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REVELATION

Scripture is the Word of God

C

hristianity is the true worship and service of the true
God, humankind’s Creator and Redeemer. It is a religion that rests on revelation: nobody would know the
truth about God, or be able to relate to him in a personal way, had not God first acted to make himself
known. But God has so acted, and the sixty-six books of
the Bible, thirty-nine written before Christ came and
twenty-seven after, are together the record, interpretation, expression, and embodiment of his self-disclosure.
God and godliness are the Bible’s uniting themes.
From one standpoint, the Scriptures (Scriptures
means “writings”) are the faithful testimony of the
godly to the God whom they loved and served; from
another standpoint, through a unique exercise of divine overruling in their composition, they are God’s
own testimony and teaching in human form. The
church calls these writings the Word of God because
their authorship and contents are both divine.
Decisive assurance that Scripture is from God and
consists entirely of his wisdom and truth comes from
Jesus Christ and his apostles, who taught in his name.
Jesus, God incarnate, viewed his Bible (our Old Testament) as his heavenly Father’s written instruction,
which he no less than others must obey (Matt. 4:4, 7,
10; 5:19-20; 19:4-6; 26:31, 52-54; Luke 4:16-21; 16:17;
18:31-33; 22:37; 24:25-27, 45-47; John 10:35), and
which he had come to fulfill (Matt. 5:17-18; 26:24; John
5:46). Paul described the Old Testament as entirely
“God-breathed”—that is, a product of God’s Spirit
(“breath”) just as the cosmos is (Ps. 33:6; Gen. 1:2)—
and written to teach Christianity (2 Tim. 3:15-17; Rom.
15:4; 1 Cor. 10:11). Peter affirms the divine origin of
biblical teaching in 2 Peter 1:21 and 1 Peter 1:10-12,
and so also by his manner of quoting does the writer to
the Hebrews (Heb. 1:5-13; 3:7; 4:3; 10:5-7, 15-17; cf.
Acts 4:25; 28:25-27).

Since the apostles’ teaching about Christ is itself revealed truth in God-taught words (1 Cor. 2:12-13), the
church rightly regards authentic apostolic writings as
completing the Scriptures. Already Peter refers to
Paul’s letters as Scripture (2 Pet. 3:15-16), and Paul is
apparently calling Luke’s gospel Scripture in 1 Timothy 5:18, where he quotes the words of Luke 10:7.
The idea of written directives from God himself as a
basis for godly living goes back to God’s act of inscribing the Decalogue on stone tablets and then prompting
Moses to write his laws and the history of his dealings
with his people (Exod. 32:15-16; 34:1, 27-28; Num.
33:2; Deut. 31:9). Digesting and living by this material
was always central to true devotion in Israel for both
leaders and ordinary people (Josh. 1:7-8; 2 Kings 17:13;
22:8-13; 1 Chron. 22:12-13; Neh. 8; Ps. 119). The principle that all must be governed by the Scriptures, that
is, by the Old and New Testaments taken together, is
equally basic to Christianity.
What Scripture says, God says; for, in a manner
comparable only to the deeper mystery of the Incarnation, the Bible is both fully human and fully divine. So all
its manifold contents—histories, prophecies, poems,
songs, wisdom writings, sermons, statistics, letters, and
whatever else—should be received as from God, and all
that Bible writers teach should be revered as God’s authoritative instruction. Christians should be grateful to
God for the gift of his written Word, and conscientious
in basing their faith and life entirely and exclusively
upon it. Otherwise, we cannot ever honor or please
him as he calls us to do.

INTERPRETATION

Christians Can Understand the Word of God

A

ll Christians have a right and duty not only to
learn from the church’s heritage of faith but also to
interpret Scripture for themselves. The church of Rome
doubts this, alleging that individuals easily misinterpret
the Scriptures. This is true; but the following rules, faithfully observed, will help prevent that from happening.
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Every book of Scripture is a human composition, and
though it should always be revered as the Word of God,
interpretation of it must start from its human character.
Allegorizing, therefore, which disregards the human
writer’s expressed meaning is never appropriate.
Each book was written not in code but in a way
that could be understood by the readership to which it
was addressed. This is true even of the books that primarily use symbolism: Daniel, Zechariah, and Revelation. The main thrust is always clear, even if details are
clouded. So when we understand the words used, the
historical background, and the cultural conventions of
the writer and his readers, we are well on the way to
grasping the thoughts that are being conveyed. Spiritual understanding—that is, the discernment of the
reality of God, his ways with humankind, his present
will, and one’s own relationship to him now and for
the future—will not however reach us from the text
until the veil is removed from our hearts and we are
able to share the writer’s own passion to know and
please and honor God (2 Cor. 3:16; 1 Cor. 2:14). Prayer
that God’s Spirit may generate this passion in us and
show us God in the text is needed here. (See Ps. 119:1819, 26-27, 33-34, 73, 125, 144, 169; Eph. 1:17-19; 3:16-19.)
Each book had its place in the progress of God’s
revelation of grace, which began in Eden and reached
its climax in Jesus Christ, Pentecost, and the apostolic
New Testament. That place must be borne in mind
when studying the text. The Psalms, for instance,
model the godly heart in every age, but express its
prayers and praises in terms of the typical realities
(earthly kings, kingdoms, health, wealth, war, long life)
that circumscribed the life of grace in the pre-Christian
era.
Each book proceeded from the same divine mind, so
the teaching of the Bible’s sixty-six books will be
complementary and self-consistent. If we cannot yet
see this, the fault is in us, not in Scripture. It is certain
that Scripture nowhere contradicts Scripture; rather,
one passage explains another. This sound principle of
interpreting Scripture by Scripture is sometimes called
the analogy of Scripture or the analogy of faith.
Each book exhibits unchanging truth about God,
humanity, godliness, and ungodliness, applied to and
illustrated by particular situations in which individuals
and groups found themselves. The final stage in biblical
interpretation is to reapply these truths to our own lifesituations; this is the way to discern what God in Scripture is saying to us at this moment. Examples of such
reapplication are Josiah’s realization of God’s wrath at
Judah’s failure to observe his law (2 Kings 22:8-13),
Jesus’ reasoning from Genesis 2:24 (Matt. 19:4-6), and
Paul’s use of Genesis 15:6 and Psalm 32:1-2 to show the
reality of present righteousness by faith (Rom. 4:1-8).

No meaning may be read into or imposed on Scripture that cannot with certainty be read out of Scripture—shown, that is, to be unambiguously expressed
by one or more of the human writers.
Careful and prayerful observance of these rules is a
mark of every Christian who “correctly handles the
word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).
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