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e live in a time of 
growing secular-
ism. The separation 
between the sacred 

and secular, the ecclesiastical 
and political, is growing. The 
accent of living is on the pres-
ent. Life is to be lived according 
to the present pressure without 
a view towards ultimate mean-
ing and significance.

Within the church, membership is down in all 
the major denominations. At the same time, there 
is growing membership in cult and occult groups. 
The central doctrines of the gospel are questioned 
not only from outside the church but from inside. 
Unless there is an authoritative standard by which 
we can give clear answers to the above problems, 
we are caught in the same relativism and flux as the  
culture.

Sartre once said that no finite point has any 
meaning unless it has an infinite reference point. 
In his Tractatus Logico Philosophicus, Wittgenstein 
argues that the sense of the world must lie outside 
the world, that man never has sufficient perspective 
from within this world to build an eternal structure 
of truth and value. If there is any value that does 
have value, it must lie outside of the whole sphere 
of what happens now. In other words, ethics are 
transcendental. In a lecture (published in the Phil-
osophical Review, January 1965), Wittgenstein said 
that if a man could write a book of ethics which re-
ally was a book of ethics, this book would, with an 
explosion, destroy all other books in the world.

Neither Sartre nor Wittgenstein seriously con-
sidered the Scriptures as the answer to the need 
for that reference point. Unless we do have that ref-
erence point in Scripture, we are bound to be un-
certain about the message we have to proclaim.

There has been a widespread retreat from the 
absolute authority of Scripture even in conservative 

circles. Probably the most important factor is the 
massive assault of secular science and negative bib-
lical criticism. Nearly the entire biblical framework 
of history and doctrine has been repudiated by a 
substantial segment of modern culture—including 
some of the theological sectors. Some feel that the 
inerrancy of Scripture cannot survive the scrutiny 
of critical study.

There are three basic ways to deal with the 
allegation that there are errors in the Bible. First, 
one can try to solve the problems uncovered by 
critical study. Second, one can hunt for a way to 
do theology without a reliable Bible. But when 
the authority of Scripture is surrendered, it is far 
from clear on what ground Christian truth can be 
predicated, because the tendency has been to ap-
peal to biblical patterns and themes to illuminate 
the views put forward. The third alternative has 
been to limit inerrancy so that it is unaffected by 
certain kinds of errors.

Both liberals and conservatives have failed to 
be sufficiently critical of the critical theories. Ob-
viously a full discussion is not possible here, but 
there is an approach to the problems that does 
show what is at stake, which is a consideration of 
Christ’s view of the Bible.

A number of significant liberal scholars have 
concluded that Jesus held an extremely high view 
of biblical authority. Kenneth Kantzer writes:

H.J. Cadbury, Harvard professor and one of the 
more extreme New Testament critics of the last 
generation, once declared that he was far more 
sure as a mere historical fact that Jesus held to 
the common Jewish view of an infallible Bible 
than that Jesus believed in His own Messiahship. 
Adolph Harnak, greatest church historian of 
modern times, insists that Christ was one with his 
apostles, the Jews and the entire early church, in 
complete commitment to the infallible authority 
of the Bible. John Knox, author of what is perhaps 
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the most highly regarded recent life of Christ, 
states that there can be no question that this view 
was taught by our Lord Himself.

Quotes from critics Bultmann and F.C. Grant 
could be added to the same effect. R.T. France in his 
excellent study, Jesus and the Old Testament, lists 164 
references (not including parallels) in the synoptic 
gospels that need to be examined in determining 
Jesus’ view of Scripture. If the Gospel of John were 
included, the number would be nearly 200.

Christ refers to Abel, Noah, Abraham, Sodom, 
and Gomorrah, Lot, Isaac, and Jacob and David 
eating showbread. It seems that he accepted the 
entire historical fabric of the Old Testament in-
cluding those stories that are most troublesome 
to modern minds. In his various debates with 
religious leaders he never criticized them for fol-
lowing the Old Testament too carefully. He criti-
cized them sharply for exalting their tradition 
above Scripture and for not reading it profound-
ly enough (Matt. 23:23; Mk. 7:1-13; Matt. 19:16-22; 
Matt. 22:29). Jesus also complied with relatively 
minor matters of the Law, for example, in making 
a leper show himself to the priest (Mk. 18:16) and 
in the payment of the temple tax (Matt. 17:24).

In the temptation narratives, Jesus says man is 
to live not by bread alone but by every word that 
proceeds from the mouth of God. In Matthew 5:17 
he states that he did not come to abolish the Law 
and the Prophets, but to fulfill them; not one jot or 
tittle will pass away. Whoever relaxes the least of 
the commandments and teaches others to do the 
same will be least in the kingdom, and whoever 
does and teaches the least of the commandments 
will be great in the kingdom.

In John 10:31-39 Jesus calls the Scripture Law 
even though the passage is from Psalm 82:6—no 
doubt because all Scripture possesses legal force. He 
inserts the phrase “Scripture cannot be broken.” Its 
significance is not just as an isolated proof text, but 
as an indication of Jesus’ normal trust in Scripture.

One recurring objection to this line of ap-
proach is that Jesus accommodated his views to 
those of his contemporaries without committing 
Himself to the correctness of their position. There 
are two basic objections to this. First, Jesus was 
no conformist in theology. He was not afraid of 
conflict. Secondly, His doctrine of Scripture was 
too close to his own self-understanding to be as-
sumed. Clark Pinnock says,

Our Lord’s view of inspiration was not an iso-
lated tenet of the border of his theology. His belief 
in the truthfulness of the Old Testament was the 
rock on which he based his own sense of vocation 
and the validity of much of his teachings.

Tasker writes:

Indeed, if he could be mistaken here on matters 
which he regarded as of the strictest relevance to 
his own person and ministry, it is difficult to see 
exactly how or why he either can or should be 
trusted anywhere else.

If Christ did hold such a high view of Scripture, 
then this might provide a clue as to how we are to 
approach our biblical difficulties. Should we not 
at least give the passage the benefit of the doubt? 
Should we start inductively with the difficulties 
and allow them to determine our view of Scripture, 
or should we start with Christ’s view of Scripture 
and view our difficulties in light of that?

At stake in the debate on the authority of Scrip-
ture is the authority of Christ Himself. Either we 
have a divine Christ and an infallible Bible, or a 
fallible Bible and no divine Christ.
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In the legacy of C.S. Lewis, 
the Institute endeavors to develop disciples who can

articulate, defend, and live faith in Christ
through personal and public life.
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