration, the 

Inerrancy, the Infallibility and the Authority of the Bible!  

Here is how some writers and thinkers put it. You will notice that sometimes the words 

„inerrancy‟, „infallibility‟ or „authority‟ are used. That is immaterial. It is still the 

„Inspiration of Scripture‟ that is being referred to. These words and concepts are so strongly 

inter-linked and overlap each other that they are inseparable. In any event I will add the 

word „Inspiration‟ to avoid confusion.  

The reason for the somewhat lengthy introduction is because it is such a very serious 

matter.  

B. Warning Bells  

i. J.I. Packer  

“The first and basic thing I want to say is: let no on one tell you (as some would 

certainly like to do) that the („inspiration‟) and inerrancy debate today is 

unimportant, a trivial domestic squabble among those quarrelsome evangelicals...  

“On the contrary, you should see... the debate as the latest chapter...about the 

Bible which has been going on... for the best part of the last 500 years: a 

controversy centering in the last analysis on the question, whether there ought to 

be any such thing as evangelicalism at all...” (J.I. Packer. Beyond the Battle for 

the Bible. Cornerstone, 1980, p.37)  

Packer sees correctly that „beyond‟ the battle over the Bible‟s inspiration lies an even 

deeper issue, namely, whether Evangelical Christianity is really „The Truth‟ or not; whether 

the orthodox Evangelical doctrines of sin, repentance, faith, justification by faith, the 

atonement, propitiation, the resurrection of Christ, the deity of Christ, - in fact the Christian 

Faith is the Truth or not. The Bible, or rather one‟s view of its „Inspiration‟ is the doorway 

to all the other doctrines!  
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ii. R. Lovelace  

In a chapter in a book he sketches the fact that “American Christianity is flourishing...”, and 

then adds that:  

“It is ironic...that just at this juncture evangelicalism shows signs of being on the 

verge of internal collapse. Many younger evangelicals have little „esprit de 

corps‟. Some even want to abandon the name because its capacity for dividing 

Christians seems greater than its theological and historical value...  

“The most serious of these lines of division may be the enlarging chasm between 

some „establishment evangelicals‟ holding to a doctrine of Scripture which 

defines („inspiration‟ and) inerrancy in terms which insist upon entire accuracy in 

scientific and historical matters, and those who have developed a doctrine of 

limited inerrancy which confines biblical infallibility to matters of faith and 

practice.” (R.R. Nicole and J. Ramsey Michaels, Eds. Inerrancy and Common 

Sense. Baker, 1980, Chapter 1, “Inerrancy: Some Historical Perspectives” by 

Richard Lovelace, p.16. Footnote 3)  

What he means is that some - we may perhaps call them „orthodox‟ evangelicals - maintain 

that the Scriptures are inspired and inerrant in faith, doctrine, principles of Christian 

practise as well as any verses or passages that touch on history and science, always, of 

course, keeping in mind the necessity of the principles of interpretation (metaphors, 

allegories, similes, parables) which is known as „Hermeneutics‟.  

The so-called „moderate‟ evangelicals restrict inspiration to „faith‟ and „practice‟. In other 

words they believe in what might be called „limited inerrancy.‟ I am not commenting at this 

stage, only showing that on a wide front this issue is viewed seriously. Many of these latter 

evangelicals would not hesitate to say that Scripture has „erred‟ or is „incorrect‟ or 

„unreliable‟ in issues that touch on „history‟ and „science.‟  

iii. Black Saturday at Fuller Theological Seminary  

George Marsden is a leading authority on the historical and theological aspects of American 

„Fundamentalism‟ and „Evangelicalism‟. He is Professor of the History of Christianity in 

America at The Divinity School of Duke University. He is himself a „moderate‟ evangelical 

and therefore has no axe to grind.  

In his absorbing and fascinating classic „Reforming Fundamentalism‟ he deals largely with 

the change - regarding Inspiration, etc., that took place at Fuller Theological Seminary in 

the USA. When it started off Fuller‟s faculty all fell into the bracket of „orthodox‟, although 

Edward J. Carnell had tentatively voiced some hesitation in this sphere in his „The Case for 

Orthodox Theology‟, in 1961.  

One of the turning points, according to Marsden, was Dec.1, 1962 known as „Black 

Saturday.‟ It involved, inter alia, Dan Fuller, the son of the famous Charles Fuller, probably 

the leading evangelist in America in the 40‟s and 50‟s, and after whom the Seminary was 

named.  

Dan Fuller was a first-class academic who studied in the USA as well as leading European 

universities. On this particular Saturday the faculty and board met for a ten-year planning 

conference, which included a suggestion by Paul Jewett for a new statement of faith. He 

was out of the country. Accordingly the committee looking into the matter suggested it 

stand over. However, the chairman, Harold Ockenga, opened the whole issue up by 

questioning the necessity for any revision.  

I quote now from Marsden, and as usual will break the quotation up:  

“Dan Fuller, the model of candor, and now on his own terrain of theology... 

pointed to what he saw as a vital need to revise the statement of inerrancy. „Dr. 

Ockenga,‟ he asserted before the whole faculty and board, „there are ERRORS 

which cannot be explained by the original autographs (i.e., „writings.‟)...  
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“„It is simply not historically feasible to say that these errors would disappear if 

we had the autographs.‟ He went on to explain his whole theory of the nature of 

biblical inerrancy - essentially, that the Bible claimed inerrancy only for its 

„revelational‟ teachings, that is, matters that make one wise unto salvation...  

“On incidental matters, such as cosmological theories or historical details, Fuller 

stated, God accommodated himself to the imperfect standards of the day. The 

Bible thus contained incidental errors; but these did not hinder God‟s revelational 

purpose...On Black Saturday, then, Dan Fuller was putting fire under an issue 

already approaching the boiling point.” (G.M. Marsden. Reforming 

Fundamentalism. Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism. Eerdmans, 1987, 

pp.211-212)  

A last word from Marsden:  

“According to James Davison Hunter‟s „Evangelical Academy Project,‟ ...51% of 

seminarians at other evangelical seminaries surveyed still held to inerrancy 

(about the same % at Fuller in the in the 1950‟s)... at Fuller the overwhelming 

choice was for a LIMITED INERRANCY view - „The Bible is the inspired Word 

of God, not mistaken in its teachings, but is NOT always to be taken 

LITERALLY in its statements concerning matters of science, historical reporting, 

etc.‟” (Marsden, ibid., p.269)  

To be fair, Marsden also adds that hardly any students hold clearly neo-orthodox or more 

liberal views.  

iv. Moody Monthly: October, 1989  

On this particular issue Dr. Harold D. Foos, professor of Bible and Theology at the Moody 

Bible Institute of Chicago points out that in recent years „conservative evangelicals‟ (to use 

his term) have struggled to decide exactly what inspiration guarantees, i.e., is the Bible 

inerrant (without error) in its totality, or must we allow for errors in „non-essential‟ matters?  

This is no small issue for as he points out:  

“Consider the following conclusions of many errantists (i.e., those who believe 

there are errors in the Bible):  

 Adam, Eve, Noah, and Jonah are fictitious.  

 Moses didn‟t write the first 5 books of the O.T.  

 Many prophetic books record history, not prophecy.  

 Miracles did not occur.  

 The bodily resurrection of Jesus from the dead is not a historical fact.”  

(Moody Monthly, Oct.1989, p.87)  

v. The Great Evangelical Disaster  

In his final book, Dr. Francis Schaeffer expresses his grave concern over this divisive issue. 

The last 60 years have seen the birth of a moral disaster in the West. And, he asks:  

“Where is the clear voice speaking to the crucial issues of the day with 

distinctively biblical, Christian answers?... And this means living in obedience to 

the full INERRANT authority of the Bible in the crucial moral and social issues 

of the day just as much as in the area of doctrine...  

“Obedience to God‟s Word is the watershed. And the FAILURE OF THE 

EVANGELICAL WORLD to take a clear and distinctively BIBLICAL stand on 

the crucial issues of the day can only be seen as a failure to live under the full 

authority of God‟s Word in the full spectrum of life.” (F.A. Schaeffer. The Great 

Evangelical Disaster. Crossway, 1984, pp. 141-143)  

II. THE INSPIRATION OF HOLY SCRIPTURE  

To try and get a definition here that will lay down the boundaries of an „orthodox‟ or 

„conservative‟ Evangelical position I will draw from the writings of men like B.B. Warfield, 



 54 

E.J. Young, J.I. Packer, G.C. Berkouwer and others, thus building up a theologically acceptable 

position. I will also add further comment of my own where appropriate.  

A. B.B.WARFIELD (1851-1921)  

i. Definition  

“Inspiration is...usually defined as a supernatural influence exerted on the sacred 

writers by the Spirit of God, by virtue of which their writings are given Divine 

trustworthiness.” (B.B. Warfield. The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible. 

P&R, 1948, p. 131)  

ii. 2 Tim.3: 15-16  

In this passage Paul is explaining the great advantages which Timothy had enjoyed since 

from his very earliest years he had „...known the Holy Scriptures‟ which had imparted to 

him such knowledge and wisdom that it made him „wise‟ or enabled him to understand the 

salvation that was to be found in trusting or putting his faith in Christ Jesus.  

Paul‟s reference to the „Holy Scriptures‟ is a reference to the O.T. Warfield seems to bear 

this out since he says the expression, “...is a technical one, not found elsewhere in the N.T 

... but occurring...in Philo and Josephus to designate that body of authoritative books which 

constituted the Jewish „Law‟.” (Warfield, ibid., p.133)  

Having said that in v.15, Paul now goes on, in v.16, to explain further what the NATURE of 

these „Holy Writings‟ are.  

1. All Scripture  

Paul begins v.16 by saying „All/Every Scripture (pasa graphe).‟ To begin with, 

Warfield suggests that the use of the word „Every‟ is preferable. Thus: “Every 

Scripture, seeing that it is God-breathed, is.... profitable.” (Warfield, ibid., p.134)  

Thus, taking my cue from him, it would seem that the apostle Paul is saying that it is 

immaterial whether you are considering the O.T. books „individually‟ or the whole O.T. 

„collectively‟, the entire O.T. is „inspired.‟ It is true that Warfield says that the apostle 

“...does not stop here to tell us...what particular books enter into the collection which he 

calls Sacred Scriptures...” (Warfield, ibid., p.134)  

However one is bound to point out that earlier Warfield had in fact specified that Paul 

was referring to “the Jewish Law”. And besides, given the context as well as the history 

of Timothy‟s upbringing what other „Scriptures‟ but the O.T. could Paul possibly be 

referring to!?  

Finally, it is perhaps important to remind ourselves of Paul‟s purpose here, and in v.16. 

“It was the VALUE of the Scriptures, and the SOURCE of that value in their Divine 

origin, which he required at (that) moment to assert...” (Warfield, ibid., p.135)  

2. God-breathed  

„Every Scripture‟ says Paul is „theopneustos.‟ What does this word mean? Warfield 

emphatically and correctly points out that the word itself, “...very distinctly does not 

mean „inspired of God‟”. (Warfield, ibid., p.132). [We must pause here to point out that 

in saying this Warfield is NOT doubting the divine inspiration and infallibility of 

Scripture. He is only commenting on ONE WORD in order that we might understand it 

better. It is best to quote him in full here.]  

“The Greek term has, however, nothing to say of „inspiring‟ or of 

„inspiration‟: it speaks only of a „spiring‟ or „spiration.‟ What it says of 

Scripture is, not that it is „breathed into by God‟ or is the product of the 

Divine „inbreathing‟ into its human authors, but that it is BREATHED OUT 

BY GOD, „GOD-BREATHED,‟ the product of the creative breath of God...  

“In a word, what is declared by this fundamental passage is simply that the 

Scriptures are a Divine product, without any indication of how God has 

operated in producing them...The „breath of God‟ is in Scripture just the 
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symbol of His almighty power, the bearer of His creative word. „By the 

WORD of Jehovah,‟ we read in the significant parallel of Ps.33: 6, „were the 

heavens made, and all the host of them by the BREATH of his mouth.‟” 

(Warfield, ibid., p.133)  

From this I suggest that we can deduce at least the following:  

1. Paul is not saying that the human writers wrote their books or poetry or history or 

epistles, and only AFTER that had been done God THEN breathed „inspiration‟ into 

them, thereby giving them his stamp of Divine approval.  

2. Paul goes back further than that stating that what the writers wrote actually CAME 

from God IN THE FIRST PLACE. The words that ended up on the manuscript 

started off, from the word go, as already being God-breathed-out.  

3. The double phrase in Ps.33: 6 is an example of Hebrew parallelism. Thus the words 

„WORD‟ and „BREATH‟ are parallel words or interchangeable words. „WORD‟ 

and „BREATH‟ are one and the same thing. Carrying this over into the word 

„theopneustos‟ (God-breathed) and the context of 2 Tim.3: 16, we must conclude 

that „Every Scripture‟ is not only „God-breathed‟ but also „God‟s Word.‟  

4. Furthermore, we learn from Ps.33: 6 that the „heavens‟ and the „starry host‟ were 

the created consequence of the Omnipotent power of God‟s „word‟ and „breath.‟ 

Likewise are the Scriptures CREATED or CALLED INTO BEING FROM 

NOTHING by this action of being „God-breathed.‟ Were it not for God‟s „creative 

action‟ in breathing-out his Word, there would be no Divine and Sacred Scriptures 

at all!  

5. What we are not told, however, is just exactly HOW God breathed-out his Word 

THROUGH the human authors. That they were not mere robots or typewriters or 

computers through whom God dictated his Word we will see in due course. But 

here, in 2 Tim.3: 16, the actual manner of operation through humans is not set out. 

We can speak confidently of the ORIGIN and the END PRODUCT, but the actual 

MODE is not disclosed in this passage.  

6. It is not necessarily wrong - speaking now in general theological terms - to use the 

phrase „Inspiration‟ in connection with God‟s Word, AS LONG as we understand 

that the Scriptures were NOT „breathed-INTO by God‟, but were „breathed-OUT by 

God.‟ In this regard the NIV translation “All Scripture is God-breathed...” is a 

highly accurate rendering of the Greek word „theopneustos.‟  

7. The word „All‟ or „Every‟ Scripture indicates quite clearly that as far as the original 

writings were concerned EVERY WORD was „God-breathed.‟  

iii. Further Definitions  

1. J.I. Packer  

“As we have seen...the divine origin of the O.T. is everywhere assumed 

in the N.T...When we use the phrase „inspiration of Scripture‟, the noun 

may be taken either passively, as meaning „inspiredness‟, or actively, as 

denoting the divine activity by which God-breathed Scripture was 

produced...  

“In this sense, inspiration is to be defined as a supernatural, providential 

influence of God‟s Holy Spirit upon the human authors which cause 

them to write what He wished to be written for the communication of 

revealed truth to others.” (Packer, „Fundamentalism‟ and the Word of 

God, op.cit., p.77)  

2. Robert M. Horn  

“Inspiration means that God the Holy Spirit worked in a unique supernatural 

way so that the written words of the Scripture writers were also the words of 
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God.” (R.M. Horn. The Book that Speaks for Itself. IVP, 1970, p.64).  

B. E.J. YOUNG  

i. 2 Pet.1: 20-21  

“Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the 

prophet‟s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of 

man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  

1. Prophecy  

Young correctly poses the question: does Peter, “...intend us to understand only those 

portions of the Bible which are generally regarded as „prophetic‟, or is he rather 

speaking of the entirety of the Scriptures as prophetic?” (E.J. Young. Thy Word is 

Truth. Banner of Truth, 1972, p.24)  

He is inclined toward the latter view, but does not think taking one or the other position 

is of great consequence. In either case Peter is, he says “...asserting that the origin of the 

Scriptures...is not to be found in man.” (Young, ibid., p.24)  

2. Own Interpretation  

By this phrase Peter “...means that the Scripture did not come into being as a result of 

the individuals investigating into matters and then writing down their findings. The 

Scriptures are not the product of human investigation and reason.” (Young, ibid., p.24)  

This is strengthened by the phrase in v.20, “For prophecy never had its origin IN THE 

WILL OF MAN...”. These words are deliberately put in the negative in order to cut off 

all avenues of originating from any man‟s mind or reason or will.  

3. Borne by the Holy Spirit  

Young maintains that in the word „borne by‟ or (NIV) „carried along‟ Peter is saying 

somewhat more about the MODE of inspiration than Paul does in writing to Timothy.  

“The language is quite striking. The men who spake from God are said to 

have been borne by the Holy Spirit. That is, the Spirit actually lifted them up 

and carried them along, and thus they spake. They were ...carried along under 

the power of the Spirit and not by their own power. If a person picks up 

something and bears it, he does it by his own power.” (Young, ibid., p.25)  

ii. Further Implications and Deductions  

Although Young throws some light on this crucial passage some further implication, 

explanations and deductions ought to be made.  

1. Context  

The first 15 verses include, inter alia, promises (vv.2-4), exhortations (v.5ff), etc. But 

on what ground is Peter basing all this? In other words what is the ground of his 

apostolic message? In the first place, it was upon what he had SEEN („eyewitnesses‟ 

v.16), and HEARD („the voice‟ v.17-18).  

In the second place because of the word of the prophets, their prophecy within the 

context of Scripture, that they spoke from God, and that as they spoke they were 

„carried along‟ by the Holy Spirit (vv.19-21). The subject, therefore, in vv.19-21 is that 

of the ORIGIN of Peter‟s AUTHORITY to speak as he has spoken.  

2. Prophets and Prophecy  

This brings us back to the question: is Peter - in the phrase “prophecy of Scripture” - 

referring (1) only to that part of Scripture that originated from the „prophets‟, i.e., 

Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the so-called „minor prophets‟, i.e., Joel, Hosea, Amos 

etc., or (2) is Peter referring to Scripture in its entirety, i.e., from Genesis on?  

Both Warfield (op. cit., pp.135-136) and Young (op. cit., p.24) opt for the entirety of 

Scripture. I am loath to cross swords with such eminent scholars, but one is bound to 
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ask the following question: if Peter was referring to Scripture in its entirety, why didn‟t 

he just say so? After all, Paul does so in 2 Tim.3: 16.  

Furthermore, a straightforward reading of the phrase does suggest that Peter was 

speaking of „prophecy‟ as „part of‟ Scripture. In addition would Peter, as a Jew, not use 

the words „prophets‟ (vv.19-20) and „prophecy‟ (vv.20-21) in their more technical 

sense, i.e., limiting those phrases strictly to „prophets‟ and their „prophecies‟ as outlined 

in the first paragraph of this sub-section? One would surely think so.  

How then are we to view this phrase in terms of „Inspiration‟? Dr. D.M. Lloyd-Jones, I 

suggest, gives us a clue here. He says: “Prophecy is part of Scripture, so what is true of 

prophecy is true of the whole Scripture.” (D.M. Lloyd-Jones. Expository Sermons on 2 

Peter. Banner of Truth, 1983, p.92)  

Let me put it like this:  

1. It is quite clear from this passage that all „prophecy‟ is from God the Holy Spirit, 

i.e., „God-breathed.‟  

2. It is equally clear from 2 Tim.3: 16 that all „Scripture‟ is from God, i.e., „God-

breathed.‟ 

3. We may therefore conclude that ALL Scripture - of which „prophecy‟ is a PART - 

is „God-breathed.‟  

3. ‘Interpretation’ - v.20  

What does Peter mean when he says that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the 

“prophet‟s own INTERPRETATION”? The first and most obvious answer is to realize 

that v.20 is largely explained by v.21; that is why the two verses are linked by the word 

„For.‟  

With that in mind we can say that the prophet‟s interpretation “never had its origin in 

the will of man”, but rather that WHAT they spoke was “from God”. In other words we 

must never understand the word „interpretation‟ as suggesting that the prophets were 

shrewd or unusually discerning men that could „read‟ history, understand it in an almost 

a supernatural manner, and then passed that „insight‟ off as genuine „prophecies given 

to them by God.‟  

“If you trace this word you will find that it is sometimes translated by the 

word „expounding‟... or by the word „determination‟, so that the idea we have 

is something like this: „Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the Scripture, 

originates or arises, as a result of any private determination.‟” (Lloyd-Jones, 

ibid., p.95)  

This is further clarified when we recall Paul as saying: “... In the same way NO ONE 

knows the thoughts of God except the SPIRIT of God” (1 Cor.2: 11b). This, by the way, 

is a good example of letting Scripture interpret or explain Scripture.  

4. ‘Carried Along’ - v.21  

This is probably the closest that we can come to an understanding of the MODE of 

inspiration; yet even here the full mystery is not disclosed.  

By way of analogy two verses in Acts 27 are of some help. The passage deals with the 

shipwreck of Paul and his companions on their way to Rome. We are told of the mighty 

wind Euroclydon that arose and was the cause of the shipwreck. In v.15 we read that 

they “were DRIVEN along”, while in v.17 they lowered a sea anchor and “let the ship 

be DRIVEN along”.  

Both the words „driven‟, in Acts, and the phrase „carried along‟ in 2 Peter come from 

the same Greek word. What we have then is a graphic picture of the SHIP AND THE 

PROPHETS being caught up, the first by a powerful wind, the second by the Holy 

Spirit, and simply being „driven‟ or „carried along‟.  
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Taking the analogy of Acts 27, as well as the context of 2 Peter into account, I suggest 

that the following aspects are part of the experience of the prophets:  

1. Sovereignty - Nothing could stop the superior force and power of the wind that 

caused the shipwreck. Likewise, it seems to me, we must make full allowance for 

the full force of the phrase “FROM GOD” in. v 21. This is then virtually the same 

statement as that of Paul‟s in 2 Tim.3: 16, namely, that Scripture is “GOD-

BREATHED”.  

It establishes the fact that God is both the Source and the Controller of his own 

Word. This is also theological logic since if God was NOT both the Source and 

Controller, one could not speak of the Word of the SOVEREIGN GOD. And 

neither could Peter say that prophecy “never had its ORIGIN in the will of man”.  

2. Direction - In the shipwreck the wind was pushing the ship in a certain and definite 

direction. This surely suggests that the writers of Scripture were propelled, in terms 

of the MESSAGE in their writings, books, epistles, etc., in the direction God 

wanted them to take.  

The structure, exhortations, teachings, warnings, promises, instructions, greetings, 

narrative history, theological and doctrinal portions, plus the practical application was 

in every case and in the end result, that which God - not the human writers - had 

determined.  

In other words, there is a divine inevitability about the inspiration. This is important 

because it lends an authoritative certainty to the content and trustworthiness of the 

Scriptures. Scripture is not a hybrid concoction of part-God and part-men‟s thoughts. It 

has ONE ORIGIN only - the mind, heart and purpose of God in the Trinity.  

5. ‘Men Spoke’ - v.21  

Does all this mean that the writers and authors were so utterly passive that they were 

somewhat like a ventriloquist‟s doll, lifeless and thoughtless? The answer is twofold: 

(1) No! We must also give full force to the phrase “MEN spoke from God”, v.21.  

But (2) equally, we must acknowledge that - as in many other cases in Scripture - the 

actual RELATIONSHIP or MODE whereby the Scriptures are totally „GOD-breathed‟, 

yet at the same time carry the stamp of the personality of INDIVIDUALS that show 

they were not simply robots IS a mystery.  

Dr. Lloyd-Jones elaborates: “Does it mean that they were just taking down what God 

dictated to them? NO, we do not believe in a mechanical doctrine of inspiration, 

BECAUSE you cannot read the Scriptures without noting THE VARIATIONS IN 

STYLE. When you read a certain passage…you recognise Paul as you read 

it...(likewise)...when you come to passages written by Peter...(or)...John.” (Lloyd-Jones, 

ibid., p.99)  

Michael Green sums it up:  

“Men spoke: God spoke. Any proper doctrine of Scripture will not neglect 

either part of this truth... For revelation was not a matter of passive reception: 

it meant active co-operation. The fact of God‟s inspiration did not mean a 

supersession of the normal mental functionings of the human author.” (M. 

Green. The Second Epistle General of Peter, et.al. IVP, 1976, pp.91-92)  

6. Trustworthiness  

This is the ultimately the heart of Peter‟s assertion here. It is also the heart of the 

Doctrine of Inspiration. Are the Scriptures, as we know them trustworthy? It is Paul and 

Peter‟s contention that they are. They are „God-breathed‟; they are „from God‟; they 

were written by men who „were carried along by the Holy Spirit.‟  

“It will be observed that the proximate stress is laid here...on the Divine 

trustworthiness of Scripture.” (Warfield, op.cit., p.137).  
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REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Why is it important to understand the historical background for this „Battle for the 

Bible?‟  

2. How would you explain your position on the Inspiration of the Bible to someone else?  

3. Explain in your own words:  

(a) your understanding of 2 Pet.1: 20-21.  

(b) at least five (5) further implications and deductions from that passage. Do not 

hesitate to use material of your own.  
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CHAPTER 8  

T H E  B I B L E  A N D  I N S P I R A T I O N   

P A R T  T W O  

 

I. OPENING PROBLEMS AND ARGUMENTS  

A. The Problem about Inspiration Stated  

The problem centres itself on „Evidence.‟ Further, the problem divides into TWO parts. (i) 

Do I, as a regenerate child of God, i.e. a Christian, need „evidence‟ that the Bible is really 

God‟s Word, and if so, what kind of evidence do I need? (ii) What „evidence‟ (if any) do I 

need to persuade the non-Christian that the Bible is God‟s Word?  

In the first instance I am already a child of God, WITHIN the „fellowship‟ of the saints, 

within the circle of God‟s adopting love through Christ, within the circle of his care, 

compassion and providence, within the folds of God‟s Church. In the second place the 

unregenerate person is OUTSIDE that circle, dead in trespasses and sin, hating the light and 

hostile to God (Eph.2: 1; John 3:20; Rom.8: 7).  

It is thus perfectly clear from the above that the Christian and the non-Christian will, 

because of their very NATURES, approach the Bible from two radically differing positions.  

i. The Christian and Scripture  

The Christian may (and does!) have doubts about the Bible, but in the final analysis 

BECAUSE of his NEW NATURE he will come to bow the knee to the Lordship of God in 

the Word of God. A variety of „proofs‟ are helpful to him (archaeology, etc.) in so far as 

they CONFIRM (please note!) what is ALREADY a foundational principle.  

It is not wrong for him to utilize these „proofs‟ as additions and extras to confirm and 

strengthen his already existing faith. Remember, he is already within the circle.  

ii. The Non-Christian and Scripture  

The non-Christian‟s case is radically different. NO AMOUNT of „rational‟ and „objective‟ 

„proofs‟ will EVER CONVERT him ON THEIR OWN. And the reason for that is not far to 

find. He is DEAD in sin, HATES the Light and is HOSTILE to God.  

Furthermore, because he „hates‟ the Light and is „hostile‟ to God we must conclude that sin 

- in the area of spiritual truth - has damaged his MIND irreparably. We call this the „noetic‟ 

(from the Greek nous = mind, understanding) aspect of the fall of man into sin. Paul clearly 

says that the things of God “...are foolishness to him, and he CANNOT UNDERSTAND 

THEM...” (2 Cor.2: 14).  

In addition he is also BLIND to the things of God (2 Cor.4: 4). If we are honest and 

consistent we will not in any way diminish the full force of these Biblical descriptions of 

the non-Christian. In other words (contrary to the Christian) his whole NATURE is 

BIASED against Christianity (including the Bible).  

Put differently, there is no way that you can bring a dead, hostile, blind and spiritually brain-

dead non-Christian to accept the Bible as God‟s Word simply by placing „rational evidences 

and proofs‟ before him. The totality of his nature, mind, will and emotions are an 

impenetrable barrier to such „proofs‟ ON THEIR OWN.  

Thus, there are a formidable number of negative factors that automatically INHIBIT his 

acceptance of the Bible or even „proofs‟ of its authenticity in the deeper sense of bowing the 

knee to God‟s Lordship in Scripture. He may very likely acknowledge that some 

archaeological find corroborates the accuracy of Scripture. But that is not the point! His 

„acknowledgement‟ is NOT the same as bowing his heart and knee to God‟s Lordship 

OVER him!  
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B. The Non-Christian: Scripture and Christianity  

i. What about the Non-Christian?  

We must sidetrack here for a moment because the state of the non-Christian must be taken 

into consideration. How do you convince him? This, I frankly find, a most complex 

problem. Why?  

1. You are faced with a man with a smile (hopefully) on his face, but profound hostility 

towards the Gospel in his heart (of which he may not be consciously aware. But it‟s 

there - both our Lord and Paul said so!). 

2. How do you, in stark terms, build a bridge between the „living‟ Christian and the „dead‟ 

non-Christian? What can you say to a spiritually „dead‟ and „blind‟ man or woman or 

child? This REALLY is a most serious spiritual and theological problem. In one sense 

there is NO POINT OF CONTACT. A living man cannot communicate with a corpse.  

3. Many, many Christians do not understand what they are really doing when, in 

addressing a non-Christian, they quote, for example, „archaeological proof‟ (etc.) as 

„evidence‟ for the inspiration of Holy Scripture. They are basically quoting a „higher‟ 

authority (archaeology) to establish Scripture. But, for the Christian there is NO higher 

Authority than the Bible!  

4. A basic consideration, for what it‟s worth, is the following: As long as the Christian uses 

Biblical or clearly Biblical-related approaches, then in, in a very real sense, it does not 

matter where he begins. Why? Because the DECISIVE FACTOR is not ultimately the 

Christian‟s arguments or witnessing, or the non-Christians hostility and stonewalling. The 

„decisive factor‟ is THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.  

The Spirit is the bridge between the living and the dead, the seeing and the blind (spiritually 

speaking). HE - not my arguments, proofs, evidences, witnessing - GIVES LIFE.  

Does that mean that the Christian is really only playing a „phantom‟ role, and is really 

unnecessary? NO! NO! A THOUSAND TIMES NO! The Christian (minister or layman) 

has been solemnly SET APART with great RESPONSIBILITY by none other than God 

himself to explain, argue, debate, preach and plead with the non-Christian to repent of his 

sin and receive Christ as Saviour and Lord!  

ii. Some suggested approaches in brief  

1. The Christian‟s legitimate right:  

In discussing the whole aspect of religion with a non-Christian we must patiently (!) 

allow him to say anything he wishes and raise any argument he desires. By the same 

token he MUST allow you the full right to argue the Christian case. Those are the 

commonly (and rightly so) accepted rules of discussion and debate.  

2. A Coherent, Majestic, Unique Faith:  

The Christian has the right to explain coherently the uniqueness (in the sense of it being 

„alone correct‟) of the Christian Faith. Here many Christians fear and tremble; how are 

they going to provide superior intellectual „proof‟ that their position is right?  

They need not fear! They need - in the light of people‟s personal plight, man‟s 

sinfulness, the world‟s inability to change human nature from the beginning of time - to 

passionately show the coherence, the reasonableness, the lucidity, the uniqueness of 

Christianity‟s God, its doctrine of sin, the Atonement, etc.  

BUT they must paint a coherent, overall, interlocking Faith that as a SYSTEM deals 

with all human misery. I stress the GRAND, INTERLOCKING, COHERENT 

SYSTEM because that is what Evangelical Christianity is! It does not just deal with 

single, individual problems only. The Christian Faith is a Great and Majestic and 

Unique Faith. For too long we have dabbled with the „bits‟ and „pieces‟ of what seems 

like a quick fix to this or that problem. People must be made to face GOD in his ALL-

EMBRACING GREATNESS AND HOLINESS AND GLORY.  
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Above all they need not fear to witness to this great Faith because THEY are not the 

decisive factor. As Charles Wesley reminds us: the Holy Spirit can take what you think 

are your poorest efforts, invade the dark dungeon of sin‟s long night, explode in Light 

so that the most sophisticated sinner can for the first time „see‟ his nakedness and 

wretchedness before God, and then set him free in the Gospel!  

As Van Til says:  

“We are presupposing GOD, not merely another fact of the universe. If God 

is to come into contact with us at all it is natural that the INITIATIVE must 

be with him.” (C. Van Til. A Survey of Christian Epistemology. P&R, no date 

supplied, p.201)  

3. The Non-Christian‟s Responsibility:  

The Christian has the right to ask the non-Christian to give an intelligible answer, 

according to his viewpoint, of - to name but one - the existence of Evil and what his 

solution to it is.  

Time magazine featured a major article, surprising for a secular journal, on „Evil.‟ Here 

are some remarks:  

“New forms of evil raise new moral questions. Who is to blame for them? 

Are they natural evils - that is, acts of God...his responsibility or acts of the 

blind universe and therefore no one‟s?... Evil means... he „mysterium 

iniquitatis... It is brutal...elusive...vivid...horrible...subtle...Evil is the bad 

elevated to the status of the inexplicable.” (Time, June 10, 1991. „Evil‟ by 

Lance Morrow, pp.45, 46)  

What is the non-Christian‟s COHERENT understanding on evil? Likewise, what is his 

view of Creation, of the evidence of Intelligence behind the Cosmos? To quote Van Til 

again: “What the present-day agnostic should do then is to make HIS POSITION 

reasonable by showing that God does NOT exist. The burden of the proof is UPON 

HIM.” (Van Til, Epistemology, p.213) For too long Christians have carried the burden 

of „proving‟ God. It‟s time that non-Christians should prove that God does not exist!  

4. Reduce to Absurdity:  

Dr. Francis Schaeffer was right. The Christian has a reasonable and coherent faith and 

explanation for the universe, for individuals, for history, for evil, for forgiveness, for 

man‟s existence, for morality, for social ethics - you name it. How, he asks, can Time + 

Chance give rise to Personality? We must lovingly but firmly push the non-Christian to 

the place where he admits that his position is absurd.  

5. Identification:  

Christians can be unbelievingly insensitive and self-righteous. I would like to suggest 

that a very large part of today‟s Evangelical community has withdrawn into its safe 

castle of piety, and has shown very little concern for the terrible sorrows and pain of our 

non-Christian „neighbours.‟ As long as we attend the Church services, the prayer 

meeting...and so on...we are far too often fearful of rubbing shoulders with „the worldly‟ 

lest they pollute us.  

Talking about presenting the Gospel, John Frame comments:  

“That implies that we must „identify‟ as closely as possible with those whom 

we seek to win. We may not, of course, identify with their unbelief. But we 

must seek to look at the world THROUGH THEIR EYES as much as 

possible so that our message is not obscured by cultural or traditional factors 

that are irrelevant to the Gospel. References to the history, customs, 

literature, and even religion of those whom we are trying to win ARE 

VALUABLE TOOLS.” (Frame, op. cit., p.367)  
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II. THE HOLY SCRIPTURES: EVIDENCE  

We can now return to the opening words of this chapter that concern „Evidence‟ of the Bible 

being the Word of God. Having established that you can NEVER through rational „proofs‟ 

convince the non-Christian, since, apart from anything else, he is hostile to God and that 

ultimately the Holy Spirit melts his heart, we must concentrate upon the Christian. (We will 

return to the non-Christian later on.)  

A. ‘Evidence Transcendent’  

Let me put it plainly: The Bible is God‟s Word because in its inner structure and on its 

deepest level and in its most coherent manner it bear‟s witness to its own God-breathed 

nature.  

John Frame states it like this:  

“... how should we justify our belief in Scripture itself? By Scripture, of course! 

There is no more ultimate authority (for the Christian), no more reliable 

information, and nothing that is more certain by which Scripture might be 

tested...  

“Does Scripture‟s self-attestation imply that we may not use extra-biblical 

evidence in arguing for biblical authority? We may use such evidence, and indeed 

we ought to. But even as we select, interpret and evaluate evidence, we must 

PRESUPPOSE a biblical epistemology (a knowledge about the Bible). Therefore, 

in a sense, our argument for Scripture will always be CIRCULAR. Even in our 

use of evidence, Scripture will be, in effect, JUSTIFYING ITSELF.” (Frame, 

ibid., pp.129-130)  

To which Van Til adds:  

“Accordingly only God can testify to the revelation that he has given of himself. 

Special Revelation (i.e., the Bible) must, in the nature of the case, be self-

testified...we need not apologize for going to Scripture in order to see what it says 

about inspiration...to say that the Scriptures are true because they are (already) 

inspired...the idea of biblical self-testimony is involved in this presupposition.” 

(Van Til, Systematic Theology, op. cit., p.147)  

This is what I meant when I used the phrase „evidence-transcendent‟ as the heading for this 

section. In other words Scripture stands ABOVE all „evidence.‟ Let‟s examine this more 

carefully.  

i. As a Christian  

I have argued elsewhere on this point, but must start with it itself once more. I am talking 

here about the Christian! I recall, if you pardon the personal note (I suspect almost every 

Christian struggles with this, that is why I include it), I recall that as a young Christian I 

spent many hours trying to „prove‟ to my own satisfaction that the Bible was truly God‟s 

Word.  

It was (and still is) an utterly futile task for at least the following reasons.  

I was attempting to step outside the circle of Biblical Authority in order to get a „lesser‟ 

authority prove the authenticity of the „Greatest‟ authority. That is quite illogical. A „lesser‟ 

cannot affirm or authenticate a „greater.‟  

The principle is laid down in Heb.6: 13, “When God made his promise to Abraham, since 

there was NO ONE GREATER for him to swear by, he SWORE by HIMSELF.” The point 

being this: There is NO greater Authority than God and his Word. For whom? For the 

Christian of course! If you do not accept that then you must re-examine your spiritual 

priorities and standing before God.  

Take a family as an analogy. A son that steps outside the family circle to ask a passer-by or 

even a relative to „prove‟ to him that his father is „really‟ his father is being absurd. Within 

the family structure (as God intended it) the Father is the final and greatest „authority‟.  
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But by asking OTHERS if that is true you are basically denying (i) your sonship, and (ii) 

more importantly your Father‟s status, and (iii) asking „lesser‟ authorities to confirm a 

„greater‟ authority. You have illegally stepped OUTSIDE the LEGITIMATE boundaries of 

your family structure with a faithless, unwarranted action.  

NO Christian must ever do that! To step outside the boundaries of your Christian faith (for 

„evidence‟, etc.) is really a denial of God‟s Lordship OVER YOU. It would not be unlike a 

Christian stepping outside that circle to search for „proofs‟ of God‟s existence! And God 

and his Word cannot be separated. We really must realize that once I become a Christian 

and step into that circle of God‟s Lordship over me - which includes his Word - his 

Lordship is final and complete.  

ii. The Problem of Circularity  

But, someone might argue, you are arguing in a circle. You are using God‟s Word to prove 

God‟s Word! What have we to say to that!? (I must add here that we are still to come to the 

place where we set out INTERNAL evidence from Scripture itself that it is God‟s Word; 

that is called The Bible‟s „self-evidence‟ or „self-attestation‟. At the moment I am running 

ahead somewhat because the „Circular reasoning‟ is the first accusation the Christian 

encounters. So, we might as well deal with it now.) How then to deal with this accusation?  

1. No Alternative:  

For the Christian,  

“... there is no alternative to circularity... (our)... allegiance to our Lord 

demands that we be loyal to him. We cannot abandon our covenant 

commitment to escape the charge of circularity. “ (Frame, op. cit., p.130)  

2. Unavoidable:  

No system can avoid circularity, because all systems of thought - non-Christian as well 

as Christian - are based on presuppositions that control their view of knowledge and 

truth, their argumentation and use of evidence.  

“Thus a rationalist can prove the primacy of REASON only by using 

RATIONAL thought. An empiricist can prove the primacy of SENSE-

EXPERIENCE only by some kind of appeal to SENSE-EXPERIENCE.” 

(Frame, ibid., p.130)  

3. Coherence:  

Circularity is allowable - as you will see from the arguments and statements that follow 

- when the System of Thought is, according to Frame:  

“... internally consistent with itself... Certainly, God‟s truth is coherent. God 

is a God of order, not chaos. He speaks truth, not falsehood...All that he does 

reflects an infinitely wise eternal plan. Therefore our God is rational and 

logical. Coherence, then, is a mark of his truth...at least we can show that 

systems that reject the biblical God are not able to maintain intelligibility, let 

alone coherence... “Thus the relative coherence of the Christian system, even 

if not all the problems are resolved, will be seen as an asset. But the 

coherence in view must itself be defined in terms of Christian 

presuppositions. It is not that „coherence‟ or „logical consistency‟ is a kind of 

NEUTRAL principle by which all religious claims can be tested. The 

meaning of „theological coherence‟ must arise FROM SCRIPTURE...  

“We value coherence because we have been overwhelmed by the DIVINE 

WISDOM displayed in Scripture, not the other way around. To use coherence 

as a test of truth is simply to display that wisdom in all of its wonderful 

unity...” (Frame, ibid., pp.133-134)  

a. ‘Narrow Circle’ Arguments  

Now consider the following. In his book about logical thinking, Robert Thouless defines 



 65 

circular thinking thus: “The general form of an argument in a circle is: „P is true because of 

Q; Q is true because of P.‟” (R.H. Thouless. Straight and Crooked Thinking. Pan, 1974, 

p.64) To put it in a formula the circular argument goes thus: 

P = Q 

Therefore Q = P 

Now, there are obviously many arguments that form an illegal circular circularity. But I 

want to suggest to you that there are many statements that follow a circular formula or 

equation, which we accept without questioning it. See (by using Thouless‟ equation 

above) what you make of the following:  

Example One:  

Water = Two atoms of Hydrogen + 1 atom of Oxygen (H2O). Thus P = Q 

Two atoms of Hydrogen + 1 atom of Oxygen (H2O) = Water. Thus Q = P 

Is this not a circular form of argument that is legitimate because its INNER 

STRUCTURE IS COHERENTLY THE TRUTH? In other words you CANNOT argue 

about „water‟s structure‟ in any ALTERNATIVE form. It is inherently logically 

coherent. And it is circular! You cannot, for example argue thus: „Water‟ is H3O‟, thus 

stepping outside the circle of H2O.  

Example Two:  

A Dog has all the characteristics of a Dog. (You name them) P = Q 

These characteristics of Dog (name them) prove it is a dog. Q = P 

Again there is a CONSISTENT, COHERENT INNER STRUCTURE which cannot be 

avoided. In proving that a dog is a dog you don‟t step outside the circle of the dog‟s 

characteristics by using other characteristics (say of a bird) to prove that the dog is a 

dog. That would be absurd.  

Example Three:  

My father‟s name is John. P = Q 

John is my father‟s name. Q = P 

Example Four:  

Even if Syllogistically arguing, so it seems to me, you cannot escape circular reasoning. 

Thus:  

All Athenians are liars 

My brother is an Athenian 

Therefore my brother is a liar! 

I may be wrong, but it does seem to me that in the arguments or statements made above 

there is a form of „Circle Argumentation‟ that is widely accepted, but not always 

recognized as such.  

b. ‘Broader Circle’ Arguments  

Frame argues that it is legitimate, “...to broaden the circle...by bringing more biblical 

data into the argument.” (Frame, ibid, p.131) Thus we can, if rightly used, bring in data 

from archaeology, history and philosophy to verify the Bible‟s teachings.  

“If used rightly, that argument will still be circular because the archaeology, 

history and philosophy in view will be CHRISTIAN sciences that 

PRESUPPOSE the biblical worldview. But that argument will be MORE 

PERSUASIVE than a bare circle.” (Frame, ibid., p.131)  

I suggest that that what Frame is saying is this:  

1. Your basic PRESUPPOSITION is always that the Bible is the Word of God. Why? 

Because as a Christian you have no alternative but to bow to God‟s Lordship in his 

Word.  
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2. Your history, archaeology and philosophy must be utilized in such a way that it 

CONFIRMS your presupposition; it must not be used to PROVE your 

presupposition, because the moment you do that you are stepping outside the 

greatest authority and using a lesser one to „prove‟ the greater.  

3. Circular arguing is legitimate when it is internally coherent and consistent with 

itself. Thus you could never, for example, state:  

My father‟s name is John. 

Frank is my father‟s name. 

The internal cohesion and consistency of the statement has broken down!  

B. The Holy Spirit’s Role  

To close off this section I want to refer again to the role of the Holy Spirit. Why? Because 

far too many Christians still think that if they could only „prove‟ the religious and 

intellectual superiority of the Bible, if they could only gather enough „evidence‟ from 

archaeology, historical accuracy, fulfilled prophecies, etc. then THEY can OVERCOME 

the objections of the non-Christian and bring him to ACCEPT the Bible, and consequently 

Christ as Saviour.  

I want to make it clear that in any discussion with a non-Christian the Christian can, may 

and ought to use any „legitimate‟ means to drive home the Gospel. By „legitimate‟ means I 

mean methods that fall within the ambit of principles that are Biblical and God-glorifying. 

(Holding, for example, a beauty contest to promote the Gospel would not fall within the 

ambit of such principles!)  

The problem is one of ACCEPTANCE, TRUST AND FUSION. You proclaim the Gospel 

primarily from Scripture, but secondarily from „extra-biblical‟ sources. You are faced with 

a man who OF HIS OWN WILL AND DESIRE is unwilling, unable and hostile to respond.  

You have exhausted all your arguments and part company. Does that mean that you have 

failed? Do you sit down in gloom because YOUR arguments did not move him? Well, if 

you were RELYING on YOUR arguments then you should sit in gloom. HOWEVER! The 

glory and wonder of God‟s grace is that a Third Party, the blessed Holy Spirit, enters the 

scene and HE is the AGENT OR PERSON that UNITES or FUSES the „Truth‟ you have 

spoken to the heart and mind of that unwilling non-Christian, regenerating and justifying 

him as he UNITES him with CHRIST!  

III. THE SELF-WITNESS OF THE SCRIPTURE  

A. DIRECT SPEECH IN THE OLD TESTAMENT  

A. Individuals  

i. Verbal Communication  

The O.T. records several instances of direct speech or verbal communication from God to 

individuals.  

There is the immediate example of Adam and Eve before and after the fall (Gen.1: 28-30; 

3:9-19); the call of Abram (Gen.12: 1-3), and the subsequent lengthy conversations between 

God and Abram establishing the Covenantal provisions (Gen.15 &17). Then we have the 

extensive dialogue between God and Moses at the burning bush (Exod.3: 1-4:23); the 

revelation to young Samuel (1 Sam. 3); God‟s approach to Elijah at Mount Horeb (1 Kings 

19), and the many well-documented dialogues with prophets throughout the O.T.  

From these instances we learn the following:  

1. God communicates, “... by using actual spoken words, NOT SIMPLY by 

communicating ideas or thoughts somehow apart from words.” (D.A. Carson and J.D. 

Woodbridge, Eds. Scripture and Truth. IVP, 1983. Chap. One „Scripture‟s Self-

Attestation and the Problem of Formulating a Doctrine of Scripture‟ by Prof. W.A. 

Grudem, p.20)  
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2. This „verbal communication‟ is vitally important. Why? Because it reveals a 

Supernatural Being with the characteristics of Personality! It stands in the utmost and 

starkest contrast to the „god‟ of the New Age Movement and Eastern Mysticism which 

is pantheistic, and of whom you become aware through a higher, mystical 

„consciousness‟ encounter which is a vague kind of „spiritual high.‟  

Scripture‟s God speaks, - and (reverently) speaks sense. This suggests a God who is 

self-conscious, who can reason and who can think. This in turn suggests why the 

microcosmos (seen through a microscope) and the macrocosmos (seen through a 

telescope) shows signs of an Infinite Intelligence.  

More still: when you check each „verbal communication‟ next to the other you find - 

over the centuries - no change in this Personal God. There is the most amazing 

coherence and consistency of character, nature, attributes, actions, kindness, 

compassion, wrath against sin, holiness, speech habits and patterns and separation from 

his own Creation. In other words „inherent coherence‟ for centuries.  

3. These „verbal dialogues or statements‟ are, further, made in straightforward, 

unpretentious, understandable language WHICH IS IMMEDIATELY UNDERSTOOD. 

This God does not speak in artificial, pretentious „religious‟ or „mystical‟ codes or 

ciphers.  

This strongly suggests that „man‟ with whom God is speaking was created by him, 

which in turn is consistent with the Scriptural truth that God made man in „His Own 

Image.‟ Once again there is coherence and consistency in God and man‟s relationship.  

There is a profound unity in this coherence that makes fortuitousness look ridiculous. 

The probability of One Being speaking to other beings over centuries in the same style 

and form and pattern, the same religious genre and ethos is reduced to an impossibility.  

ii. Valid  

These passages - coherence once again - never view human language as a barrier to 

effective communication. There are no inadequacies in the human or the Divine language to 

confuse the communication between God and man. Hence there is NEVER any reason for a 

breakdown so that the man or woman can say „I don‟t understand‟ thus leaving them free to 

disobey on the grounds of ignorance.  

This suggests that God is the creator of all language. And, consistently there is the 

appropriate response, according to the O.T. writers: “All the WORDS (note) which the Lord 

has SPOKEN we will do.” (Exod.24: 3) There is a validity and authenticity of God‟s 

communication with man that is so powerful and clear and of such high moral and ethical 

order, that it makes the „koans‟ (nonsensical riddles employed by Zen Buddhism to raise 

„consciousness‟) look like the dribblings of a one-year old child. It is quality 

communication from God.  

B. Prophets: Authoritative Messengers of God  

James F. Ross lists several discernible characteristics of a „Messenger Speech‟ or 

„Botenspruch‟ (German):  

1. An introductory formula, i.e., „thus says Yahweh.‟  

2. A standard conclusion, i.e., „says Yahweh‟  

3. The frequent use of the verb „salah‟ („send‟) to indicate that the prophet really was sent 

by God.  

4. A commissioning narrative in which Yahweh tells the prophet, “Go and say to... „Thus 

says Yahweh...‟” (Grudem, ibid., pp. 20-21)  

Ancient Near Eastern parallels, found in Mari and the Ras Shamra texts, provide additional 

examples of the formula above. It is characteristic that such „messengers‟ NEVER 

possessed or rested upon their own authority, but solely on the authority of the One who 
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sent them. Yahweh speaks to the prophet, the prophet hears what Yahweh says, and he then 

pronounces what he has heard to the listening people.  

Once again consistent and coherency marks the lives of the prophets over long centuries. 

They are invariably set apart and commissioned by God. They all reveal a deep sense of 

their unworthiness. They all are in awe before God. They all feel the „inescapability‟ of their 

office. They are humble before God, but in public display firmness, determination, a certain 

toughness, a refusal to be deflected from God‟s will and a clear knowledge of the direction 

they must take. Coincidence? Very, very unlikely.  

There is an astonish similarity running through their messages, - God‟s majesty and 

holiness, God‟s care for his people, a condemnation of sin (especially „breaking God‟s 

Law‟), a call to repentance, a promise of restoration. These and other similarities - over such 

vast spans of time, with such a variety of individuals - strongly suggests a single, 

overarching Source, namely, the God of the centuries.  

B. WRITTEN WORDS FROM GOD  

In addition to O.T. records of direct SPEECH by God, there are several accounts of the actual 

WRITING of words from God. Thus you have God‟s words in „speech‟ and „written‟ form. To 

start with there are the two stone tablets given to Moses by God. They were, “...tables of stone, 

WRITTEN WITH THE FINGER OF GOD.” (Exod.31: 18) There was, it seems, direct contact 

between God‟s fingers and literal stone. The important thing is that because God took the 

initiative, the written words carry his stamp of Authority.  

(It was a creative act of God bearing his full, complete and final Authority. One cannot but be 

reminded of two further such direct interventions by God. Although they are not directly 

connected with writing I mention them because in both cases (like the one above) the creative 

act of God formed the basis of subsequent authority.  

Speaking to Jeremiah God says: “Before I FORMED you in the womb I KNEW YOU, before 

you were BORN I SET YOU APART.” (Jer.1: 5). „Forming‟, „Knowing you‟, and being „set 

apart‟ is God taking the initiative (as with the stone tablets) and THAT forms the basis of 

Jeremiah‟s Authority.  

The other example is that of Jesus. Before Joseph‟s marriage to Mary none other than God 

himself appeared in a dream to him, telling him, “...what is conceived in her is from the Holy 

Spirit.” (Matt.1: 20) Here again is God‟s initiative, hence Christ could speak with total 

Authority the words God gave him to speak, “...I do nothing on my own but speak just what the 

Father has taught me...” (Jn.8: 28)  

But to return to the written words, note the following few examples:  

 Exod. 17:14 =  “The Lord said to Moses, „WRITE this as a memorial in a book.‟”  

 Exod. 24:4  =  “And Moses WROTE all the words of the Lord.”  

 Exod. 34:27 =  “And the Lord said to Moses, „WRITE these words; in accordance with 

these words I have made a covenant with you and with Israel.‟”  

 Deut. 31:22 =  “So Moses WROTE this song the same day.”  

 Deut. 31:24 =  “When Moses had finished WRITING the words of this law in a book, 

to the very end.”  

 Josh. 24:26 =  “Joshua WROTE these words (the statutes and ordinances, and the 

words of covenant renewal, v.25) in the book of the law of God.” (See 1 

Kings 16:34 and Josh.1: 5, 16-18, on Joshua as a prophet.)  

 1 Sam. 10:25 =  “Samuel told the people the rights and duties of the kingship, and wrote 

them in a book and laid it up before the Lord.”  

Why the writing since the oral prophetic words bore the same authority from God? Here are 

some reasons (all bound in one form or another with the Authenticity of the written Word 

carrying God‟s Authority.)  
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The answer is at least two-fold. Firstly, a written record is always more reliable than words 

passed down orally, and this constitutes the Authority of (God‟s) Words more clearly. And, 

secondly, a written record is a superb means of spiritual instruction, meditation, ensconcing 

spiritual principles of Godliness and growth in the knowledge of Truth and God.  

I have taken my examples from the well-known Psalm 119 because it deals explicitly with 

God‟s words, laws, precepts etc., and also because the reaction of the Psalmist seems to indicate 

quite clearly that for him to have reacted thus he must have had a written form of God‟s writings 

- to a large extent - in front of him.  

Notice, for example, such phrases as „laid down‟, „learn‟, „living according to‟, „understand‟, 

„meditate‟, „lamp‟, „light‟, „teach‟, etc., which strongly suggest the written Word.  

 Obedience: “You have laid down precepts that are to be fully obeyed.” (Ps. 119:4)  

 Praise: “I will praise you with an upright heart as I learn your righteous laws.” (Ps. 119:7)  

 Purity: “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word.” (Ps. 

119:9)  

 Understanding: “Let me understand the teaching of your precepts; then I will meditate on 

your wonders.” (Ps. 119:27) 

 Delight: “...for I delight in your commands...” (Ps. 119:47)  

 Love: “Oh, how I love your law, I meditate on it all day long.” (Ps. 119:97)  

 Illumination: “Your word is a lamp to me feet and a light for my path.” (Ps. 119:105)  

 Teaching: “Accept, O Lord, the willing praise of my mouth, and teach me your laws.” (Ps. 

119:108)  

 Light: “The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple.” (Ps. 

119:130)  

 Direction: “Direct my footsteps according to your word; let no sin rule over me.” (Ps. 

119:133) 

 Sustained: “Let me live that I may praise you, and may your laws sustain me.” (Ps. 

119:175) 

 One final point: Ps.119 is a microcosm-example of the whole O.T. In what way? Once 

more coherence and consistency.  

This extraordinarily long psalm is basically about the relationship of the Christian to God‟s 

words, laws, precepts and commandments. As seen in the examples this relationship (and we 

only covered a fraction of the verses) is a rich and varied tapestry of the Christian‟s teaching, 

obedience, understanding and illumination of, delight in, love for and direction given by God‟s 

Words.  

While, in one sense, a large range of human relationships in terms of extent is covered, and 

God‟s Words are presented in a variety of ways and actions suggested to the Christian are 

multiplied, nevertheless the TOTAL structure, form, format, genre and ethos is tightly 

controlled into a cohesive unity. The psalmist does not wander off, expand unnecessarily, lose 

the ongoing pace, or multiply the same clichés drearily.  

The reader‟s attention never wears thin. There is always, in verse after verse, some new facet of 

the human emotion, delight, responsibility, imaginative suggestion, warning, exhortation or 

promise brought to light. Likewise the Words of God are described in a variety of images, 

metaphors, analogies (“How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my 

mouth.” v.103). Marvellous and truly beautiful in its symmetry, arrangement, cohesion and 

unity is Psalm 119!  

C. THE NEW TESTAMENT  

A. The New Testament as Words of God  

It is evident that the N.T. authors thought it possible for God to speak directly to people in 
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human language, for there are recorded instances of such direct speech from God in the 

N.T. This should not really surprise us since, with the possible exception of Luke, the other 

N.T. writers are all Jewish. And as such they would not, from their O.T. reading and 

knowledge, find that so hard to accept. In fact, quite the contrary!  

Thus we find such direct speech by God at the baptism of Jesus, the Transfiguration, the 

voice from the Father to the Son, the conversion of Saul, the instruction to Ananias, Peter‟s 

vision, events during Paul‟s journey, and the revelation to John (Matt. 3:17; Matt. 17:5; Jn. 

12:28; Acts 9:4; 26:14-18; Acts 9:11-16; Acts 10:13; Acts 18:9-10 and Rev. 1:11-3:22).  

B. New Testament God’s Word  

The N.T. writers, you must recall, were Jewish and so were familiar with what constituted the 

characteristics of God‟s Word in the O.T. It seems increasingly clear that they believed that 

they too, or their writings bore the stamp of the same characteristics. Look at the following; 

three passages from John, Peter and Paul will suffice:  

i. John  

There is a hint of that claim in the promise of Jesus that the Holy Spirit would bring to the 

remembrance of the disciples all Jesus had said to them (Jn 14:26). Why? For one thing, 

they would need to remember what Christ had preached since they would have to preach 

the same message. But it is surely not far-fetched to suggest that Jesus intended his words to 

be written down, at least at some point, rather than passed on orally.  

Notice further that the full Trinity is involved here.  

There is the Counsellor or Holy Spirit who will “teach you ALL things and will remind you 

of EVERYTHING I have SAID to you.” And what is meant by „All‟, „Everything‟ and 

„Said‟? The answer is further back in v.24 “These WORDS you hear are not my own; THEY 

belong to the Father who sent me.” Notice the emphasis in v.24 and v.26 on the 

PRESERVATION of, to sum it up, „EVERY WORD from the Father through the Son by 

the Holy Spirit.‟  

It is obviously of great importance that the Trinity should be undertaking such a task to the 

extent that „every word‟ becomes important. This promise of „remembrance‟ is not 

extended - either here or in the Great Prayer in Jn.17, where, with Jesus praying for the 

future Church one imagines it should have been included - to those beyond the immediate 

circle of Apostles.  

Is this not a strong suggestion that Jesus never intended his „WORDS‟ (NOTE!) to be 

passed on orally from one generation to the next, since over the centuries such oral 

„remembrance‟ would have every possibility of forgetfulness and corruption? If the 

Apostles would need the Spirit to recall „everything Jesus said‟, how much more the 

generations to follow?!?  

While it is admittedly not stated as such I don‟t think the inference that „every word‟ would 

be recalled rules out a written tradition. For the Christian - and if we ARE Christians then 

we can only think in a Christianly way - it would make sense of the appearance in 

WRITTEN FORM - of the Gospels and Epistles. For why else, asks the Christian, are they 

then there? Why else did God not only permit it but bring it about?  

ii. Peter  

A related statement about the authority of apostolic writings are found in 2 Pet.3: 2, where 

the readers are told to remember not only the O.T. prophets but also “... the command given 

by our Lord and Saviour THROUGH YOUR APOSTLES.” Since this is a „reminder‟ (v.1), 

there is a strong likelihood of apostolic writings already in circulation.  

This would be between A.D. 65 and 68. To remember any teaching simply from memory is, 

I suggest, asking a bit much. But to remind yourself of the Apostles teaching with that 

teaching in written form right before your eyes makes much more sense.  
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Notice too that the Apostolic authority (and therefore Divine Authority) lies in the linkage 

between the Apostles and their Lord and Saviour. Further note the emphasis upon “WORDS 

spoken in the past...” Oral tradition is never totally true to every word spoken by the 

previous generations; inevitably variations and even comment creep in. Thus the stress on 

„WORDS‟ confines us once again to „words written down.‟  

What is also significant is that the phrases “holy prophets” and “apostles” appear in parallel 

in the same verse (2) linked by the word “and”. This clearly speaks of the equality of the 

two groups, and since 2 Tim 3:16, in speaking of the O.T., defines it as “God-breathed “, 

we must conclude that the Apostles writings were equally “God-breathed.”  

The interesting thing is that Peter does not launch into a long argument about their equality 

in order to CONVINCE HIS READERS of the fact. He assumes it in the most natural 

manner. Is this not because, even at this early stage, the Christian Church recognized the 

equality of the O.T. writings and that of the Apostles in terms of revelation, inspiration and 

authority?  

Note too that the natural assumption suggests an inner coherence within the verse itself, but 

also a coherence and consistency within the framework of the O.T. and N.T. The prophets 

and Apostles are drawn into an interlocking unity which is not artificial but can only arise 

out of the Divine authorship and is a reflection of the Unity within the Trinity. This 

characteristic within the Godhead is reflected within the Godhead‟s Word, the Scriptures.  

It must have struck you by now that such a phrase as “the words” bears direct reflection on 

the VERBAL emphasis of the inspiration. Peter does not tell them to recall „the thoughts or 

ideas or notions‟ of the prophets and the Apostles but their “words” and “the command of 

our Lord and Saviour.”  

But, you may argue, Peter uses the word “command”. Can that not be construed merely as a 

kind of „general instruction?‟ No. This question is neatly cleared up in John 12:48-49. In 

verse 48 Jesus says those who do. “... not accept my WORDS; that very WORD...will 

condemn him at the last day.”  

Then, going on in v.49, Jesus elaborates by pointing that that he does not speak out of himself but 

according to, “... the Father who sent me (and) COMMANDED me what to SAY,... that... 

COMMAND leads to eternal life.” Hence we can confidently say that the „WORDS‟ of Jesus and 

the „COMMANDS‟ of the Father are synonymous.  

iii. Paul 

The passage is 1 Cor. 2:13 “This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human 

wisdom but IN WORDS TAUGHT BY THE SPIRIT, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual 

WORDS.” A number of issues are interrelated here:  

1. Sometimes the phrases “WE speak... taught US” is taken to refer to the believers at 

Corinth in general. In the light of the fact that (a) he is writing to the Corinthians, and 

(b) uses the “ WE “ in - for example - v.12, such an interpretation is just possible. It is 

however to be weighed up against their spiritual immaturity in 3:1ff.  

Grudem points out, correctly I suggest, that,  

“The subsequent rebuke of the Corinthians for being unable even to „receive‟ more 

advanced teaching (3:1-4) makes it virtually impossible that they would be included 

among those who could speak of it or teach it to others.” (Grudem, ibid., p.46)  

2. The use, by Paul, of “I” in 1:17; 2:1; 3:1 argues strongly in favour of the fact that Paul 

is speaking primarily of himself. (That would not, secondarily, of necessity exclude 

other preachers like himself, except that it is his habit to name co-workers).  

Why then the sudden change from the singular in 2:1 to the plural in 2:6? The reason 

might lie in the fact that from v.6ff. Paul is speaking of truths not just applicable to 

himself, but truths of „wisdom‟, that which „God has revealed‟, „spiritual 

understanding‟, „spiritual discernment‟, etc., which is true of ALL Christians.  
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We must make a distinction here between Paul to whom the Spirit revealed specific 

Christian truths, the one into whom God-breathed, and the Corinthians as the recipients 

of that wisdom. And even if they were immature they could still drink milk! They 

WERE Christians and therefore, ipso fact, must have had some spiritual knowledge.  

“The picture of Paul‟s being „taught‟ words by the Holy Spirit is similar to 

the O.T. picture of a prophet‟s hearing a message from God and then 

speaking it to the people. Also...similar to...O.T. prophets, Paul singles out 

the WORDS themselves, not simply the general content...” (Grudem, ibid., 

p.47)  

C. New Testament Coherence  

I do not wish to minimize the various problems relating to the N.T., for example, the 

harmonization of the Gospels, quotations from the O.T., the question of imprecise 

statements, approximations and the „Accommodation Theory‟.  

However none these negate or nullify - as in the O.T.- the extraordinary coherence and 

unity of the N.T. Whether we are speaking of Christ‟s birth, life and death; the doctrines of 

sin, repentance, God‟s grace in faith, forgiveness, adoption, justification; the various aspects 

of the Christian life covered, for example, in the „fruit of the Spirit‟, sanctification, godly 

living; the doctrine of Satan and Evil; of God‟s Providence and care; of the continuous 

centrality of Christ as Redeemer and Lord, the unity, solidarity, cohesion and consistency of 

the N.T. writers and books is unequalled.  

 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss the „Opening Problems and Arguments‟ about Inspiration in your own words.  

2. Outline the „Problem of Circularity.‟  

3. Under the heading “The Self-Witness of the Scriptures‟ elaborate on  

a Direct Speech in the O.T., and  

b the „Written Words from God.‟  

4. Write an Essay on „The New Testament and Inspiration‟ adding any fresh material of 

your own from other readings.  
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