PART TWO



FOUR

2 Chapter Objectives

 Alter completing the reading of this chapter,
u should be able to do the following:

. To recogriize the nature of revelation and sep-
 amate general from special revelation.

2. To identily the modes of general revelation.

3 To comprehend the impartance of general
| revelation,

: 4. Toappreciate the significance of personal buman
~ responsibility in response to general revelation.
5. To develop an understanding of the implica-

tions of general revelation.

Chapter Summary

The study of God'’s revelation of himself 1o
humanity has been classified in two ways: gen-
eral revelation and special revelation. The gen-
eral revelation of God has been found in three
areas: nature, history, and humanity. Theolo-
gians concerned with the comprehensiveness of
general revelation have developed what is
known as natural theology. This theology stud-

outside the biblical source, specifically through
the use of reason. There is general revelation
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without natural theology, but the effect of sin
prevents the unbeliever from coming to the
knowledge of God. The salvation of the individ-
ual through God’s general tevelation can only
be measured by faith.

Study Questions

* In what areas do we find God's general revela-
tion?

* Describe and evaluate the assumptions of nat-
ural theology.

*  What makes natural theology ineffective in
bringing the Christian message to the unbe-
liever?

*  How is humanity involved in the general reve-
tation of God outside special revelation?

Chapter Outline

The Nature of Revelation
The Modes of General Revelation
The Reallty and Efficacy of General Revelation
Naztural Theology
A Critique of Natural Theology
Examination of Relevant Passages
General Revelation, But Without Natual Theology
General Revelation and Human Responsibility
Implications of General Revelation
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The Nature of Revelation

Because humankind is finite and God is infi-
nile, we cannot know God unless he reveals
himsell to us, that is, unless he manifesis him-
sell to humans in such a way that they can
know and fellowship with him. There are two
basic classifications of revelation. On the one
hand, general revelation is God's communica-
tion of himsell to all persons at all times and in
all places. Special revelation, on the other hand,
involves God’s particular communications and
manifestations of himsell to particular persons
at particular times, communications and mani-
festations which are available now only by con-
sulting certain sacred writings.

General revelation refers to God's self-mani-
festation through nature, history, and the inner
being of the human person. It is general in two
aspects; its universal availability (it is accessible
1o all persons at all times) and the content of the
message (it is less particularized and detailed
than special revelation), A number of questions
need to be raised. One concerns the genuine-
ness of the revelation. 1s it really there? Further,
we need 1o ask regarding the efficacy of this rev-
elation. 1[ it exists, what can be made of it? Can
one construct a “natural theology,” a knowledge
of God from nature?
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The Modes of General Revelation

The traditional modes of general revelation
are three: nature, history, and the constitution
of the human being. Scripture itself proposes
that there is a knowledge of God available
through the created physical order. The psalm-
ist says, “The heavens are telling the glory of
God" (Ps. 19:1). And Paul says, “Ever since the
creation of the world [God's] invisible nature,
namely, his eternal power and deity, has been
clearly perceived in the things that have been
made. So [humans] are without excuse” (Rom.
1:20). These and numerous other passages,
such as the “nature psalms,” suggest that God
has lelt evidence of himsell in the world he has
created. The person who views the beauty of a
sunset and the biology student dissecting a
complex organism are exposed to indications of
the greatness of God.

The second mode of general revelation is his-
tory. If God is al work in the world and is mov-
ing toward certain goals, it should be possible
to detect the wend of his work in events that
occur as part of history. An example often cited
of God's revelation in history is the preservation
of the people of Israel. This small nation has
survived over many centuries within a basically
hostile environment, often in the face of severe



opposition. Anyone wha investigates the histor-
ical records will find a remarkable pattern.
Some persons have found great significance in
individual events of history, for instance, the
evacuation of Dunkirk and the battie of Midway
in World War 1. Individual events, however,
are more subject to differing interpretations
than are the broader, longer-lasting trends of
history, such as the preservation of God's spe-
cial people.

The third mode of general revelation
is God's highest earthly creation, humans
themselves, Sometimes God's general revela-
tion is seen in the physical structure and mental
capacities of humans. It is, however, in their
moral and spiritual qualities that God’s charac-
ter is best perceived, Humans make moral judg-
ments, that is, judgments of what is right and
wrong, This involves sormething more than our
personal likes and dislikes, and something
more than mere expediency. We often feel that
we ought to do something, whether it is advan-
tageous to us or not, and that others have a right
to do something which we may not personally
like.

General revelation is also found in human-
kind's religious nature. In all cultures, at all times
and places, humans have believed in the exist-
ence of a reality higher than themselves, and
even of something higher than the human race
collectively, While the exact nature of the beliel
and worship practice varies considerably from
one religion to another, many see in this univer-
sal tendency toward worship of the holy the
manifestation of a past knowledge of God, an in-
ternal sense of deity, which, although it may be
marred and distorted, is nonetheless still present
and operating in human experience,

The Reality and Efficacy
of General Revelation

Natural Theology

Regarding the nature, extent, and efficacy of
general revelation, there are some rather sharply
conirasting views. One position which has had
a long and conspicuous history within Chris-
tianity maintains not only that there is a valid,

God’s Universal Revelation

objective revelation of God in such spheres as
nature, history, and human personality, but
that it is actually possible to gain some true
knowledge of God from these sphercs—in
other words, to construct a natural theology
apart from the Bible.

Certain assumptions are invelved in this
view, One is, of course, that God actually has
made himsell known in nature and that pat-

Because humankind is finite and God is
infinite, we cannot know or fellowship
with him unless he reveals himself to us.

terns of meaning are objectively present even if
no one perceives, undersiands, and accepts this
revelation. Moreover, nature is basically in-
tact—it has not been substantially distorted by
anything that has occurred since the creation.
In short, the world we find about us is basically
the world as it came from the creative hand ol
God, and as it was intended to he.

A second major assumption of natural the-
ology is the integrity of the person perceiving
and learning from the creation. Neither the
natural limitations of humanity nor the effects
of sin and the fall prevent one from recogniz-
ing and correctly interpreting the handiwork
of the Creator.

There are other assumptions as well. One is
that there is a congruity between the human
mind and the creation about us. The order of
the human mind is basically the same as the
order of the universe, The mind is capable of
drawing inferences from the data it possesses,
since the structure of its thinking processes co-
heres with the structure of what it knows. The
validity of the laws of logic is also assumed.
Natural theologians assiduously avoid paradox-
es and logical contradictions, considering them
something to be removed by a more complete
logical scrutiny of the issues under consider-
ation. They regard a paradox as a sign of intel-
lectual indigestion; had it been more com-
pletely chewed, it would have disappeared.

The core of natural theology is the idea that
it is possible, without a prior commitment of
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faith to the beliefs of Christianity, and without
relying upon any special authority, such as an
institution {the church) or a document (the Bi-
ble), to come to a genuine knowledge of God on
the basis of reason alone. Reason here refers to
the human capacity to discover, understand, in-
terpret, and evaluate the truth

Perhaps the outstanding example of natural
theology in the history of the church is the mas-
sive effort of Thomas Aquinas. According to
Thormnas, all truth belongs to one of two realms.
The lower realm is the realm of nature, the
higher the realm of grace. While the claims per-
taining to the upper realm must be accepted on
authority, those pertaining to the lower realm
may be known by reason.

Thomas contended that he could prove cer-
wain beliefs by pure reason: the existence of
God, the immortality of the human soul, and
the supernatural origin of the Catholic church,
More specific elements of doctrine—such as the
triune nature of God—could not be known by
unaided reason, but must be accepted on au-
thority. These are truths of revelation, not
truths of reason. Reason tules the lower level,
while the truths on the upper level are matters
of faith.

One of the rraditional arguments for the ex-
istence of God is the cosmological proof. Tho-
mas has three or possibly even four versions of
this prool. The argument proceeds somewhat as
follows: In the realm of our experience, every-
thing that we know is caused by something else.
There cannot, however, be an infinite regress of
causes, [or il that were the case, the whole series
of causes would never have begun. There must,
therefore, be some uncaused cause (unmoved
mover) or necessary being. And this we {or all
people) call God. Anyone looking honestly at
the evidence must reach this conclusion.

Another argument [requently employed, and
found in Thomas as well, is the teleological ar-
gument, This focuses particularly upon the
phenomenon of orderliness or apparent pur-
pose in the universe. Thomas observes that var-
lous parts of the universe exhibit behavior
which is adaptive or which helps bring about
desirable ends. When such behavior is dis-
played by human beings, we recognize that
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they have consciously willed and directed
themselves toward that end. Some of the ob-
jects in our universe, however, cannot have
done any purposive planning. Certainly rocks
and atmosphere have not chosen to be as they
are, Their ordering according 1o a purpose or
design must come [rom somewhere else. Some
intelligent being must, therefore, have ordered
things in this desirable fashion. And this being,
says Thomas, we call God.

Sometimes the whole universe is considered
in the teleological argument. In such cases the
universe is often compared to some mecha-
nism. For example, il we were to find a watch
lying on the sand, we would immediately rec-
ognize it as a watch, forall of its parts are ideally
suited to the purpose of recording and display-
ing the time. We would certainly not say,
“What a remarkable coincidence!” We would
recognize that some able person{s) must have
planned and brought about the amazing way in
which each part fits in with the other parts.
Similarly, the way in which each part of nature
meshes so well with every other part cannot be
dismissed as pure chance. Someone must have
designed and constructed digestive systems,
eyes, properly balanced atmospheres, and
much else in our world. All of this argues for the
existence of a supreme Designer, a wise and ca-
pable Creator. There must be a God.

These are two major arguments which have
historically been employed in developing a nat-
ural theology. Two others which appear in the
history of philosophy and theology, although per-
haps less prominently than the cosmological
and the teleological arguments, are the anthro-
pological and the ontological.

The anthropological argument sees some of
the aspects of human nature as a revelation of
God. In Immanuel Kant's formulation (in the
Critique of Practical Reason) it appears somewhat
as follows: We all possess a moral impulse or a
categorical imperative. Following this impulse
by behaving morally is sometimes not well re-
warded within this life, however. Being good
does not always pay! Why should one be moral
then? There must be some basis for ethics and
morality, some sort of reward, which in turn in-
volves several factors—immortality and an un-



dying soul, a coming time of judgment, and a
God who establishes and supports values, and
who rewards good and punishes evil. Thus, the
mor4l order (as contrasted with the natural or-
der) requires the existence of God.

All of these are empirical arguments. They
proceed [rom observation of the universe by
sense experience. The major a priori or rational
argument is the ontological argument. Thisis a
pure-thought type of argument. It does not re-
quire one to go outside one’s own thinking. In
the Proslogion Anselm formulated what is un-
doubtedly the most famous statement of the on-
tological argument: God is the greatest of all
conceivable beings. Now a being which does
not exist cannot be the greatest of all conceiv-
able beings (for the nonexistent being ol our
conceptions would be greater if it had the at-
tribute of existence). Therelore, by definition,
God must exist.

There have been several responses to the on-
tological argument, many of which [ollow
Kant's contention that, in effect, existence is not
an attribute, A being that exists does not have
some attribute or quality lacked by a similar
being which does not exist. Il 1 imagine a dollar
and compare it with a real dollar, there isno dil-
ference in their essence, in what they are. The
only difference is in whether they are. There isa
logical difference between the sentence "God is
good” (or loving, or holy, or just) and the sen-
tence “God is." The former predicates some
quality of God; the latter is a statement of exist-
ence. The point here is that existence is not a
necessary predicate of the greatest of all con-
ceivable beings. Such 2 being may exist—or it
may not. In either case its essence is the same.

A Critique of Natural Theology

Despite natural theology's long and hal-
lowed history, its present effects do not seem
overly impressive. Il the arguments are valid
and are adequately presented, any rational per-
son should be convinced. Yet numerous philos-
ophers have raised criticisms against the prools,
and many theologians have joined them. Why
should any Christian be opposed to an effort to
convince non-Christians of the truth of Chris-
tianity, or at least of the existence of God? The
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answer is that use of these proofs may actually
work to disadvantage if one's desire is to make
the most effective presentation possible of the
claims of Christ. I the proofs are inadequate,
then the unbeliever, in rejecting the proofs,
may also reject the Christian message, assuming
that these proofs are the best grounds that can
be olfered for its acceptance.

Some of the problems with the arguments
relate 1o assumptions which they contain, Tho-
mas held as virally an axiom, or a first truth
known intuitively, that there cannot be an infi-
nite regress of causes. But numerous persons
today would disagree. A linear sequence of
causes is not the only way to view causation.
Some would question the necessity of asking
about ultimate causation. Even if one does ask,
however, there is the possibility of a circle of
causes, with each cause within the closed sys-
tem causing another. Similarly, the assumption
that motion has to have a cause or explanation
is not universally held today. Reality may well
be dynamic rather than static.

There isalso criticism of the procedure of ex-
tending the argument {rom the observable to
that which goes beyond experience. In the case
ol the watch found in the sand, we have some-
thing which can be verified by sense experi-
ence. We can actually check with the company
whose name appears (coincidentally?) on the
watch, and inquire as 1o whether they manufac-
tured it. Furthermore, we recognize that the
watch is similar to other watches which we have
seen before. Thus, we can extrapolate from past
experience. In the case of the world, however,
we do not have something which can be so eas-
ily verified by other sense experience. How
many worlds have we observed being created?
The assumption is that the universe is a mem-
ber of a class of objects (including such things
as watches and cameras) to which we can com-
pare it, and thus we can make rational judg-
ments about its design. This, however, must be
established, not assumed, il the argument from
the analogy of the watch is 1o succeed.

A [urther problem was alluded to earlier.
Suppose one succeeds in proving, by a valid ar-
gument, that this world must have had a cause.
One cannot, however, conclude from this that
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such a cause must be infinite. One can affirm
only that there was a cause sufficient to account
for the effect.! That one can lift a 100-pound
weight does not warrant the conclusion that he
can lift any more than that. Similarly, one can-
not prove the existence of an infinite Creator
from the existence of a finite universe. A further
argument is needed to prove that the sufficient
cause of the universe is the God of Christianity
and, indeed, that the gods which constitute the
conclusions of Thomas's several arguments are
all the same being. If we are to have a natural
theology, this must be argued on the basis of
our human reason (without resort to some
other authority).

The teleological argument has come in [or
special criticism. Since Charles Darwin, the
usual appeal 1o the intricacy and beauty of the
organic realm has not carried a great deal of
persuasiveness for those who accept the theory
of organic evolution. They believe changes in
characteristics have arisen through chance vari-
ations called mutations. Some of these were ad-
vantageous and some were disadvantageous. In
the struggle for survival occasioned by the fe-
cundity of nature, any characteristic which en-
ables a species to survive will be transmitted,
and those branches of the species which lack

this characteristic will tend to die out. Thus, the:

process of natural selection has produced the
remarkable qualities which the teleclogical ar-
gument claims point to a design and a Designer.
To be sure, this criticism of the teleological ar-
gument has its shortcomings (e.g., natural se-
lection cannot explain away the inorganic
adapiation observed in the universe), but the
point is simply that those persons who accept
evolution disagree with Thomas's assertion that
there is a compelling and necessary character to
the teleological argument.

The teleological argument also encounters
the problem of what might be termed the “dys-
teleological,” If the argument is to be truly em-
pirical, it must, of course, take into account the
whole sweep of data. Now the argument pro-

1. David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Fluman Under-
standing, section 11; Gordon H. Clark, A Christian Yiew of
Men and Things (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), p. 29.
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ceeds on the basis of seeming indications of a
wise and benevolent God controlling the cre-
ation. But there are some disturbing features of
the world as well, natural catastrophes, diseas-
es, and the cruelty and injustice inflicted by hu-
mans upon their fellows. If God is all-powerful
and completely good, how can these things be?
It is possible by emphasizing these features of
the universe to construct an argument for either
the nonexistence of God or the existence of a
nongood God. Perhaps the teleological argu-
ment would then turn out to be an argument,
not for the existence of God, but of the devil.
When these considerations are taken into ac-
count, the teleological argument appears less
than impressive.

Examination of Relevant Passages

We need now to examine more closely sev-
eral key passages dealing with the issue of gen-
eral revelation, and auempt to see exactly what
they say. We will then draw the meanings of
these several passages together into a coherent
position on the subject.

Of the many nature psalms, all conveying
the same basic meaning, Psalm 19 is perhaps
the most explicit:

1. The heavens declare the glory of God,
the skies proclaim the work of his
hands.
2. Day alter day they pour forth specch;
night after night they display
knowledge.
3, There is no speech or language
where their voice is not heard.
4, Their yoice goes out into all the earth,
their words 10 the ends of the world.
INIV]

These verses clearly assert that created nature
tells forth God's glory,

Romans 1-2 is the other major passage deal-
ing with general revelation. The particularly
significant portion of chapter 1 is verses 18-32,
which emphasizes the revelation of God in na-
wure, whereas 2:14-16 seems especially to
elaborate the general revelation in human per-
sonality. The theme of the epistle is enunciated
in 1:16-17: in the gospel the righteousness of



God is revealed [rom faith to faith. This righ-
teousness of God in providing salvation, how-
ever, presupposes the wrath of God revealed
from heaven against all human ungodliness and
wickedness (v. 18). Paul is concerned to indi-
cate how this wrath of God can be just. The an-
swer is that the people on whom God's wrath is
visited have the truth but suppress it by their
unrighteousness (v. 18b). God has plainly
shown them what can be known about him.
This self-manilestation has continued since the
creation of the world, being perceived in the
things that God has made. God's invisible qual-
ities of eternal power and divinity are clearly
perceived, and consequently the wicked are
without excuse (v. 20). They had known God
but did not honor or thank him; rather, their
minds were darkened and they became futile m
their thinking (vv. 21-22).

The language of this passage is clear and
strong. 1t is hard to interpret expressions like
*what can be known about God” and “has
shown” (v. 19) as pointing to anything other
than an objectively knowable truth about God.
Similarly, “although they knew God" (v. 21)
and “the truth about God" (v. 25) indicate pos-
session ol genuine and accurate knowledge.

The second chapter continues the argument,
The point here seems to be that all, Gentile and
Jew alike, are condemned: the Jews because
they fail to do what they know the law to re-
quire; the Gentiles because, even without hav-
ing the law, they also know enough to make
them responsible ta God for their actions, yet
they disobey. When they do by nature what the
law requires, they are showing that what the
law requires is written on their hearts (vv. 14~
13). Thus, whether having heard the law or not,
all people know God's truth.

Acts 14:15-17 also deals with the issue of
general revelation. The people of Lystra had
thought Paul and Barnabas were gods. They
began to worship them. In atempting to divest
the people of this idea, Paul pointed out that
they should turn to the God who had made
heaven and earth. Paul then observed that even
while God had allowed the nations to walk in
their own ways, he had lelt a witness of himself
to all peoples, by doing good, providing rain
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and fruitful seasons, and satisfying their hearts
with [ood and gladness. The argument appears
to relate to God's witness 1o hirosell in natwure
and (perhaps even more so) in history.

The final passage ol particular significance
for our purposes is Acts 17:22-31. Here Paul
appears before a group of philosophers—the
Athenian Philosophical Society as it were—on
the Areopagus. Two points are of particular sig-
nificance in Paul’s presentation. First, Paul had
noticed an alar “to an unknown god” in the
Athenians' place of worship. He proceeded to
proclaim this god to them. The god whom they
sensed from their speculations, without having
had special revelation, was the same God whom
he knew from special manifestation. Second, he
quoted an Athenian poet (v. 28). The signifi-
cant item here is that a pagan poet had been
able to come to a spiritual truth without God's
special revelation.

General Revelation,
But Without Natural Theolegy

When we begin to draw these several pas-
sages tagether, the position proposed by John
Calvin appears most reasonable. Basically, this
is the view that God has given us an objective,
valid, rational revelation of himself in nature,
history, and human personality. It is there for
anyone who wants to observe it. General revela-
tion is not something read into nature by those
who know God on other grounds; it is already
present, by the creation and continuing provi-
dence of God. :

Paul asserts, however, that humankind does
not clearly perceive God in the general revela-
tion. Sin—we are thinking here of both the fall
of the human race and our continuing evil
acts—has a double effect upon the efficacy of
the general revelation. On the one hand, sin has
marred the witness of the general revelation.
The created order is now under a curse (Gen.
3:17-19). Paul speaks in Romans 8:18-25
about the creation’s having been subjected Lo
futility (v. 20); it waits [or its liberation (vv. 19,
21, 23). As a resull, its witness is somewhat re-
Iracted. While it is still God's creation and thus
continues to witness to him, it is not quite what
it was when it came from the hand of the Mak-
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er, It is a spoiled creation. The testimony Lo the
Maker is blurred.

The more serious effect of sin and the fall is
upon humans themselves. Scripture speaks in
several places of the blindness and darkness of
human understanding. In Romans 1:21 Paul
says that people knew God but rejected this
knowledge, and blindness followed. In 2 Corin-
thians 4:4 Paul auributes this biindness to the
work of Satan: “In their case the god of this
world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers,
to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel
of the glory of Christ, who is the likeness of
God.™ Although Paul is here referring to ability
to see the light of the gospel, this blindness
would doubtless affect the ability to see God in
the creation as well.

General revelation evidently does not enable
the unbeliever to come to the knowledge of
God. Paul’s statements about general revelation
(Rom. 1-2) must be viewed in the light of what
he says about sinful human beings (Rom. 3 —all

God has given us an objective, valid,
rational revelation of himself in nature,
history, and human personality. Itis there

for anyone who wants to observe it.

are under sin’s power; none is righteous) and
the urgency of telling people about Christ
(Rom. 10:14): “But how are men to call upon
him in whom they have not believed? And how
are they to believe in him of whom they have
never heard? And how are they 1o hear without
a preacher?” Thus in Paul’s mind the possibility
of constructing a [ull-scale natural theology
seems seriously in question.

What is necessary, then, is what Calvin calls
“the spectacles of faith." Calvin draws an anal-
ogy between the condition of the sinner and
persons who have a sight problem.? When the
latter look at an object, they see it but indis-
tinctly. It is blurry to them. But when they put
on spectacles, they can see clearly, Similarly,

2. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religien, book
1, chapter 6, section 1.
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sinners do not recognize God in the creation.
But when they put on the spectacles of faith,
their sight improves, and they can see God in
his handiwork. When we are exposed to the
special revelation found in the gospel and re-
spond, our mind is cleared through the effects
of regeneration, enabling us to see distinctly
what is there. We then are able to recognize in
nature what we have more clearly seen in the
special revelation.

It is worth noting that Scripture nowhere
suggests that the evidences within the general
revelation constitute a formal argument for the
existence of God. There is an assertion that God
is seen in his handiwork, but this is scarcely a
formal proof ol his existence. And it is notable
that when Paul made his presentation and ap-
peal to the Athenians, some believed, some re-
jected, and some expressed interest in hearing
more on another occasion (Acts 17:32-34).
Thus the conclusion that there is an objective
general revelation, but that it cannot be used to
construct a natural theology, seems to fit best
the full data of Scripture on the subject.

General Revelation and Human
Responsibility

But what of the condemnation of human-
kind, spoken of by Paul in Romans 1-27 If it is
just for God to condemn human beings, and il
they can become guilty without having known
God's special revelation, does that mean that
humans without special revelation can do what
will enable them to avoid the condemnation of
God? In Romans 2:14 Paul says: "When Gen-
tiles who have not the law do by nature what
the law requires, they are a law to themselves,
even though they do not have the law.” Is Paul
suggesting that they could have fulfilled the re-
quirements of the law? But that is not possible
even for those who have the law (see Gal. 3:10—
11 as well as Rom. 3). Paul also makes clear in
Galatians 3:23-24 that the law was not a means
of justifying us, but a guide to make us aware of
our sin and to lead us to faith by bringing us to
Christ,

Now the internal law which the unbeliever
has performs much the same function as does



the law which the Jew has. From the revelation
in nature (Rom, 1), a person ought to conclude
that there exists a powerful eternal God. And
from the revelation within (Rom. 2), a person
should realize that one does not live up to the
standard. The content of the moral code held
will vary in different cultural situations. All per-
sons, however, have an inner compulsion that
there is something to which they ought to ad-
here; and they should reach the conclusion that
they are not fulfilling that standard. In other
words, the knowledge of God which all humans
have, if they do not suppress it, should bring
them to the conclusion that they are guilty in
relationship to God.

What if we were to throw ourselves upon the
mercy of God, not knowing on what basis that
mercy was provided? Would we not then in a
sense be in the same situation as were the Old Tes-
tament believers? The doctrine of Christ and his
atoning work had not been fully revealed to them.
Yet they knew that there was provision for the for-
giveness of sins, and that they could not be accept-
ed on the merits of any works of their own. They
had the form of the gospel without its full content.
And they were saved. Now if the god known in
nature is the same as the God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob (as Paul seems to assert in Acts 17:23),
then it would seem that persons who come to a
belief in a single powerful God, who despair of
any works-righteousness to please this holy God,
and who throw themselves upon the mercy of this
good God, would be accepted as were the Old
Testament believers. The basis of acceptance
would be the work of Jesus Christ, even though
the persons involved are not conscious that this is
how provision has been made [or their salvation
We should note that the basis of salvation was ap-
parently the same in the Old Testament as in the
New. Salvation has always been appropriated by
[aith (Gal. 3:6-9); this salvation rests upon
Christ's deliverance of us from the law (vv. 10-14,
19-29).

What inference are we to draw, then, from
Paul’s statement in Romans 2:1-167 Is it con-

3. For a fuller statement of this possibility, see Miltard
J. Erickson, “Hope for Those Who Haven't Heard? Yes, but
..." Evangetical Missions Quarterly 2 (1975): 122-26.
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ceivable that one can be saved by faith without
having the special revelation? Paul seems to be
laying open this theoretical possibility. Yet it is
merely a theoretical possibility. That anyone ac-
tually experiences salvation without having
special revelation is highly questionable. Paul
suggests in Romans 3 that no one does. And in
chapter 10 he urges the necessity of preaching
the gospel (the special revelation) so that peo-
ple may believe. Thus it is apparent that in fail-
ing to respond to the light of general revelation
which they have, people are [ully responsible,
for they have truly known Ged, but have will-
[ully suppressed that truth. Thus in effect the
general revelation serves, as does the law, merely
to make guilty, not Lo make righteous.

Implications of General Revelation

1. There is a common ground or a point of
contact between the believer and the nonbeliever,
or between the gospel and the thinking of the
unbeliever. All persons have a knowledge of
God. Although it may be suppressed to the ex-
tent of being unconscious or unrecognizable, it
is nonetheless there, and there will be areas of
sensitivity to which the message may be effec-
tively directed as a starting point. It is thereflore
neither necessary nor desirable to fire the mes-
sage at the hearer in an indiscriminate fashion.

2. There is a possibility of some knowledge
of divine truth outside the special revelation.
We may understand more about the specially
revealed truth by examining the general revela-
tion. This should be considered a supplement
1o, not a substitute for, special revelation. Sin's
distortion of human understanding of the gen-
eral revelation is greater the closer one gets to
the relationship between God and humankind.
Thus, sin produces relatively little obscuring ef-
fect upon the understanding of matters of phys-
ics, but a great deal with respect to matters of
psychology and saciology. Yet it is at those plac-
es where the potential for distortion is greatest
that the most complete understanding is possi-
ble.

3. God is just in condemning those who
have never heard the gospel in the full and
formal sense. No one is completely without
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opportunity. All have known God; their not
having effectually perceived him is a result
of their having suppressed the truth. Thus
all are responsible. This increases the moti-
vation of missionary endeavor, for no one is
innocent.

4. General revelation serves to explain the
worldwide phenomenon of religion and reli-
gions. All persons are religious, because all have
a type of knowledge of God. From this indis-
tinct and perhaps even unrecognizable revela-
tion have been constructed religions which
unfortunately are distortions of the true biblical
religion.

50

5. Since both creation and the gospel are in-
telligible and coherent revelations of God, there
are harmony between the two and a mutual re-
inforcement of one by the other. The biblical
revelation is not totally distinct from what is
known of the natural realm.

6. Genuine knowledge and genuine morality
in unbelieving {as well as believing) human be-
ings are not their own accomplishment. Truth
arrived at apart [rom special revelation is still
God'’s truth. Knowledge and morality are not so
much discovery as they are “uncovery” of the
truth God has structured into his entire uni-
verse, both physical and moral.
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God’s Particular Revelation

Chapter Objectives

At the conclusion of this chapter, you should
be able to do the following:

1. To define and idemtify the need for God's spe-
cial revelation to humans,

2. Toidentify three characteristics of special rev-
clation, including personal, anthropic, and
analogical.

3. To comprehend and restate the modes of
God’s special revelation through historical
events, divine communication, and the pres-
ence of God in Christ.

4, Todistinguish between propositional and per-
sonal revelation and identify the significance
of each,

5. Toaifirm the importance of Scripture as God's
special revelation 1o humanity,

Chapter Summary

People need a more personal understanding of
God than is available through nature and general
history. God has provided particular revelation of
himself. The modalities that God uses include his-
1orical events, divine speech, and the incaration
of God in Christ. Theologians have disagreed as to
whether special revelation is propositional or per-

sonal. The Bible provides both cognitive and affec-
tive knowledge of God.

Study Questions

«  What is the nature of special revelation?

«  Name and describe three characteristics of
special revelation. What does each contribute
10 our undersianding of special revelation?

» Through what three means has God chosen to
reveal himself? How does each contribute 1o
our understanding of special revelation?

«  Why s the incarnation the most complete mo-
dality of special revelation?

«  How would you compare and contrast person-
al and propositional revelation? Which is more
important and why?

Chapter Outline

The Definition and Necessity of Special Revelation
The Style of Special Revelation
The Personal Nature of Special Revelation
The Anthropic Nature of Special Revelation
The Analogical Narure of Special Revelation
The Modes of Special Revelation
Fistorical Events
Divine Speech
The Incamation
Special Revelation: Propositional or Personal?
Scripture as Revelation
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The Definition and Necessity
of Special Revelation

By special revelation we mean God's mani-
festation of himsell to particular persons at def-
inite times and places, enabling those persons
1o enter into a redemptive relationship with
him. The Hebrew word for “reveal” is galdh. A
common Greek word for “reveal” is apokalypto.
Both express the idea of uncovering what was
concealed. The Greek phanercd, which espe-
cially conveys the idea of manilesting, is also
frequently used.

Why was special revelation necessary? The
answer lies in the fact that humans had lost the
relationship of favor which they had with God
prior to the fall. It was necessary for them to
come to know God in a fuller way if the condi-
tions of fellowship were once again to be met.
This knowledge had to go beyond the initial or
general revelation which was still available to
them, for now in addition to the natural limita-
tion of human [initeness, there was also the
moral limitation of human sinfulness. Alier the
fall humankind was turned away [rom God and
in rebellion against him; their understanding of
spiritual matters was obscured. So their situa-
tion was a more complicated matter than had
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originally been the case, and more complete in-
struction was consequently needed.

Note that the objective of special revelation
was relational. The primary purpose of this rev-
elation was not Lo enlarge the general scope of
knowledge. The knowledge about was for the
purpase of knowledge of. Information was to
lead to acquaintance; consequently, the infor-
mation revealed was often quite selective. For
example, we know relatively little about Jesus
from a biographical standpeint. We are told
nothing about his appearance, his characteristic
activities, his interests, or his tastes. Details
such as are ordinarily found in biographies
were omitted, because they are not significant
for faith. The merely curious are not accommo-
dated by the special revelation of God.

A further introductory word is needed re-
garding the relationship ol special 1o general
revelation. It is commonly assumed that special
revelation is a postfall phenomenon necessi-
tated by human sinfulness. It is frequently con-
sidered remedial.’ Of course, it is not possible
for us to know the exact status of the relation-
ship between God and humankind before the

1. Benjamin B, Warfield, “The Biblical Idea of Revela-
tion,” in The Insptration and Authority of the Bible, ed. Sam-
uel G. Craig (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1951),
p. 74



fall. We simply are not told much about it.
Adam and Eve may have had such an un-
clouded consciousness of God that they were
constantly aware of him everywhere, in their
own internal experience and in their perception
of nature. 1f so, this consciousness of him could
be thought of as general revelation. There is no
indication that such was the case, however. The
account of God’s looking for Adam and Eve in
the Garden subsequent to their sin (Gen. 3:8)
gives the impression that this was one in a series
of special encounters which occurred. Further,
the instructions given to humankind (Gen,
1:28) regarding their place and activity in the
creation suggest a particular communication
from Creator to creature; it does not seem that
these instructions were merely read ofl from
abservation of the created order. If this is the
case, special revelation antedated the fall.
When sin entered the human race, however,
the need [or special revelation became more
acute. The direct presence of God, the most im-
mediate and complete form ol special revela-
tion, was lost. In addition, God now had te
speak regarding matters which were previously
not of concern. The problems of sin, guilt, and
depravity had to be resolved; means of atone-
ment, redemption, and reconciliation had to be
provided. And now sin diminished human
comprehension of general revelation, thus less-
ening its ellicacy. Therefore, special revelation
had to become remedial with respect to both
human knowledge of and relationship to God.
It is common to point out that general reve-
lation is inferior to special revelation, both in
the clarity of the treatment and the range of
subjects considered, The insulficiency of gen-
eral revelation therefore required the special
revelation, The special revelation, however,
requires the general revelation as well.? With-
out the general revelation, we would not pos-
sess the concepis regarding God which enable
us to know and understand the God of the
special revelation. Special revelation builds
upon general revelation. The relationship be-
tween them is in some ways parallel to that
which Immanuel Kant found between the cat-

2. 1bid., p. 75.
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egories of understanding and sense percep-
tion: "Concepts without percepts are empty;
percepts without concepts are blind.” The two

Special revelation was necessary because
the human race had lost the relationship
of favor which they had with God
prior to the fall.

are harmonious. Only if the twao are developed
in isolation from one another does there seem
to be any conflict between them. They have a
common subject matter and perspective,
yielding 2 harmonious and complementary
understanding.

The Style of Special Revelation

The Personal Nature
of Special Revelation

We need to ask about the style of special rev-
elation, the nature or fashion of it. It is, first of
all, personal. A personal God presents himself
to persons, This is seen in a number of ways.
God reveals himself by telling his name. Noth-
ing is more personal than one’s name, When
Maoses asked who he should say had sent him to
the people of Israel, Jehovah responded by giv-
ing his name, "1 Am wro [ am [or [ wite se who 1
wiLL se]” (Exod. 3:14). Moreover, God entered
into personal covenamts with individuals
(Noah, Abraham) and with the nation of Israel.
The Psalms contain numerous testimonies of
personal experience with God. And the goal of
Paul’s life was a personal acquaintance with
God: “that I may know him and the power of
his resurrection, and may share his sufferings,
becoming like him in his death” (Phil. 3:10).

The whole of Scripture is personal in nature.
What we find is not a set of universal truths,
like the axioms of Euclid in geometry, but rath-
er a series of specific or particular statements
about concrete occurrences and facts. Neither is
Scripture a formal theological presentation,
with arguments and counterarguments, such as
one would find in a theological textbook. Nor
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are there systemalized creedal statements.
There are elements of creedal alfirmation, but
not a thoroughgoing intellectualization of
Christian beliel.

There is little information about matters not
directly concerned with God's redemptive
working and his relationship with humankind.
Cosmology, [or example, does not receive the
scrutiny sometimes found in other religions.
The Bible does not digress into matters of merely
historical concern. It does not fill in gaps in the
knowledge of the past. It does not concentrate
on biographical details. What God reveals is
primarily himself as a person, and especially
those dimensions of himsell that are particu-
larly significant for faith.

The Anthropic Nature
of Special Revelation

The God wha is revealed 1s, however, a tran-
scendent being, He lies outside our sensory ex-
perience. The Bible claims that God is unlimited
in his knowledge and power; he is not subject to
the confines of space and time. Consequently the
revelation must involve a condescension on
God's part (in the good sense of that word), We
cannot reach up to investigate God and would
not understand even if we could. So God has re-
vealed himsell by a revelation in anthropic form.
This should not be thought of as anthropomor-
phism as such, but as simply a revelation coming
in human language and human categories of
thought and action.?

This anthropic character entails the use of
human languages common at the time. Koine
Greek was once believed to be a special, divine-
ly created language since it is so different [rom
classical Greek. We now know, of course, that it
was simply the vernacular language, Idioms of
the day appear in the Scripture. And it utilizes
ordinary ways ol describing nature, ol measur-
ing time and distance, and so on_*

The revelation is also anthropic in the sense
that it often came in forms which are part of or-
dinary, everyday human experience. Dreams,

3. Bernard Ramm, Spectal Revelation and the Word of
God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1961), pp. 36-37.
4 Ibid., p. 39.
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for example, were a frequent means used by
God to reveal himself. Yet few experiences are
as common to humankind as are dreams. It was
not the particular type of experience employed,
but rather the unique content supplied and the
umique utilization of this experience which dis-
tinguished revelation [rom the ordinary and
natural. The same is true of the incarnation.
When God came to earth, he used the modality
of an ordinary human being. Sometimes artists
have tried to set Jesus’ humanity apart from that
of other persons by portraying him with a halo
or some other visible sign of distinctiveness. But
apparently Jesus carried no visible sign of dis-
Linctiveness. Most persons took him for an ordi-
nary, average human being, the son of Joseph
the carpenter. He came as a human, not an
angel or a being clearly recognizable as a god.
To be sure, there were revelations which
clearly broke with typical experience. The voice
of the Father speaking from heaven (John
12:28) was one of these. The miracles were
striking in their effect. Yet much of the revels-
tion was in the form of natural occurrences.

The Analogical Nature
of Special Revelation

God draws upon those elements in our uni-
verse of knowledge that can serve as a likeness
of or partially convey the truth in the divine
realm. His revelation employs analogical lan-
guage. When a term is used analogically in two
clauses, there is always at least some univocal
element (i.e., the meaning of the term is in at
least one sense the same in both clauses), but
there are differences as well, as when we say
that Jefl runs the 100-yard dash and that the
Chicago and Northwestern commuter train
runs between Chicago and Elmhurst.

Whenever God has revealed himsell, he has
selected elements which are univocal in his uni-
verse and ours. Langdon Gilkey has pointed out
that, in the orthodox view, when we say that
God acts, we have the very same meaning in
mind as when we say that a human acts,> When

5. Langdon Gilkey, “Cosmology, Omology, and the
Travail of Biblical Language,” Journal of Religion 41 (1961):
196,



we say that God stopped the Jordan River, we
have the very same thing in mind as when we
say that the Army Corps of Engineers siopped a
river from flowing. The acts of God are occur-
rences within a space-time universe, The death
of Jesus was an event observably the same as
that of James, John, Peter, Andrew, or any other
human. And when the Bible says that God
loves, it means just the same sort of qualities
that we refer to when we speak of humans lov-
ing (in the sense of agape): a steadfast, unselfish
concern for the wellare of the other person.

As we are here using the term analogical, we
mean “qualitatively the same”; in other words,
the difference is one of degree rather than of
kind or genus. God is powerful as humans are
powerful, but much more so. When we say that
God knows, we have the same meaning in mind
as when we say that humans know—but while
humans know something, God knows every-
thing. We cannot grasp how much more of each
of these qualities God possesses, or what It
means to say that God has our knowledge am-
plified to an infinite extent. Having observed
only finite forms, we find it imposstble to grasp
infinite concepts. In this sense, God always re-
mains incomprehensible. It is not that we do not
have knowledge of him, and genuine knowi-
edge at that. Rather, the shortcoming lies in our
inability to encompass him within our knowl-
edge. Although what we know of him is the
same as his knowledge of himsell, the degree of
our knowledge is much less.

What makes this analogical knowledge pos-
sible is that it is God who selects the compo-
nents which he uses. Unlike human beings,
God is knowledgeable of both sides of the anal-
ogy. 1f humans by their own natural unaided
reason seek to understand God by constructing
an analogy involving God and humankind, the
result is always some sort of conundrum, for
they are in effect working with an equation con-
taining (wo unknowns. For instance, if one
were Lo argue that God'’s love is to our love what
God's being is to our being, it would be tanta-
mount to saying */2'=¥/5. Not knowing the rela-
tionship between God's being (or nature, or
essence) and that of humanity, we cannot con-
struct a meaningful analogy. God, on the other
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hand, knowing all things completely, therefore
knows which elements of human knowledge
and experience are sufficiently similar to the di-
vine truth that they can be used to help con-
struct a meaningful analogy.

The Modes of Special Revelation

We now tumn to examine the actual modes or
means or modalities by which God has revealed
himself: historical events, divine speech, and
the incarnation.

Historical Events

The Bible emphasizes a whole series of di-
vine events by which God has made himsell
known. From the perspective of the people of
Israel, a primary event was the call of Abraham,
to whom they looked as the father of their na-
tion. The Lord's provision of Isaac as an heir,
under most unlikely conditions, was another
significant divine act. God’s provision in the
midst of the famine during the time of Joseph
benefited not only the descendants of Abraham,
but the other residents of the whole area as well.
Probably the major event for Israel, still cele-
brated by Jews, was the deliverance [rom Egypt
through the series of plagues culminating in the
Passover and the crossing of the Red Sea. The
conquest of the Promised Land, the return from
captivity, even the captivity itself, were God's
sell-manifestation. The birth of Jesus, his won-
drous acts, his death and particularly his resur-
rection, were God at work. In the creation and
expansion of the church God was also at work
bringing his people into being.

All of these are acts of God and thus revela-
tions of his nature. Those which we have cited
here are spectacular or miraculous. The acts of
God are not limited to such events, however.
God has been at work both in these greater oc-
currences and also in the more mundane events
of the history of his people.

Divine Speech

The second major modality of revelation is
God's speech, A very commmon expression in the
Bible and especially in the Old Testament is the
statement, “The word of the Loko came to me,
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saying, . . ." (e.g, Jer. 18:1; Ezek 12:1, 8, 17,
21, 26; Hos. 1:1; Joel 1:1; Amos 3:1). The
prophets had a consciousness that their mes-
sage was not of their own creation, but was
[rom God. In writing the Book ol Revelation,
John was attempting 10 communicate the mes-
sage which God had given to him. The writer to
the Hebrews noted that God had spoken often
in times past, and now had particularly spoken
through his Son (Heb. 1:1-2). God does not
merely demonstrate through his actions what
he is like; he also speaks, telling us about him-
self, his plans, his will.

We may be inclined to think that God's
speech is really not a modality at all. Tt seems so
direct. Yet we should note that it is necessarily a
modality, for God is spiritual and thus does not
have bodily parts. Since speech requires certain
bedily parts, it cannot be an unmediated com-
munication from God. Furthermore, it always
comes in some human language, the language of
the prophet or apostle, whether that is Hebrew,
Aramaic, or Greek. Yet God presumably does not
have a language in which he speaks. Thus, the
use of language is an indication that God's
speech is mediated rather than direct revelation.5

Divine speech may take several forms.” It
may be an audible speaking, It may be a silent,
inward hearing of God's message, like the sub-
vocal process in which slow readers engage
(they “hear” in their heads the words they are
reading). It is likely that in many cases this was
the mode used, Often this inaudible speech was
part of another modality, such as a dream or vi-
ston. In these instances, the prophet heard the
Lord speaking to him, but presumably anyone
else present at the time heard nothing. Finally,
there is “concursive” inspiration—revelation
and inspiration have merged into one. As the
authors of Scripture wrote, God placed within
their minds the thoughts that he wished com-
municated, This was not a case of the message's
already having been revealed, and the Holy
Spirit's merely bringing these matters to re-
membrance, or directing the writers to
thoughts with which they were already familiar.

6. Ramm, Special Revelation, p. 54.
7. Ibid., pp. 59-60.
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God created thoughts in the minds of the writ-
ers as they wrote. The writers could have been
either conscious or unconscious of what was
happening, In the latter case, they may have felt
that the ideas were simply dawning upon them.
Although Paul occasionally indicates that he
“thinks” he has the Spirit of God {e.g., 1 Cor.
7:40), there are other times when he is more
definite that he has received his message from
the Lord (e.g, 1 Cor. 11:23). There are also
some cases, such as the letter to Philemon,
where Paul does not indicate that he is con-
scious of God's directing his writing, although
God was doubtless doing so.

Quite frequently, the spoken word of God
was the interpretation of an event. While this
event was usually something past or contempo-
rary with the writing, there were times when
the interpretation preceded the event, as in pre-
dictive prophecy. The contention being ad-
vanced here, despile some sirong recent
disagreements, is that not only the event but
also the interpretation was revelation from God,;
the interpretation was not merely the insight or
product of the reflection of a biblical writer.
Without this specially revealed interpretation,
the event itsell would often be opaque and thus
quite mute. It would be subject to varicus inter-
pretations, and the explanation given by the
Scripture might then be merely an erroneous
human speculation. Take such a central event
as the death of Jesus. Il we knew that this event
had occurred, but its meaning had not been di-
vinely revealed to us, we might understand it in
widely differing ways, or find it simply a puzzle.
It might be regarded as a defeat, which is the
position the disciples apparently held immedi-
ately after jesus’ death. Or it might be consid-
ered a sort of moral victory, a martyr dying for
his principles. Without the revealed word of ex-
planation we could only guess that Jesus’ death
was an atoning sacrifice. We must conclude
that the interpretation of certain events is a mo-
dality of revelation as genuine as that of God's
acts in history.

The Incarnation

The most complete modality of revelation is
the incamation. The contention here is that



Jesus' life and speech were a special revelation
of God. We may again be inclined to think that
this is not a modality at all, that God was direct-
ly present in unmediated form. But since God
does not have human [orm, Christ’s humanity
must represent a mediation of the divine revela-
tion. This is not to say that his humanity con-
cealed or obscured the revelation. Rather, it was
the means by which the revelation of deity was
conveyed. Scripture specifically states that God
has spoken through or in his Son. Hebrews
1:1-2 contrasts this with the earlier forms of
revelation, and indicates that the incarnation is
superior.

Here revelation as event most fully occurs.
The pinnacle of the acts ol God is to be found in
the life of Jesus. The miracles, his death, and the
resurrection are redemptive history in its most
condensed and concentrated form. Here too is
revelation as divine speech, [or the messages of
Jesus surpassed those of the prophets and apos-
tles. Jesus even dared 1o place his message over
against what was written in the Scriptures, not
as contradicting, but as going beyond or fulfil-
ling them (Maw. 5:17). When the prophets
spoke, they were bearers of a message from God
and about God. When Jesus spoke, it was God
himsell speaking.

Revelation also took place in the very perfec-
tion of Jesus' characier, There was a godlikeness
about him which could be discerned. Here God
was actually living among humans and display-
ing his auributes to them. Jesus actions, atti-
tudes, and alfections did not merely mirror the
Father. They showed that God was actually liv-
ing on earth. The centurion at Calvary, who
presumably had seen many persons die of cru-
cifixion, apparently saw something different in
Jesus, which caused him to exclaim, “Truly this
was the Son of God!" (Matt. 27:54). Peter, after
the miraculous catch of fish, fell on his knees
and said, "Depart [rom me, for 1 am a sinful
man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). These were people
who found in Jesus a revelation of the Father.

Here revelation as act and revelation as word
come together. Jesus both spoke the Father's
word and demonstrated the Father's attributes.
He was the most complete revelation of God,
hecause he was God, John could make the
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amazing statement, “That which was from the
beginning . . . we have heard . . . we have seen
with our eyes ... we have looked upon and
touched with our hands” (1 John 1:1). And
Jesus could say, “He who has seen me has seen
the Father” (John 14:9).

Special Revelation:
Propositional or Personal?

[t is necessary at this point to speak briefly of
neoorthodoxy, which views revelation not as the
communication of information (or propositions),
but as God'’s presentation of himsell. According to
neoorthodoxy, God does not tell us anything
about himsell; rather, we come to know him
through encounter with him. Revelation, then,
is not propositional; it is personal. To a large ex-
tent, our view of faith will reflect our under-
standing of revelation.® If we regard revelation
as the communication of propositional truths,
we will view [aith as a response of assent, of be-
lieving those truths. 1f, on the other hand, we
regard revelation as the presentation of a per-
son, we will correspondingly view faith as an
act of personal trust or commitment. According
to this latter view, theology is not a set of doc-
trines that have been revealed. It is the church’s
attempt to express what it has found in God’s
revelation of himsell.

The neoorthodox approach presents at least
a couple of problems. The first is to establish a
basis upon which faith can rest. Advocates of
both views—that revelation is' personal, and
that it is propositional—recognize the need for
some basis of faith. The question is whether the
nonpropositional view of revelation provides a
sufficient basis for faith, Can the advocates of
this view be sure that what they encounter is re-
ally the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? In
order to trust someone, we must have some
knowledge about that person.

That there must be belief before there can be
trust is evident from our own experiences, Sup-
pose 1 have to make a bank deposit in cash, but

8. John Baillie, The Idea of Revelation in Recent Thought
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), pp. 83-
108,
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am unable to do so in person. | must ask someone
else o do this for me. But whom will 1 ask? To
whom will I entrust mysell, or at least a portion of
my material possessions? 1 will trust or commit
mysell to someone whom 1 believe to be honest.
Believing in that person depends upon believing
something about him. | will probably select a good
friend whose integrity | do not question. Similarly,
how can we trust that it is the Christian God
whom we are encountering unless he tells us who
he is and what he is like?

Another problem is the problem ol theology
itsell. Those who maintain that revelation is
personal are nevertheless very concerned about

Special revelation is both personal and
propositional: God reveals himself by
telling us something about himself.

correctly defining belief, or stating correct doc-
trinal understandings, while of course insisting
that faith is not belief in doctrinal propositions.
Karl Barth and Emil Brunner, for example, ar-
gued over such issues as the nature and status
of the image of God in humankind, as well as
the virgin birth and the empty tomb. Presum-
ably, each felt he was trying to establish the true
doctrine in these areas. But how are these doc-
trinal propositions related to, or derived from,
the nonpropositional revelation? There is a
problem here.

This is not to suggest that there cannot be a
connection between nonpropositional revela-
tion and propesitions of truth, but that this
connection has not been adequately explicated
by neoorthodoxy. The problem derives from
making a disjunction between propositional
and personal revelation. Revelation is not either
personal or propositional; it is both/and. What
God primarily does is to reveal himself, but he
does so at least in part by telling us something
about himsell.

Scripture as Revelation

Il revelation includes propositional truths,
then it is of such a nature that it can be pre-
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served. It can be written down or inscripturated.
And this written record, to the extent that it is
an accurate reproduction of the original revela-
tion, is also by derivation revelation and enti-
tled to be called that.

The definition of revelation becomes a factor
here. If revelation is defined as only the actual
occurrence, the process or the revealing, then
the Bible is not revelation. Revelation is some-
thing that occurred long ago. If, however, it is
also the product, the result or the revealed, then
the Bible may also be termed revelation.

A larger issue is the nature of revelation. If
revelation is propositional and hence can be
preserved, then the question of whether the
Bible is in this derivative sense a revelation is a
question of whether it is inspired, of whether it
indeed preserves what was revealed. This will
be the subject of the next chapter.

We should also note that this revelation is
progressive. Some care needs to be exercised in
the use of this term, for it has sometimes been
used to represent the idea of a gradual evolu-
tionary development. This is not what we have
in mind. That approach, which flourished
under liberal scholarship, regarded sections of
the Old Testament as virtually obsolete and
[alse; they were only very imperfect approxima-
tions of the truth. The idea which we are here
suggesting, however, is that later revelation
builds upon earlier revelation. It is complemen-
tary and supplementary to it, not contradictory.
Note the way in which Jesus elevated the teach-
ings of the law by extending, expanding, and
internalizing them. He frequently prefaced his
instruction with the expression, “You have
heard . .. but I say to you." In a similar fashion,
the author of Hebrews points out that God,
who in the past spoke by the prophets, has in
these last days spaken by a Son, who reflects
the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his
nature (Heb. 1:1-3). The revelation of God is 2
process even as is redemption, and a process
which moved to an ever more complete form.?

We have seen that God has taken the initia-
tive to make himsell known to us in a more
complete way than general revelation, and has

9. Ramm, Special Revefation, pp. 161-87,



done s in a fashion appropriate to our under-
standing. This means that lost and sinful hu-
mans can come to know God and then go on to
grow in understanding of what he expects of
and promises to his children. Because this reve-

God's Particular Revelation

lation includes both the personal presence of
God and informational truth, we are able to
identify God, to understand something about
him, and to point others to him,
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SIX

The Preservation of the Revelation:
Inspiration

Chapter Objectives

At the conclusion of this chapter, you should
be able to achieve the following:

1. Todefine inspiration of Scripture and the rela-
tion of the Holy Spirit to that process.

2, To review the ways in which Scripture indi-
cates the nature of its own inspiration.

3. To compare and conirast theories of
inspiration.

4. To measure the extent of inspiration in the
Seriptures.

5. To analyze the intensiveness of inspliration
within Scripture,

6. To construct a model of inspiration thar inte-
grates both the didactic material and the phe-
nomena of Seripture,

Chapter Summary

One of the topics that is hotly debated today
is the degree to which Scripture is inspired by
God. Inspiration is necessary because it con-
firms the nature of God’s special revelation
through Scripture. An important part of biblical
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theology is the formulation of a theory regard-
ing the extent to which the Bible is inspired. A
variety of theories are scrutinized and evalu-
ated. While in the proper sense inspiration is of
the writers, in the derivative sense we may also
say that the writings themselves age inspired.

Study Questions

= Why is inspiration so important to the author-
ity of Seripture?

* In what ways does the Bible witness to its di-
vine ongins?

» Compare and contrast the five thearies of in-
spiration.

» How would you summarize the characteristics
that should be included in an appropriate
model of inspiration?

Chapter Outline

Definition of Inspiration

The Fact of Inspiration
Theories of Inspiration

The Extent of Inspiration

The Intensiveness of Inspiration
A Model of Inspiration



Definition of Inspiration

By the inspiration of Scripture we mean that
supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit upon
the Scripture writers which rendered their writ-
ings an accurate record of the revelation or
which resulted in what they wrote actually
being the Word of God.

If, as we have contended in the preceding
chapter, revelation is God's communication to
humankind of truth that they need to know in
order to relate properly to him, then it should
be apparent why inspiration also is necessary.
While revelation benefits those who immedi-
ately receive it, that value might well be lost for
those beyond the immediate circle of revela-
tion. Since God does not repeat his revelation
for each person, there has Lo be some way to
preserve it. It could, of course, be preserved by
oral retelling or by being fixed into a definite
tradition, and this certainly was operative in
the period which sometimes intervened be-
tween the occurrence ol the initial revelation
and its inscripturation. Certain problems at-
tach to this, however, when long periods of
time are involved, for oral tradition is subject to
erosion and modification. Anyone who has
ever played the parlor game in which the first
person whispers a story to the second, who

whispers it to the next person, and so on until
the story has been retold to all the players, has
a good idea of how easily oral tradition can be
corrupted. And so does anyone who has ob-
served the way in which rumors spread. While
the unusual tenacity of the Oriental memory
and the storyteller's determination to be faith-
ful to the tradition should not be underesti-
mated, it is apparent that something more than
oral retelling is needed.

While revelation is the communication of di-
vine truth from God to humankind, inspiration
relates more 10 the relaying of that truth from
the first recipient(s) of it to other persons,
whether then or later. Thus, revelation might be
thought of as a vertical action, and inspiration
as a"horizontal matter. We should note that al-
though revelation and inspiration are usually
thought of together, it is possible to have one
without the other. There were cases of inspira-
tion without revelation. The Holy Spirit in some
instances maved Scripture writers to record the
words of unbelievers, words which certainly
were not divinely revealed. Some Scripture
writers may well have written down matters
which were not specially revealed to them, but
were pieces of information readily available to
anyone who would make the inquiry. The gene-
alogies, both in the Old Testament and in the
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New Testament (the listing of Jesus' lineage),
may well be of this character. There also was
revelation without inspiration: instances of rev-
elation which went unrecorded because the
Holy Spirit did not move anyone te write them
down. John makes this very point in John
21:25, when he says that if everything that Jesus
did were written down, “I suppose that the
world itself could not contain the books that
would be written." I, as we asserted in the pre-
vious chapter, all of Jesus' words and actions
were the words and actions of God, the Spirit
was apparently very selective in what he in-
spired the biblical authors to report.

The Fact of Inspiration

We begin by noting that throughout Scrip-
ture there is the assumption or even the claim of
its divine origin, or of its equivalency with the
actual speech of the Lord. This point is some-
times spurned on the grounds of its being circu-
lar. There is a dilemma which any theology (or
any other system of thought for that matter)
faces when dealing with its basic authority, Ei-
ther it bases its starting point upon itself, in
which case it is guilty of circularity, or it bases
itself upon some foundation other than that
upon which it bases all its other articles, in
which case it is guilty of inconsistency. Note,
however, that we are guilty of circularity only if
the testimony of Scripture is taken as seutling
the matter. But surely the Scripture writer's
own claim should be taken into consideration
as part of the pracess of formulating our hy-
pothesis of the nature of Scripture. Other con-
siderations will of course be consulted when we
evaluate the hypothesis. What we have here is
somewhat like a court trial. Defendants are per-
mitted to testify in their own behalf. This testi-
mony is not taken as settling the matter,
however; that is, alter hearing the defendant’s
plea of “not guilty," the judge will not immedi-
ately rule, “1 find the defendant not guilty.” Ad-
ditional testimony is called for and evaluated, in
order to determine credibility. But the defen-
dant's testimony is admitted.

One other item needs to be observed in an-
swering the charge of circularity. In consulting
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the Bible to determine the authors’ view of
Scripture, one is not necessarily presupposing
its inspiration. One may consult it merely as a
historical document which informs us that its
authors considered it the inspired Word of
God. In this case one is not viewing the author-
ity of the Bible as its own starting point. There
is circularity only il one begins with the as-
sumption of the inspiration of the Bible, and
then uses that assumption as a guarantee of the
truth of the Bible's claim to be inspired. One is
not guilty of circularity if the Scripture writers'
claim is not presented as final prool. It is per-
missible to use the Bible as a historical docu-
ment and to allow it to plead its own case.
There are several ways in which the Bible
gives witness of its divine origin. One of these is
the view of New Testament authors regarding
the Scriptures of their day, which we would
today term the Old Testament. Second Peter
1:20-21 is a cardinal instance: “First of all you
must understand this, that no prophecy of
scripture is a matter of one’s own interpreta-
tion, because no prophecy ever came by the im-
pulse of man, but men moved by the Holy
Spirit spoke from God." Here Peter is alfirming
that the prophecies of the Old Testament were
not praduced by the will or decision of a
human being. Rather they were moved by the

Throughout Scripture there is the
assumption of its equivalency with the
actual speech of the Lord.

Spirit of God. The impetus which led 1o the
writing was from the Holy Spirit.

A second relerence is that of Paul in
2 Timothy 3:16: “All scripture is inspired by
God and profitable for teaching, lor reproof, for
correction, and for training in righteousness.”
This is part of a passage in which Paul is exhort-
ing Timothy to continue in the teachings which
he has received. Paul assumes Timothy is famil-
iar with the “sacred writings” (v. 15) and urges
him to continue in them since they are divinely
inspired (or more correctly, “God-spired” or
“God-breathed"). The impression here is that



they are divinely produced, just as God
breathed the breath of life into humankind
(Gen. 2:7). They therefore carry value for build-
ing up believers into maturity so that they may
be “complete, equipped for every good work”
(2 Tim. 3:17).

When we tum to the early church’s preaching,
we find a similar understanding of the Old Testa-
ment. In Acts 1:16 Peter says, “Brethren, the scrip-
ture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit
spoke belorehand by the mouth of David. - . "
and then proceeds to quote from Psalms 69:25
and 109:8 regarding the fate of Judas. It is nota-
ble here that Peter not only regards the words of
David as authoritative, but actually affirms that
God spoke by the mouth of David. David was
God's "mouthpiece,” so to speak. The same
thought, that God spoke by the mouth of the
prophets, is found in Acts 3:18, 21, and 4:25.
The earliest preaching of the church, then,
identifies “it is written in the Scripture” with
“God has said it."

This fits well with the testimony which the
prophets themselves gave. Again and again they
declared, “Thus says the Loen." Jeremizh said:
“These are the words which the Loro spoke
concerning Israel and Judah” (30:4). Amos de-
clared: “Hear this word that the Lorp has spo-
ken against you, O people of Istael” (3:1). And
David said: “The Spirit of the Losp speaks by
me, his word is upon my tongue” (2 Sam, 23:2).
Statements like these, which appear over and
over again in the prophets, indicate that they
were aware of being “moved by the Holy Spirit”
(2 Peter 1:21).

Finally, we note the position that our Lord
himsell held regarding the Old Testament writ-
ings. In part, we may infer this from the way he
related to the view of the Bible held by his dia-
logical opponents, the Pharisees. (This was also
the view held by most Jews ol that day.) He
never challenged or corrected their view of the
nature of the Scripture. He merely disagreed
with them regarding the interpretations which
they had placed upon the Bible, or the tradi-
tions which they had added to the content of
the Scriptures themselves. In his discussions
and disputes with his opponents, he repeatedly
quoted [rom the Scriptures. In his threefold

The Preservation of the Revelation: Inspiration

temptation, he responded to Satan each time
with a quotation [rom the Old Testament. He
spoke of the authority and permanence of the
Seripture: “scripture cannot be broken” (John
10:35); "till heaven and earth pass away, not an
iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is
accomplished” (Matt. 5:18). Two objects were
regarded as sacred in the Israel of Jesus' day, the
temple and the Scriptures. He did not hesitate
to point out the transiency of the former, for not
one stone would be left upon another (Matt.
24:2). There is, therelore, a striking contrast be-
tween his attitude toward the Scriptures and his
attitude toward the temple.! Clearly, he re-
garded the Scriptures as inspired, authoritative,
and indestructible.

Theories of Inspiration

We may conclude from the foregoing that
the uniform testimany of the Scripture writers
is that the Bible has originated [rom God and is
his message to humanity. This is the fact of the
Bible's inspiration; we must now ask what it
means. It is here that differences in view begin
1o occur.

1. The intuition theory makes inspiration
largely a high degree of insight. Inspiration is
the [unctioning of a special gift, perhaps almost
like an artistic ability, but nonetheless a natural
endowment, a permanent possession. The
Scripture writers were religious geniuses. Yet
their inspiration was essentially no different
from that of other great religious and philo-
sophical thinkers, such as Plato, Buddha, and
others. The Bible then is great religious litera-
ture reflecting the spiritual experiences of the
Hebrew people.?

2. The illumination theory maintains that
there was an influence of the Holy Spirit upon
the authors of Scripture, but that it involved only
a heightening of their normal powers, an in-
creased sensitivity and perceptivity with regard
to spiritual matters. It was not unlike the effect of

1. Abmham Kuyper, Principles of Sacred Thedlogy
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954), p. 441,

2. James Martinean, A Study of Religion: Its Sources and
Contents (Oxford: Clarendan, 1889), pp. 168-71
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stimulants sometimes taken by students to
heighten their awareness or amplify the mental
processes. Thus, the work ol inspiration is differ-
ent only in degree, not in kind, from the Spirit's
work with al] believers. The result of this type of
inspiration is increased ability to discover truth 3

3. The dynamic theory emphasizes the com-
bination of divine and human elements in the
process of inspiration and of the writing of the
Bible. The work of the Spirit of God was in di-
recting the writer to the thoughts or concepts
he should have, and allowing the writer's own
distinctive personality to come into play in the
choice of words and expressions. Thus, the per-
son writing gave expression to the divinely di-
rected thoughts in a way that was uniquely
characteristic of him.*

4. The verbal theory maintains that the influ-
ence of the Holy Spirit extended beyond the di-
rection of thoughts to the selection of words used
to convey the message. The work of the Holy
Spirit was so intense that each word is the exact
word which God wants used at that poeint 1o ex-
press the message. Ordinarily, great care is taken
to insist that this is not dictation, however.”

5. The dictation theory is the teaching that
God actually dictated the Bible to the writers.
Passages where the Spirit is depicted as telling
the author precisely what to write are regarded
as applying to the eniire Bible. This means that
there is no distinctive style atiributable to the
different authors of the biblical books. The
number of people who actually hold this view is
considerably smaller than the number to whom
it is ascribed—most adherents of the verbal
view do take greal pains to dissociate them-
selves from the dictation theorists. There are,
however, some who aceept this designation of
themselves &

3. Auguste Sabatler, Outlines of a Philnsaphy of Refigion
{New York: James Pott, 1916}, p. 90.

4. Augustus H, Strong, Systematic Theology (Westwood,
N.J.: Revell, 1907), pp. 211-22.

5.1 1. Packer, Fundamentalism and the Word of God
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1938), p, 79.

6. John R. Rice, Qur God-reathed Book—The Bible
(Murlreeshoro, Tenn.: Sword of the Lord, 1969), pp, 192,
261-80. Rice accepts the term dictation but disavows the
expression mechanical dictation.
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The Extent of Inspiration

We must now pose the question of the extent
of inspiration, or, to put it somewhat dilfer-
ently, of what is inspired. Is the whole of the
Bible to be thus regarded, or only certain por-
tions?

One easy solution would be to cite 2 Timo-
thy 3:16, “All scripture is inspired by God and
profitable. . . ." There is a problem, however, in
that there is an ambiguity in the first part of this
verse. The Greek text may be translated, “All
scripture is God-breathed and profitable,” or,
“All God-breathed scripture is also profitable.”
If the former rendering is adopted, the inspira-
tion of all Scripture would be alfirmed. 1f the
latter is followed, the sentence would empha-
size the profitability of all God-breathed Serip-
ture. From the context, however, one cannot
really determine what Paul intended to convey.
(What does appear from the context is that Paul
had in mind a definite body of writings known
to Timothy from his childhood. It is unlikely
that Paul was attempting to make a distinction
between inspired and uninspired Scripture
within this body of writings.)

Can we find additional help on this issue in
two other texts previously cited—2 Peter 1:19~
21 and John 10:34-357 At first glance this
seems not to succeed, since the lormer refers
specilically to prophecy and the latter to the
law. 1t appears from Luke 24:25-27, however,
that “Moses and all the prophets” equals “all the
scriptures,” and from Luke 24:44 —45that “the
law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms”
equals “the scriptures.” In John 10:34, when
Jesus refers (o the law, he actually quotes from
Psalm 82:6. And Peter refers to the “prophetic
word" (2 Peter 1:19) and every “prophecy of
scripture” (v. 20) in such a way as to lead us to
believe that the whole of the collection of writ-
ings commonly accepted in that day is in view.
It appears that “law™ and "prophecy” were often
used to designate the whole of the Hebrew
Scriptures.

Can this understanding ol inspiration be ex-
tended to cover the books of the New Testa-
ment as well? This problem is not so easily
solved. We do have some indications of beliel



that what these writers were doing was of the
same nature as what the writers of the Old Tes-
tament had done. One explicit reference of a
New Testament author to the writings of an-
other is 2 Peter 3:16. Here Peter refers to the
writings of Paul and alludes to the difficulty of
understanding some things in them, which, he
says, “the ignorant and unstable twist to their
own destruction, as they do the other scriptures.”
Thus Peter groups Paul’s writings with other
books, presumably familiar to the readers,
which were regarded as Scripture. Moreover,

lesus and the New Testament writers
regarded every word, syllable, and
punctuation mark of the Old Testament
as significant.

John identified what he was writing with God'’s
word: “We are of God. Whoever knows God lis-
tens to us, and he who is not of God does not
listen to us. By this we know the spirit of truth
and the spirit of error” (1 John 4:6). He makes
his own words the standard of measurement.
Paul wrote that the gospel received by the Thes-
salonians had come by the Holy Spirit (1 Thess.
1:5), and had been accepted by them as what it
really was, the word of Ged (2:13). It should be
clear that these New Testament writers regard-
ed the Scripture as being extended [rom the
prophetic period to their own time.

The Intensiveness of Inspiration

We must next ask about the matter of the in-
tensiveness of the inspiration. Was it only a gen-
eral influence, perhaps involving the suggesting of
concepts, or was it so thoroughgoing that even
the choice of words reflects God's intention?

When we examine the New Testament writ-
ers' use of the Old Testament, an interesting fea-
ture appears. We sometimes [ind indication
that they regarded every word, syllable, and
punctuation mark as significant. At times their
whole argument rests upon a fine point in the
text that they are consulting. For example, in
Matthew 22:32, Jesus’ quotation of Exodus 3:6,
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“l am the God of Abraham, and the God of
Isaac, and the God ol Jacob," the point depends
upon the tense of the verb, which leads him to
draw the conclusion, “He is not God of the
dead, but of the living." In verse 44, the point of
the argument hangs upon a possessive suffix,
“The Lord said to my Lord.” In this case Jesus
expressly says that when David spoke these
words, he was “inspired by the Spirit.” Appar-
ently David was led by the Spirit to use the par-
ticular forms he did, even to the point of a detail
as minute as the possessive in “my Lord.”

One other argument regarding the intensive-
ness of inspiration is the fact that New Testa-
ment writers attribute to God statements in the
Old Testament which in the original form are
not specifically ascribed to him. A notable ex-
ample is Matthew 19:4-5, where Jesus asks,
“Have you not read that he who made them
from the beginning made them male and fe-
male, and said . . .7" He then proceeds to quote
from Genesis 2:24. In the original, however, the
statement is not attributed 10 God. It is just a
comment on the event of the creation of woman
from man. But the words of Genesis are cited by
Jesus as being what God said; Jesus even puts
these words in the form of a direct quotation.
Evidently, in the mind of Jesus anything that
the Old Testament said was what God said.

In addition to these specilic references, we
should note that Jesus often introduced his
quotations of the Old Testament with the for-
mula, "It is written," Whatever the Bible said he
identified as having the force .of God's own
speech. It was authoritative. This, of course,
does not speak specifically to the question of
whether the inspiring work of the Holy Spirit
extended to the choice of words, but it does in-
dicate a thoroughgoing identification of the Old
Testament writings with the word of God, One
would infer that the inspiration of the Scripture
was so intense that it extended even to the
choice of particular words.

A Model of Inspiration

When formulating a theory of inspiration, it
is necessary 1o recognize the two basic methods
which may be employed. The first method is a
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Figure 1. Levels of Specificity

states of consciousness

introspection——sensary perception——reflection

gustatory—olfactory—visual lstknull—auditoty——&actile

position—size——color——shape——movement

green—reld—yellow—-blue

dubonnet——crimson—scarlet——fuchsia——cerise

didactic approach which places its primary em-
phasis upon what the biblical writers actually
say about the Bible and the view of it which is
revealed in the way they use it. This method is
represented in the writings ol Benjamin B.
Warlield and the “Princeton School” of theolo-
gy.” The second approach is 1o look at what the
Bible is like, Lo analyze the various ways in
which the writers report events, o compare
parallel accounts. This characterizes the method
of Dewey Beegle, who developed a theory of in-
spiration based primarily upon the phenomena
of Scripture ®

I we are Lo maintain both methods, it will be
necessary to find some way of integrating them.
We will give primary consideration to the di-
dactic material. This means concluding that in-
spiration extends even to the choice of words
(i.e., inspiration is verbal). We will define just
what that choice of words means, however, by
examining the phenomena.

We suggest that what the Spirit may do is to
direct the thoughts of the Scripture writer. The
direction elfecied by the Spirit, however, is
quite precise. God being omniscient, it is not
gratuitous to assume that his thoughts are pre-
cise, more so than ours. This being the case,
there will be within the vocabulary of the writer
one word that will most aptly communicate the
thought God is conveying (although that word

7. Benjamin B, Warfield, “The Biblical ldea of Inspira-
tion,” in The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, ed. Sam-
uel G. Craig (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1951),
pp. 131-65.

8. Dewey Beegle, Scriptare, Tradition, and Infallibility
(Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans, 1973), pp. 175-97.
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in itsell may be inadequate). By creating the
thought and stimulating the understanding of
the Seripture writer, the Spirit will lead him in
effect 1o use one particular word rather than any
ather,

While God directs the writer Lo use particu-
lar words (precision) 1o express the idea, the
idea itself may be quite general or quite specilic.
This is what linguist Kenneth Pike has called
the dimension of magnification.” One cannot
expect that the Bible will always display maxi-
mum magnification or a great deal of detail. It
will, rather, express just that degree of detail or
specificity that God intends, and, on that level
of magnification, just that concept which he in-
tends. This accounts for the fact that sometimes
Scripture is not so detailed as we might expect
or desire. Indeed, there have been occasions
when the Holy Spirit, to serve the purpese of a
new situation, moved a Scripture writer Lo reex-
press a concept on a more specific level than its
original form.

Figure 1 will help to illustrate what we have
in mind. This figare depicts various levels of
specificity or detail or magnification. The di-
mension of specificity involves vertical move-
ment on the chart. Suppose the concept under
consideration is the color red. This idea has a
particular degree of specilicity, no more and no
less. It is neither more specilic (e.g,, scarlet) nor
less specific (eg., color). It occurs in a particular
location on the chart—both vertically on the
generality-specificity axis, and horizontally on

0, Kenneth L Pilee, "Language and Meaning: Strange
Dimensions of Truth,” Chrigtianity Today, 8 May 1961,
p. 28.



its given level of specificity (i.e., red, versus yel-
low or green). In another instance one may have
either more or less detail in a picture (a higher or
lower degree of magnification, in Pike's termi-
nology), and a sharper or fuzzier focus. Ata less
precise locus, of course, the detail will become
blurry or even get lost. These two dimensions
(detail and focus) should not be confused, how-
ever. I the idea is sufficiently precise, then only
one word in a given language, or in the vocabu-
lary of a given writer, will adequately communi-
cate and express the meaning,

It is our contention here that inspiration in-
volved God’s directing the thoughts of the writ-
ers, so that they were precisely the thoughts
that he wished expressed. At times these
thoughts were very specilic; at other times they
were more general. It is also our contention that
inspiration was verbal, extending even to the
choice ol words. 1t was not merely verbal, how-
ever, forat times thoughts may be more precise
than the words available. Such, for example,
was probably the case with John's vision on Pat-
mos, which produced the Book of Revelation.

At this point the objection is generally mised that
inspiration extending to the choice of words neces-
sarily becomes dictation. Answering this charge
will force us to theorize regarding the process of in-
spiration. Here we must note that the Scripuure
writers, at least in every case where we know their
identity, were not novices in the faith. They had
known God, learned from him, and practiced the
spiritual life for some time. God therefore had been
at work in their lives for some time, preparing them
through 2 wide variety of [amily, social, educa-
tional, and religious experiences for the sk they
were Lo perform. In [act, Paul suggests that he was
chosen even before his birth (Gal. 1:15). And
through all of the experiences of, say, the fisherman
Peter, God was creating the kind of personality and
worldview that would later be employed in the
writing of Scripture. Luke's vocabulary resulted
[rom his education and his whole broad sweep of
experience; in all of this God had been at work pre-
paring him for his task.

It was possible, therefore, for a Scripture
writer who had been given only a suggestion of
a new direction, but who had known God fora
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long time, to "think the thoughts of God.” To
give a personal example: a secretary had been
with a church for many years. Al the beginning
of my pastorate there, | dictated letters to her.
Alter a year or so, 1 could tell her the general
tenor of my thinking and she could write my
letters, using my style. By the end of the third
year | could simply hand her a letter which 1
had received and ask her to reply, since we had
discussed so many issues connected with the
church that she actually knew my thinking on
most of them. It is possible—without dicta-
tion—io know just what another person wants
to say. Note, however, that this assumes a close-
ness of relationship and a long period of ac-
quaintance. So a Scripture writer, given the
circumstances which we have described,
could—without dictation—uwrite God's mes-
sage just as God wanted it recorded.

Inspiration is herein conceived of as applying to
both the writer and the writing. In the primary
sense, il is the writer who is the object of the inspi-
ration. As the writer pens the Scripture, however,
the quality of inspiredness is communicated to the
writing as well. It is inspired in a derived sense.'®
This is much like the definition of revelation as
both the revealing and the revealed (see p. 58). We
have observed that inspiration presupposes an ex-
tended period of God's working with the writer,
This involves not only the preparation of the writ-
er, but also the preparation of the material for his
use. While inspiration in the strict sense probably
does not apply to the preservation and transmis-
sion of this material, the providence which guides
this process should not be overlooked.

Because the Bible has been inspired, we can
be confident of having divine instruction. The
fact that we did not live when the revelatory
events and teachings [irst came does not leave
us spiritually or theologically deprived. We
have a sure guide. And we are motivated to
study it intensively, since its message is truly
God's word to us,

10, It should be abserved that 2 Peter 120-21 refers 1o
the authors, while 2 Timothy 3:16 refers to what they
wrote. Thus the dilemma of whether inspiration pentains 1o
the writer or the writing is shown ta be a [alse issue.
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SEVEN

The Dependability of God’s Word:
Inerrancy

Chapter Objectives

After you have completed your study of this
chapter, you should be able to do the following:

1. To cite several different conceptions of iner-
rancy and comprehend the meaning of each
perspective.,

2. Toapprmise the value of inermancy for develop-
ing a theology as it relates to the church,

3. To seek to resolve the problems of the actual
phenomena of Seripture as they relate o iner-
Fancy.

4, To designate principles and illustrations to de-
fine inerrancy,

5. To characterize issues that have developed
around inermancy,

Chapter Summary

Inerrancy is the doctrine that the Bible is
fully truthful in all of its teachings. Theologians
have argued over the levels to which the Bible is
inerrant. If the Bible is not inerrant, then our
knowledge of God may be inaccurate and unre-
liable. Inerrancy is a corollary to the full inspira-
tion of the Bible, While detailed scientific
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descriptions or mathematically exact statements
are not possible, inerrancy means that the Bible,
when judged by the usage of its time, teaches
the truth without any alfirmation of error.

Study Questions

»  What does it mean to say absolute, full, or lim-
ited inerrancy?

»  What is the epistemological importance of in-
errancy?

+ Considering the discrepancies between paral-
lel passages in Scripture, is there reason to dis-
card inerrancy altogether?

= Briclly define inerrancy.

» What are the three issugs conceming inerrancy,
and what is the author’s response to them?

Chapter Outline

Various Conceptions of Inerrancy

The lmportance of Inerrancy
Theological importance
Historical Importance
Eplstemological Importance

Inerrancy and Phenomena

Defining Inerrancy

Ancillary Issues
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The inerrancy of Scripture has recently been
a topic of heated debate among conservative
Christians. This is the doctrine that the Bible is
fully truthful in all of its teachings. To those in
the broader theological community, this seems
an irrelevant issue, a carry-over from an anti-
quarian view of the Bible. To many evangelicals,
however, it is an exceedingly important and
even crucial issue. [t therefore requires a careful
examination, In a real sense, it is the completion
of the doctrine of Scripture. For il God has
given special revelation of himsell and inspired
servanis of his (o record it, we will want assur-
ance that the Bible is indeed a dependable
source of that revelation.

Various Conceptions of Inerrancy

The term inerrancy means different things to
different people. As a matter of fact, there is [re-
quent contention over which position properly
deserves to be called by that name. It is there-
fore important to summarize briefly some of the
current positions on the matter of inerrancy.

1. Absolute inerrancy holds that the Bible,
which includes rather detailed treatment of
matters both scientific and historical, is fully
true. The impression is conveyed that the bibli-
cal writers intended to give a considerable

amount of exact scientific and historical data.
Thus, apparent discrepancies can and must be
explained. For example, the description of the
molten sea in 2 Chronicles 4:2 indicates that its
diameter was 10 cubits while the circumference
was 30 cubits. However, as we all know, the cir-
cumference of a circle is 1 (3.14159) times the
diameter. If, as the biblical text says, the molten
sea was circular, there is a discrepancy here,
and an explanation must be given.!

2. Full inerrancy also holds that the Bible is
campletely triue. While the Bible does not pri-
marily aim to give scientific and historical data,
such scientific and historical assertions as it
does make are fully true. There is no essential
difference between this position and absolute
inerrancy in terms of their view of the religious/
theological/spiritual message. The understand-
ing of the scientific and historical references is
quite different, however. Full inerrancy regards
these relerences as phenomenal; that is, they are
reported the way they appear to the human eye.
They are not necessarily exact; rather, they are
popular descriptions, often involving general
references or approximations. Yet they are cor-

1, Harold Lindsell, The Battle for the Bible (Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 1976), pp. 165-66.

69



God's Revelation

rect. What they teach is essentially correct in
the way they teach it.2

3. Limited inerrancy also regards the Bible
as inerrant and infallible in its salvific doctri-
nal references. A sharp distinction is drawn,
however, between nonempirical, revealed
matters on the one hand, and empirical, natu-
ral references on the other. The scientific and
historical relerences in the Bible reflect the un-
derstanding current at the time the Bible was
written. The Bible writers were subject to the
limitations of their time. Revelation and inspi-
ration did not raise the writers above ordinary
knowledge. God did not reveal science or his-
tory to them. Consequently, the Bible may
well contain what we would term errors in
these areas. This, however, is of no great con-
sequence. The Bible does nol purport Lo teach
science and history, For the purposes [or
which the Bible was given, however, it is [ully
truthful and inerrant.?

The Importance of Inerrancy

Why should the church be concerned
about inerrancy at all? Some suggest that in-
errancy is an irrelevant, [alse, or distracting
issue. For one thing, “inerrant” is a negative
term. It would be far better to use a positive
term to describe the Bible. Further, inerrancy
is not a biblical concept. In the Bible, erring is
a spiritual or moral mauter rather than intel-
lectual. Inerrancy distracts us from the
proper issues. By focusing our attention upon
minutiae of the text and spurring us to ex-
pend energy in attempts to resolve minor dis-
crepancies, this concern for inerrancy dis-
tracts us from hearing what the Bible is really
trying to tell us aboui our relationship to
God. Finally, this issue is harmiul to the
church. It creates disunity among those who
otherwise have a great deal in common, It

2. Roger Nicole, “The Nature of Inetrancy,” in Inerrancy
and Common Sénsc, ed, Roger Nicole and |. Ramsey
Michaels {Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), pp. 71-95.

3, Daniel P, Fuller, “Benjamin B. Warficld's View of
Faith and History,” Bulletin of the Evangelical Theologleal So-
dety 11 (1968); 75-83.
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makes a major issue out of what should be a
minor matter al most.”’

In view of these considerations, would it not
be betier to disregard the issue of inerrancy and
“get on with the matters at hand"? In answer we
note that there is a very practical concern at the
root of much of the discussion about inerrancy.
A seminary student who was serving as student
pastor of a small rural church summarized well
the concem of his congregation when he said,
“My people ask me, 'If the Bible says it, can | be-
lieve it?"" Whether the Bible is [ully truthful is a
matter which is of importance to us theologi-
cally, historically, and epistemologically.

Theological Importance

Jesus, Paul, and other major New Testament
ligures regarded and employed details of the
Scripture as authoritative. This argues for a
view of the Bible as completely inspired by
God, even to the selection of details within the
text. Il this is the case, certain implications fol-
low. 1f God is omniscient, he must know all
things. He cannot be ignorant of or in error on
any matter. Further, il he is omnipotent, he is
able to so affect the biblical author's writing that
nothing erroneous enters into the final product.
And being a truthful or veracious being, he will
certainly desire 1o utilize these abilities in such
a way that humans will not be misled by the
Scriptures. Thus, our view of inspiration logi-
cally entails the inerrancy of the Bible. Iner-
rancy is a corollary of the doctrine of full
inspiration. If, then, it should be shown that the
Bible is not [ully truthful, our view of insptra-
rion would also be in jeopardy.

Historical Importance

The church has historically held to the iner-
rancy of the Bible. While there has not been a
[ully enunciated theory until modern times,
nonetheless there was, down through the years
ol the history of the church, a general beliel in
the complete dependability of the Bible.
Whether this beliel entailed precisely what con-

4. David Hubbard, "The Irrelevancy of Inerrancy,” In
Biblical Authority, ed. Jack Rogers (Waco, Tex.: Word,
1977), pp. 151-81.



temporary inerrantists mean by the term iner-
rancy is not immediately apparent. Whatever
the case, we do know that the general idea of in-
errancy is not a recent development.

We should note what have tended to be the
implications [or other areas of doctrine when-
ever biblical inerrancy has been abandoned.
There is evidence that where a theologian, a
school, or a movement begins by regarding bib-
lical inerrancy as a peripheral or optional mat-
ter and abandons this doctrine, it frequently
then goes on to abandon or alter other doctrines
which the church has ordinarily considered
quite major, such as the deity of Christ or the
Trinity. Since history is the laboratory in which
theology tests its ideas, we must conclude that
the departure from belief in complete trustwor-
thiness of the Bible is a very serious step, not
only in terms of what it does to this one doc-
tring, but even more in terms of what happens
to other doctrines as a result.?

Epistemological Importance

The epistemological question is simply, How
do we know? Since our basis for knowing and
holding to the truth of any theological proposi-
tion is that the Bible teaches it, it is of utmost
importance that the Bible be found truthful in
all of its assertions. If we should conclude that
certain propositions (historical or scientific)
taught by the Bible are not true, the implica-
tions [or theological propositions are far-reach-
ing. To the extent that evangelicals abandon the
position that everything taught or affirmed by
Scripture is true, other bases for doctrine will be
sought. This might well be either through the
resurgence of a philosophy of religion or, what
is more likely given the current “relational” ori-
entation, through basing theology upon behav-
ioral sciences, such as psychology of religion.
But whatever the form that such an alternative
grounding takes, there will probably be a
shrinking of the list of tenets, for it is difficult to
establish the Trinity or the virgin birth of Christ

5. Richard Lovelace, “Inerrancy: Some Historien! Per-
spectives,” in Inerrancy and Common Sense, ed. Nicole and
Michaels, pp. 26-36,
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upon either a philosophical argument or the
dynamics of interpersonal relationships.

Inerrancy and Phenomena

Our belief in the inerrancy of the Scriptures
is not based on an examination of the nature of
all of the Bible, but on the teaching of the bib-
lical authors regarding its inspiration. That
teaching tells us only that the Bible is fully
truthful. It does not tell us just exactly what
the nature of its errorlessness is, or in exactly
what way the Bible teaches errorlessly. For
that, we must look at the actual phenomena of
Scripture,

There are a number of types of problematic
passages. For instance, the biblical account con-
tains apparent discrepancies with teferences in
secular history and with the claims of science.
There are also contradictions between parallel
passages in Scripture, such as in the books of Sam-
uel, Kings, and Chronicles in the Old Testament,
and in the Gospels in the New Testament. These
contradictions include matiers of chranology,
nutmnbers, and other details. There are even seem-
ing ethical discrepancies at points. An idea of the
various kinds of problems can be gained by com-
paring Mark 6:8 with Matthew 10:9-10 and Luke
9:3; Acts 7:6 with Exodus 12:40-41; 2 Samuel
10:18 with 1 Chronicles 19:18; 2 Samuel 24:1
with 1 Chronicles 21:1; and james [:13 with
1 Samuel 18:10.

How are these problems to be dealt with?
Several different approaches have been taken.
Benjamin B. Warfield, among others, main-
tained that the doctrinal teaching of biblical in-
errancy is in itsell such a strong consideration
that the phenomena can virtually be ignored.®
Some theologians, such as Dewey Beegle, con-
tend that the problematic phenomena require
us to abandon belief in biblical inerrancy.” Yet
others, such as Louis Gaussen, attempt to elim-
inate the troublesome phenomena by harmo-

6. Benjomin B. Warfield, “The Real Problem of inspim-
tlon,” in The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, ed. Sam-
uel G. Creig (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1951),
pp. 219-20.

7. Dewey Beegle, Scripture, Tradition, and Infalltbility
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), pp. 195-97
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nizing all the differences:® some of their ex-
planations seem to be rather artificial.

None of these approaches is fully satisfactory
as a solution. Rather, we would be wisest to fol-
low the way of moderate harmonization.? In
such an approach, the problems are resolved
where available information yields a plausible
explanation. With respect to some of the prob-
lems, however, we simply lack sufficient infor-
mation to understand completely. Yet we can
continue to hold to inerrancy on the basis of the
Bible's own claims, knowing that if we had all
the data, the problems would vanish.

Defining Inerrancy

We may now state our understanding of in-
errancy: The Bible, when correctly interpreted
in light of the level to which culture and the
means ol communication had developed at the
time it was wrilten, and in view of the purposes
for which it was given, is fully truthful in all
that it affirms. This definition reflects the posi-
tion of full inerrancy, which, as we pointed out
in the opening portion of this chapter, lies be-
tween absolute inerrancy and limited iner-
rancy. It is now necessary to elaborate and
expound upon this definition. It is not our in-
tention here to attempt to deal with all of the
problems. Rather, we will note some principles
and some illustrations which will help usto de-
fine inerrancy more specifically and 10 remove
some of the difficulties.

1. Inerrancy pertains to what is affirmed or
asserted rather than what is merely reported.
The Bible reports false statements made by un-
godly persons. The presence of these statements
in the Scripture does not mean they are true; it
only guarantees that they are correcly reported.
The same judgment can be made about certain
statements of godly men who were not speak-
ing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.
Stephen, in his speech in Acts 7, may not have
been inspired, although he was filled with the

8. Louis Gaussen, The Inspiratlon of the Holy Scriptures
(Chicago: Moody, 1949),

9. Everett Harrison, “The Pheomena of Sceipture,” in
Revelation and the Bible, ed. Carl Henry (Grand Rapids® Bak-
er, 1959), pp. 237-50.
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Holy Spirit. Thus, his chronological staterment
in verse 6 is not necessarily free from error. It
appears that even Paul and Peter may on occa-
sion have made incorrect statements. When,
however, something is taken by a biblical writer,
from whatever source, and incorporated in his
message as an affirmation, not merely a report,
then it must be judged as truthful, This does
not guarantee the canonicity of the book quot-
ed. Nonbelievers, without special revelation or
inspiration, may nonetheless be in possession
of the truth. Just because one holds that every-
thing within the Bible is truth, it is not neces-
sary to hold that all truth is within the Bible.
Thus, Jude's references to two noncanonical
books (vv, 9, 14-15) do not necessarily create a
problem, for one is not required thereby to be-
lieve either that Jude affirmed error, or that
Enoch and the Assumption of Mases are divinely
inspired books which ought to be included
within the canon of the Old Testament.

The question arises, Does inerrancy have any
application to moods other than the indicative?
The Bible contains questions, wishes, and com-
mands as well as assertions. These, however, are
not ordinarily susceptible to being judged either

The Bible’s assertions are fully true when
judged in accordance with the purpose
for which they were written.

true or false. Thus inerrancy seems not to apply ta
them. However, within Scripture there are asser-
tions or affirmations (expressed or implied) that
someone asked such a question, expressed such a
wish, or uttered such a command. While the
statement, “Love your enemies!” cannot be said to
be either true or false, the assertion, “Jesus said,
‘Love your enemies!'” is susceptible to being
judged true or [alse. And as an assertion of Scrip-
ture, it is inerrant.

2. We must judge the truthfulness of Scripture
in terms of what the statemenis meant in the cul-
tural setting in which they were expressed. We
should judge the Bible in terms of the forms and
standards of its own culture. For example, we
should not expect that the standards of exactness



in quotation to which our age of the printing press
and mass distribution is accustomed would have
been present in the first century. We ought also to
recognize that numbers were often used symboli-
cally in ancient times, much more so than is true
in our culture today. The names parents chose lor
their children also carried a special meaning; this
is rarely true today. The word son has basically one
meaning in our language and culture. In biblical
times, however, it was broader in meaning, almost
tantamount to “descendant.” There is a wide di-
versily, then, between our culture and that of bib-
lical times. When we speak of inerrancy, we mean
that what the Bible alfirms is fully true in terms of
the culture of its time.

3. The Bible's assertions are fully true when
judged in accordance with the purpose for which
they were written. Here the exactness will vary
(the specificity of which we wrote earlier) accord-
ing to the intended use of the material. Suppose a
hypothetical case in which the Bible reported a
battle in which 9,476 men were involved. What
then would be a correct (or infallible) report?
Would 10,000 be accurate? 9,000? 9,5007 9,480?7
9,475? Or would only 9,476 be a correct report?
The answer is that it depends upen the purpose of
the writing. If the report was an official military
document which an officer was to submit to his
superior, the number must be exact. That would
be the only way 1o ascertain whether there were
any deserters. If, on the other hand, the intent of
the account was simply to give some idea of the
size of the battle, then a round number like
10,000 would be adequate, and in this setting cor-
rect. The same {s true regarding the malten sea of
2 Chronicles 4:2. 1[ the aim in giving the dimen-
sions was 1o provide a plan from which an exact
duplicate could be constructed, then it is impor-
tant to know whether it was built with a diameter
of 10 cubits or a circumference of 30 cubits. But if
the purpose was merely to communicate an idea
of the size of the object, then the approximation
given by the chronicler is sufficient and may be
judged fully true. We often find such approxima-
tions in the Bible.

Giving approximations is @ common practice
in our own culture. Suppose that a person’s actual
gross income last year was $50,118.82. And sup-
pose that he is asked what his gross income for last
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year was and he replies, “Fifty thousand dollars.
Has he told the truth, or has he not? That depends
upon the situation and setting. 1f the question is
asked by a friend in an informal social discussion
of the cost of living, he has told the truth, Butif the
question is asked by an Internal Revenue agent
conducting an audit, then he has not told the
truth.

That the purpose of writing must be consid-
ered when judging whether something is true ap-
plies not only to the use of numbers, but also to
such matters as the chronological order in histori-
cal narratives, which was occasionally modified in
the Gospels. In some cases a change in words was
necessary in order to communicate the same
meaning to different persons. Thus Luke has
“Glory in the highest” where Matthew and Mark
have “Hosanna in the highest”; the former would
make better sense to Luke’s Gentile readership
than would the latter. Even expansion and com-
pression, which are used by preachers today with-
out their being charged with unfaithfulness to the
text, were practiced by biblical writers.

4. Reports of historical events and scientific
matters are in phenomenal rather than technical
language. That is, the writer reponts how things
appear to the eye. A commonly noted instance of
this practice has to do with the matter of the sun
rising. When the weatherman on the evening
news says that the sun will rise the next moming
at 6:37, he has, from a strictly technical stand-
point, made an error, for it has been known since
the time of Copernicus that the sun does not
move—the earth does. Yet there is no problem
with this popular expression. Indeed, even in sci-
entific circles the term sunrise has become some-
thing of an idiom; though scientists regularly use
the term, they do not take it literally. Similarly,
biblical reports make no effort to be scientifically
exact; they do not attempt to theorize over just
what actually occurred when, for example, the
walls of Jenicho fell, or the Jordan River was
stopped, or the axhead floated. The writer simply
reported what was seen, how it appeared to the
eye.
5. Difficulties in explaining the biblical text
should not be prejudged as indications of ervor. It
has already been suggested that we should not at-
tempt to set forth a definite solution to problems
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too soon. Ttis better to wait for the remainder of the
data to come in, with the confidence that if we had
all the data, the problems could be resolved. In
some cases, the data may never come in. There is
encouragement to be found, however, in the fact
that the trend is toward the resolution of difficulties
as more data come in, Some of the severe problems
of a century ago, such as the unknown Sargon
mentioned by Isaiah (20:1), have been satisfactorily
explained, and without arnificial contortions. And
even the puzzle ol the death of judas seems now to
have a workable and reasonable solution,
According to Matthew 27:5, Judas committed
suicide by banging himself, Acts 1:18, however,
stares that “falling headlong he burst open in the
middle and all his bowels gushed out.” The specific
Greek word in Acis that caused the difficulty re-
garding the death of Judas is prénés. For a long pe-
riod of time it was understood to mean only “falling
headlong." Twentieth-century investigations of an-
cient papyri, however, have revealed that this word
has another meaning in Koine Greek. It also means
“swelling up.”’® It is now possible to hypothesize
an end of Judas's lile which seems to accommodate
all of the daa. Having hanged himsell, Judas was
not discovered for some time. In such a sitvation
the visceral organs begin to degenerate first, causing
aswelling ol the abdomen characteristic of cadavers
that have not been properly embalmed (and even
of those which have been embalmed, if the process
is not repeated after several days). And so, “swelling
up [Judas] burst open in the middle and his bowels
gushed our.” While there is no way of knowing
whether this is what actually ook place, it scems to
be a workable and adequate resolution of the diffi-
culty. We must continue to work at resolving all
such tensions in our understanding of the Bible.

Ancillary Issues

1. Is inerrancy a good term, or should it be
avoided? There are certain problems which at-

10, G. Abbat-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New
Testament (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1937), p. 377.
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tach 1o it. One is that it tends to carry the im-
plication of extreme specificity, which words
like correctness, truthfulness, trustworthiness,
dependability, and, to a lesser extent, accuracy
do not connote. However, because the term in-
errancy has become common, it probably is
wise 1o use it. On the other hand, it is not suf-
ficient simply to use the term, since, as we have
seen, radically different meanings are attached
to it by different persons. The statement of
William Hordern is appropriate here as a wamn-
ing: “To both the fundamentalist and the non-
conservative, it often seems that the new
conservative is trying to say, ‘The Bible is iner-
rant, but of course this does not mean that it is
without error,"! We must carefully explain
what we mean when we use the term so there
is no misunderstanding.

2, We must also define what we mean by error.
1 this is not done, the meaning of inerrancy will be
lost, If there is an “infinite coefficient of elasticity of
language,” so that the word truth can simply be
strelched a bit more, and a bit more, and a bit more,
eventually it comes to include everything, and
therefore nothing We must be prepared, then, to
indicate what would be considered an error. State-
ments in Scripture which plainly contradict the
facts (or are contradicted by them) must be consid-
ered errors, If Jesus did not die on the cross, if he
did not still the storm on the sea, if the walls of Jer-
icho did not fall, if the people of Israel did not leave
their bondage in Egypt and depart for the Promised
Land, then the Bible is in error.

3. The doctrine of inerrancy applies in the strict
sense only to the originals, but in a derivative sense
to copies and translations, that is, to the extent that
they reflect the originals. This view is often ridi-
culed as a subterfuge, and it is pointed out that no
one has seen the inerrant autographs.'? Yet, as Carl
Henry has pointed out, no one has seen the ermant

11, William Hordern, New Directions in Theology Today,
vol. 1, Introduction (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966},
p. 83,

12, Beeple, Seripture, Tradition, and Infallibility,
pp. 156-39.



originals either.}3 We must reaffirm that the copies
and the translations are also the Word of God, to
the degree that they preserve the original message-
When we say they are the Word of God, we do not
have in mind, of course, the original process of the
inspiration of the biblical writer, Rather, they are
the Word of God in a derivative sense which attach-
es to the product. So it was possible for Paul to write

13, Reported in Harrison, “Phenomena of Scripture,”
p. 239.
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to Timothy that all Scripture is inspired, although
undoubtedly the Scripture that he was referring to
wasa copy and probably also a translation (the Sep-
tuaging) as well.

In a world in which there are so many erro-
neous conceptions and so many opinions, the
Bible is a sure source of guidance. For when
correctly interpreted, it can be fully relied upon
in all that it teaches. It is a sure, dependable,
and trustworthy authority.
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EIGHT

The Power of God’s Word:
Authority

Chapter Objectives

Alter completing the study of this chapter,
you should be able to do the following;

1. To define the word authority and restate the
definition of authority under the parameters of
religion,

2. Toidentily the ways in which the meaning of
Scripture is established through the divine or-
igin and authorship of the Holy Spirit.

3. To distinguish between the objective and sub-
jective components of authority.

4. To explain the relationship between the Bible
and reason in reference to meaning.

5. To compare the two types of authority concern-
ing the Bible, both historical and normative.

Chapter Summary

As creator and source of all truth, God has
the right to command belief and obedience
from all human beings. Although in some
cases God exercises authority directly, he nor-
mally uses other means such as communicat-
ing his message to human beings. This occurs
in the Bible. The Holy Spirit illuminates and
applies the teaching of the Bible 1o both the
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human understanding and the heart. All Scrip-
ture is historically authoritative, that is, it tells
us correctly what occurred and what God ex-
pected from specific persons at particular
times and places. Some of Scripture is also
normatively authoritative. That means that
those parts of Scripture are to be applied and
obeyed in the same fashion in which they were
originally given.

Study Questions

« For what reasons s the Holy Spirit needed {f
we are to understand the Bible and be certain
of its truth?

= What is the imponance of 1 Corinthians 2:14
in relation to the Holy Spirit?

«  Compare and comrast the objective and sub-
jective components of authority.

* How are biblical hermeneutics and apologetics
involved in the relationship between Scripture
and reason?

Chapter Outline

Religious Authority

The Internal Working of the Holy Spirit

Ohjective and Subjective Components of Authority
The Bible and Reason

Historical and Normative Authoritativeness
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Religious Authority

By authority we mean the right to command
beliel and/or action. This is a subject arousing
considerable controversy in our society today.
External authority is often refused recognition
and obedience in favor of accepting one's own
judgment as final. There is even a strong anties-
tablishmentarian mood in the area of religion,
where individual judgment is often insisted
upon. For example, many Roman Catholics are
questioning the traditional view ol papal au-
thority as being infallible.

On the subject of religious authority, the
crucial question is, Is there some person, insti-
tution, or document possessing the right to pre-
scribe belief and action in religious matters? In
the ultimate sense, if there is a Supreme Being
higher than humans and everything else in the
created order, he has the right to determine
what we are to believe and how we are to live.
This volume proposes that God is the ultimate
authority in religious matters. He has the right,
both by virtue of who he is and what he does, to
establish the standard for belief and practice.
With respect to major issues he does not exer-
cise authority in a direct fashion, however.
Rather, he has delegated that authority by creat-
ing a book, the Bible. Because it conveys his

message, the Bible carries the same weight God
himsell would command if he were speaking to
us personally.

The Internal Working
of the Holy Spirit

Revelation is God's making his truth known
to humankind. Inspiration guarantees that what
the Bible says is just what God would say if he
were to speak directly. One other element is
needed in this chain, however. For the Bible to
[unction as if it is God speaking to us, the Bible
reader needs to understand the meaning of the
Scriptures, and to be convinced of their divine
origin and authorship. This is accomplished by
an internal working of the Holy Spirit, illumin-
ing the understanding of the hearer or reader of
the Bible, bringing about comprehension of its
meaning, and creating a certainty of its truth
and divine origin.

There are a number of reasons why the illu-
mination or witness of the Holy Spirit is needed
if we are to understand the meaning of the Bible
and be certain of its truth, (Neither the church
nor human reason will do.) First, there is the
ontological difference between God and hu-
mans. God is transcendent; he goes beyond our
categories of understanding. He can never be
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fully grasped within our finite concepts or by
our human vocabulary, He can be understood,
but not comprehensively. These limitations are
inherent in human beings. They are not a result
of the fall or of individual human sin, but of the
Creator-creature relationship.

The second reason the special working of the
Holy Spirit is needed is that we require cer-
tainty with respect 1o divine matters. On the
subject of (spiritual and eternal) life and death,

As the expression of God's will, the Bible
possesses the right
to define what we are to believe on
religious matters
and how we are to conduct ourselves.

it is necessary to have more than mere probabil-
ity. Our need for certainty is in direct propor-
tion to the importance of what is at stake; in
matters of eternal consequence, we need a cer-
tainty that human reasoning cannot provide, 1f
one is deciding what automobile to purchase,
or what kind of paint to apply to his home, list-
ing the advantages of each of the options will
usually suffice. (The option with the most ad-
vantages frequently proves to be the best.) If,
however, the guestion is whom or what to be-
lieve with respect to one's eternal destiny, the
need to be certain is far greater.

A third reason for the internal working of the
Holy Spirit is the limitations which result from
the sinfulness of the human race. In Matthew
13:13-15 and Mark 8:18 Jesus speaks of those
who hear but never understand and see but
never perceive. Their condition is depicted in
vivid images throughout the New Testament.
Their hearts have grown dull, their ears are
heavy of hearing, and their eyes they have
closed (Matt. 13:15). They know God but do
not honor him as God, and so they have be-
come futile in their thinking and their senseless
minds are darkened (Rom. 1:21), Romans 11:8
attributes their condition to God, who “gave
them a spirit of stupor, eyes that should not see
and ears that should not hear,” Consequently,
“their eyes are darkened” (v. 10). All of these
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references, as well as numerous other allusions,
argue {or the need of some special work of the
Spirit to enhance human perception and under-
standing.

In 1 Corinthians 2:14 Paul tells us that the
unregenerate person (one who neither per-
cetves nor understands) has not received the
gilts of the Spirit of God. In the original we find
the word dechomal, which signifies not merely
to “receive” something, but rather to “accept”
something, to welcome i, whether a gift or an
idea.! The unregenerate do not accept the gifis
of the Spirit because they find the wisdom of
God foolish, and are unable to understand it be-
cause it must be spiritually discerned or investi-
gated. The problem, then, is not merely that
unbelievers are unwilling to accept the gifts and
wisdom of God, but that, without the help of
the Holy Spirit, the unregenerate are unable to
understand them.

In the context of 1 Cornthians 2:14 there is
corroborating evidence that we cannot under-
stand without the Spirit's aid. Verse 11 says that
only the Spirit of God comprehends the things
of God. Paul also indicates in 1:20-21 that the
world cannot know Geod through its wisdom,
for God has made foolish the wisdom of this
world. Indeed, the wisdom of the world is folly
to God (3:19). The gifts of the Spirit are im-
parted in words taught not by human wisdom
but by the Spirit (2:13). From all of these con-
siderations it appears that Paul is not saying that
unspiritual persons uncerstand but do not ac-
cept. Rather, they do not accept, at least in part,
because they do not-understand.

But this condition is overcome when the
Holy Spirit begins 10 work within us. Paul
speaks of having the eyes of the heart enlight-
ened—the verb form used here suggests that
something has been done and remains in effect
(Eph. 1:18). In 2 Corinthians 3 he speaks of
the removal of the veil placed upon the mind
(v, 16} so that one may behold the glory of the
Lord (v. 18). The New Testament refers to this
enlightenment in various other ways: circumci-

1. Willism F. Amdt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, eds.,
A Gregh-English Lexicon of the New Testament, 4th ed. (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 176.



sion of the heart (Rom. 2:29), being filled with
spiritual wisdom and understanding (Col. 1:9),
the gift of understanding 1o know Jesus Christ
(1 John 5:20), hearing the voice of the Son
of God (John 10:3). What previously had
seemed to be foolish (1 Cor. 1:18; 2:14) and 2
stumbling block (1 Cor. 1:23) now appears Lo
the believer as the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18),
as secret and hidden wisdom of God (1:24;
2:7), and as the mind of Christ (2:16).

What we have been describing here is a one-
time work of the Spirit—regeneration. It intro-
duces a categorical difference between the be-
liever and the unbeliever. There is also,
however, a continuing work of the Holy Spirit
in the life of the believer, a work particularly de-
scribed and elaborated by Jesus in his message
to his followers in John 14-16:

1. The Holy Spirit will teach believers all things
and bring o their remembrance all that Jesus
had raught them (14:26).

2. The Holy Spirit will witness to Jesus, The dis-
ciples will also be witnesses to Jesus, because
they have been wirh him from the beginning
(15:26-27)

3. The Holy Spirit will convict (elenchd) the
world of sin, righteousness, and judgment
(16:8). This particular word implies rebuking.
in such a way as 10 bring about canwviction, as
cantrasted with epifimaa, which may suggest
simply an undeserved (Maty, 16:22) or Ineflec-
tual (Luke 23:40) rebuke.?

4, The Holy Spirit will guide believersinto all the
truth. He will not speak on his own authority,
but will speak whatever he hears ( John
16:13). In the process, he will also glorily
Jesus (16:14).

Note in particular the designation of the
Holy Spirit as the Spirit of truth (14:17). John'’s
account of what Jesus said does not refer to the
Holy Spirit as the true Spirit, but the Spirit of
truth. This may represent nothing more than
the literal translation of an Aramaic expression
into Greek, but more likely signifies that the

2, Richard Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), pp. 13-15.
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very nature of the Spirit is truth. He is the one
who communicates truth. The world is not able
to receive (lambano, simple reception, as op-
posed to dechomai, acceptance) hinn, because it
neither sees him not knows him. Believers, on
the other hand, know him, because he abides
with them and will be in them.

Let us summarize the role of the Spirit as de-
picted in John 14-16. He guides into truth,
calling to remembrance the words of Jesus, not
speaking on his own, but speaking what he
hears, bringing about conviction, witnessing Lo
Christ. This work seems to be not se much a
new ministry, or the addition of new truth not
previously made known, but rather an action of
the Holy Spirit in relationship to truth already
revealed. Thus the Holy Spirit's ministry in-
volves elucidating the truth, bringing belief and
persuasion and conviction, but not new revela-
tion.

Objective and Subjective
Components of Authority

There is, then, as illustrated in Figure 2,
what Bernard Ramm has called a pattern of au-
thority.® The objective Word, the written, in-
spired Scripture, together with the subjective
word, the inner illumination and conviction of
the Holy Spirit, constitutes the authority for the
Christian.

Figure 2. The Pattern of Authority

God Holy Spirit
| I
Revelation lllumination
8 i
Author——Ingpiration—Christian

Scholastic orthodoxy of the seventeenth cen-
tury virtually maintained that the authority is
the Bible alone. In some cases this also has been
the position of American [undamentalism of the
twentieth century. Those who hold this posi-
tion see an objective quality in the Bible that au-
tomatically brings one into contact with God.

3. Bernard Ramm, The Pattern of Religions Authority
{Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1968),
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God's Revelation

Reading the Bible daily is thought to confer a
value, in and of itsell. The old adage, “an apple
a day keeps the doctor away," has a theological
parallel: “a chapter a day keeps the devil away.”
A potential danger here is that the Bible may be-
come almost a fetish.*

On the other hand, there are some groups
which regard the Holy Spirit as the chief au-
thority for the Christian. Certain charismatic
groups, for example, believe that special proph-
ecy is occurring toclay. New messages from God
are being given by the Holy Spirit. In most cases
these messages are regarded as explaining the
true meaning of certain biblical passages. Thus,

The objective Word, the written,
inspired Scripture, together with the
subjective word, the inner illumination
and conviction of the Holy Spirit,
constitutes the authority
for the Christian.

the contention is that while the Bible is-author-
itative, in practice its meaning would often not
be found without special action by the Holy
Spirit.”

Actually, it is the combination of these two
factors that constitutes authority. Both are
needed. The written Word, correctly inter-
preted, is the objective basis of authority. The
inward illuminating and persuading work of
the Holy Spirit is the subjective dimension. To-
gether, the two yield a maturity that is necessary
in the Christian life—a cool head and warm
heart (not a cold heart and hot head). As one

4, A. C. McGiffert, Protestant Thought Before Kant {(New
York: Harper, 1961), p. 146,

5. In one chuech o decision was 10 be made on two pro-
posed plans for a new sanctuary. One member insisted that
the Lord had told him that the church should adopt the
plan calling for the larger sanctuary. His basis was that the
ratio between the number of seats in the larger plan and the
number in the smaller plan was five to three, exactly the ra-
tio between the number of times that Elisha told Joash he
should have struck the ground and the number of times he
actually struck it (2 Kings 13:18-19). The church eveniu-
ally separated aver disagreement on this and similar issues,
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pastor put it in a rather crude fashion: “If you
have the Bible without the Spinit, you will dry
up. If you have the Spirit without the Bible, you |
will blow up. But if you have both the Bibleand |
the Spirit together, you will grow up.” I

The Bible and Reason

At this point arises a question concerningthe
relationship between biblical authority and rea- -
son. Is there not the possibility of some conflict
here? Ostensibly the authority is the Bible, but
various means of interpretation are brought to
bear upon the Bible to elicit its meaning. I rea-
son is the means of interpretation, is not reason,
rather than the Bible, the real authority, since it
in effect comes to the Bible from a position of
superiority?

Here a distinction must be drawn between
legislative authority and judicial authority, In
the federal government, the houses of Con-
gress produce legislation, but the judiciary (ul-
timately the Supreme Court) decides what the

legislation means, They are separate branches

of government, each with its own appropriate
authority.

This seems to be a goad way to think of the
relationship between Scripture and reason.

Scripture is our supreme legislative authority. It -

gives us the content of our belief and of our
code of behavior and practice. Reason does not
tell us the content of our belief. It does not dis-
cover truth. When we come to determine what -
the Scripture means, however, and, at a later
stage, assess whether it is true, we must utilize
the power of reasoning. We must employ the
best methods of interpretation or hermeneutics.
And then we must decide whether the Christian
beliel system is true by rationally examining
and evaluating the evidences. This we term
apologetics. While there is a dimension of the
sel[-explanatory within Scripture, Seripture
alone will not give us the meaning of Scripture.
There is therefore no inconsistency in regarding
Scripture as our supreme authority in the sense
that it tells us what to do and believe, and em-
ploying various hermeneutical and exegetical
methads to determine its meaning.



Historical and Normative
Authoritativeness

One other distinction needs to be drawn and
elaborated. It concerns the way in which the
Bible is authoritative for us. The Bible is cer-
tainly authoritative in telling us what God's will
was for certain individuals and groups within
the biblical period. The question being consid-
ered here is, Is what was binding upon those
people also binding upon us?

Tt is necessary to distinguish between two
types of authority: historical and normative.
The Bible informs us as to what God com-
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manded of the people in the hiblical situation
and what he expects of us. Insofar as the Bible
teaches us what occurred and what the people
were commanded in biblical times, it is histori-
cally authoritative. But is it also normatively au-
thoritative? Are we bound to carry out the same
actions as were expected of those people? Here
one must be careful not to identify too quickly
God's will for those people with his will for us.
It will be necessary to determine what is the
permanent essence of the message, and what is
the temporary form of its expression. [t is quite
possible for something to be historically author-
itative without being normatively authoritative.
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