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II. The Idea of Systematic Theology 

 A.  Definitions 

  1. Etymologically, the word theology comes from two Greek words (θέος and λόγος) 
which mean “study/science” and “God,” that is, the study of God. This is the 
narrowest sense of theology, known also as “theology proper.” More broadly, it is the 
study or science of the relationship of God and all things that are not God. 

  2. The adjective used to describe this theology, systematic theology is broadly 
misunderstood, and for this reason several alternatives have been offered. 

   a. What systematic does not mean: 

    (1) Systematic does not simply mean “methodical,” i.e., describing an orderly, 
organized way of doing theology 

(2) Systematic does not simply mean “topical,” i.e., describing the structure of 
theology according to themes (loci) rather than according to the historical 
flow of the biblical text. 

    (3) Systematic most certainly does not mean “governed by an independent, man-
made system,” as though some authority source external to the Bible can be 
made to govern its interpretation.  

   b. Instead, the term systematic has to do a philosophical structuring of truth into a 
framework or worldview (a system)according to some authoritative rubric (in the 
case of these notes, the Bible) in such a way that is explains and incorporates all 
truth. As such, the term carries with it not only an authority to which all thought 
must necessarily conform (the Bible), but also to the unity of all truth under that 
authority. The legitimacy of any theological system rests on two critical elements: 

    (1) Correspondence: A valid standpoint of authority.  

    (2) Coherence: Internal self-consistency, congruence, and harmony. 

   c. Alternatives to the label systematic theology are generally attempts either to 
clarify misunderstandings about the adjective systematic, or to nuance a specific 
approach: 

    (1) Dogmatic theology has nothing to do (as it is sometimes supposed) with the 
disposition of the theologian, but rather the basis/authority of his system. He is 
explicating dogma, i.e., the whole body of doctrine established by some 
ecclesiastical structure. 

    (2) Elenctic theology has to do with elenchi, or philosophical presuppositions of 
which all believers must be convinced. 

    (3) Fundamental and Elemental theology, and also Institutes of theology likewise 
have to do with foundationally authoritative theological principles. 
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    (4) Integrative theology has to do with the correlation of authoritative tenets. 

    (5)  Warfield opines that philosophical theology would be an appropriately 
synonymous expression. 

  3. Definitions of Systematic Theology 

   a. Systematic theology, at its most basic level, is an explication of the doctrines of 
the whole Bible according to the organizing principle of logical coherence.   

    (1)  Describing logical coherence as the organizing principle of systematic 
theology is not to be thought a concession that systematic theology is less 
biblical than “biblical theology,” but rather that it uses a different organizing 
principle. Biblical theology takes for its organizing principle the progress of 
revelation and is linear in construction. Systematic theology looks at self-
consistent, completed whole of biblical revelation and is circular in 
construction (see Vos, Biblical Theology, introduction; Murray, p. 9). 

    (2) Describing logical coherence as the organizing principle of systematic 
theology is not to be thought a concession that systematic theology surrenders 
the Bible to human logic. Instead, it recognizes that the Bible, as an inerrant 
document, is perfectly self-consistent free of illogic or antinomy, and seeks to 
discover the Bible’s own perfections.  

   b. More broadly, systematic theology is an arrangement of the doctrines of the 
whole Bible to create a framework that incorporates and validates all truth. 

    (1) This is not to say that natural revelation, history, and the sciences make 
independent contributions to systematic theology that are authoritative in 
nature. The Bible stands alone as the only self-validatingly authoritative 
source of the theology. 

    (2) Rather, it means that there is no discipline that can successfully operate in 
independence from Christian presuppositions. Since systematic theology is at 
its heart elemental, incorporating the central issues of philosophy (ontology, 
epistemology, and ethics), its scope exceeds the biblical material and makes 
material contributions to every academic discipline. Theology is described 
thus as the “queen” of the sciences in that no scientific inquiry can occur at all 
apart from witting or unwitting borrowing from the Christian God. In Van 
Til’s words, “Scripture speaks to everything.” 

    (3) This is not to say that the practical atheist can accomplish nothing; indeed, as 
Van Til further notes, “They of whom Scripture says that their minds are 
darkened can yet discover much truth.” What they lack is connection with a 
truth system or truth standard. God in his common grace restrains the mind of 
the unregenerate, and disallows his complete denial of God (even though he 
does so “in principle”). He posits his own autonomy in theory, but never does 
so in actuality. Instead, unregenerate man must borrow from the Christian 
worldview in order to possess truth. He can never by his own criteria possess 
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truth with certainty. 

   c. Other definitions of systematic theology 

    (1) A. H. Strong: “Theology is the science of God and of the relations between 
God and the universe.” 

    (2) Charles Hodge: “Theology is the exhibition of the facts of Scripture in their 
proper order and relation, with the principles or general truths involved in the 
facts themselves, and which pervade and harmonize the whole.” 

    (3) B. B. Warfield: “By systematic theology is meant that department or section 
of theological studies which is concerned with setting forth systematically, 
that is to say, as a concatenated whole what is known concerning God.” 

    (4) John Murray: “Systematic theology is the arrangement under appropriate 
divisions of the total witness of revelation to the truth respecting God and his 
relations to us men and to the world.” 

    (5) Millard Erickson: “That discipline which strives to give a coherent statement 
of the doctrines of the Christian faith, based primarily upon the Scriptures, and 
related to issues of life.” 

    (6) Wayne Grudem: “Systematic theology is any study that answers the question, 
‘What does the whole Bible teach us today?’ about any given topic.” 

    (7)  Robert Reymond: “The intelligent effort which seeks to understand the Bible, 
viewed as revealed truth, as a coherent whole.” 

 B. Aims 

  Deuteronomy 29:29—The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things 
that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the 
words of this law. 

1. In keeping with the first definition, above, a systematic theology of Bible doctrine has 
as its aim the collection and synthesis of all of the biblical data regarding God into a 
coherent network of truth.  

 a. Systematic theology operates from the assumption that the revelation of God in 
Scripture is both true and congruent and can thus be systematized. Systematic 
theology is both possible and necessary because of 

  (1) the immutably rational and non-capricious nature of God  

  (2) the inerrant character and perspicuous purpose of his revelation  

 b. The alternative to systematic theology is discordant theology, that is, a 
disharmonious collection of theological truth claims that the theologian, for one 
reason or another, decides that he cannot or should not harmonize. 

  (1) Due to denials of inerrancy some purport that no integrated theological system 
exists. 
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  (2) Due to open or process thought, some purport that no permanent theological 
system exists. 

  (3) Due to deficient views of human language and divine transcendence some 
purport that a theological system is outside the purview of the human mind.  

  (4) Due to factors such as theological bias, desire for Christian unity, or false 
piety, some resort to antinomy and refuse to engage in systematic theology.  

 c. Other expressions of this aim of systematic theology 

  (1) J. Gresham Machen: “Systematic theology seeks to set forth, no longer in the 
order of the time when it was revealed…but in the order of logical 
relationships, the grand sum of what God has told us in his Word.” 

  (2) Herman Bavinck: “A theologian’s sole responsibility is to think God’s 
thoughts after him and to reproduce the unity that is objectively present in the 
thoughts of God and has been recorded for the eye of faith in Scripture.” 

  (3) Wayne Grudem: “The focus of systematic theology…is on collection and then 
summary of the teaching of all the biblical passages on a particular subject.” 

2. In keeping with the second definition, above, a systematic theology of Bible doctrine 
also has as its aim the integration of the biblical worldview into all of life.  

 a. Since there is but one system that incorporates all truth (viz., God’s), all truth must 
relate to God, his Word, his decree, his providence, and his grace for meaning and 
validity. Nothing escapes the purview of systematic theology. Systematic 
theology does not provide truth in all its particularity, but speaks to everything. 

 b. Systematic theology thus emerges with a broader, more complex set of functions. 

  (1) Its didactic function is to collect and synthesize all that God has said. 

  (2) Its apologetic function is to supply the preconditions of intelligibility for 
every thought, discipline, and enterprise. 

  (3) Its ethical function is to inform the believer how to live before God and his 
fellow man. 

  (4) Its polemic and evangelistic function is to confront unregenerate worldviews 
and call unbelievers to conform to the Christian worldview. 

 c. Other expressions of this aim of systematic theology 

  (1) A. H. Strong: “The aim of theology is the ascertainment of the facts respecting 
God and the relations between God and the universe, and the exhibition of 
these facts in their rational unity, as connected parts of a formulated and 
organic system of truth.” 

  (2) Carl F. H. Henry: “The proper task of theology is to exposit and elucidate the 
content of Scripture in an orderly way, and by presenting its teaching as an 
orderly whole to commend and reinforce the worship and service of God.” 
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III. The Sources of Theology 

 A. Inadequate Sources for Theology 

  1. Introductory Comments 

   a. While the Bible, as we shall see below, is the only proper and authoritative source 
of systematic theology, this is not to say that systematic theology should or even 
can be free from all external influence. The theologian cannot escape the 
preunderstandings that he brings to his craft, but he needs to be conscious of these 
preunderstandings, of their necessary subservience to Scripture, and of their non-
authoritative role in theological system-building. 

 b. The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, a label coined by Albert Outler to describe a model 
attributed to John Wesley, is a helpful tool that a theologian can employ not only 
to evaluate theological systems, but also to self-evaluate his own vulnerabilities in 
doing theology.  

Scripture      Experience 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reason         Tradition 

   
  In the model above, Scripture, Experience, Reason, and Tradition are prevailing 

“norms” in doing theology—forces that tug variously at the theologian, urging 
him to bring his theology into conformity. The theologian does well to recognize 
the norms that most appeal to his sensibilities and self-consciously bring it under 
Scripture as the norma normans non normata—the norming norm that is not 
subject to norming. 

2. Competing Sources of Theology 

 The following is an annotated listing of some of the more common informing sources 
in theology. Some have great supplemental value, others less so. None, however, 
represents a legitimately independent informing source for theology. 

a. Nature/Science (see esp. Van Til, “Nature and Scripture,” in The Infallible Word) 

While there is a revelation of God in the natural creation (Ps. 19:1; Rom 1:19–20), 
and this revelation reveals something of God’s person and character (Rom 1:20), 
this revelation is insufficient to construct a distinct or independent natural 
theology. What nature “tells” us is true and authoritative, there are several factors 
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that make it a deficient source of systematic theology—nature is not the 67th 
book of the Bible. 

(1) The created realm is non-propositional. It demonstrates something about God, 
but does not properly “tell” us anything: “There is no speech or language, 
their voice is not heard” (Ps 19:3). And while what is declared of God in 
nature may be rendered propositional, the propositions themselves must be 
derived via some specific worldview. This is unlike the special revelation of 
Scripture, which by the miracle of inspiration is unmediated. 

(2) The Word of God serves as a necessary commentary on nature. Apart from it, 
man instinctively exchanges nature’s truth for a lie (Rom 1:23, 25). In short, 
theology derived from nature alone can never be trusted. Nature must be 
filtered through a biblical worldview not only for its significance, but also for 
its very meaning, and thus can never serve as an independent source of 
theology.  

(3) Nature alone is an incomplete source of theology. We cannot look at trees and 
animals and be aware that we need to trust in Jesus in order to be saved. At 
best, we can look at them and say that creation is glorious, and has an 
immensely powerful, good, and holy God as its creator, and deduce therefrom 
that we are not like him. The function of natural revelation is condemnatory—
it renders man without excuse (Rom 1:20). 

(4) Once a person has embraced the Christian God and established a relationship 
with him, nature can supplement and illustrate what we know of God through 
Scripture. As Van Til notes, a believer can instinctively recognize God in 
creation because he knows God already. This instinctive recognition, however, 
is much different from the inferential, discursive evaluation and construction 
of God by unbelievers who do not know God (the expectation of natural 
theology).  

b. Reason 

The idea of reason or being rational is a function of the imago dei that functions 
as a tool for receiving, correlating, and communicating revelation. This contrasts 
with rationalism, which holds that the mind is an independent and in fact the 
ultimate source of all truth. Note the following from J. I. Packer’s 
Fundamentalism and the Word of God, p. 48: 

Reason’s part is to act as the servant of the written Word, seeking in dependence 
on the Spirit to interpret Scripture scripturally, to correlate its teaching and to 
discern its application to all parts of life. We may not look to reason to tell us 
whether Scripture is right in what it says (reason is not in any case competent to 
pass such a judgment); instead, we must look to Scripture to tell us whether 
reason is right in what it thinks on the subjects with which reason deals. 

(1) Reason, like language, is unavoidably exercised in formulating Bible doctrine. 
The Christian God is a God of reason, and his words may be successfully 
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harmonized. We may even extrapolate theological corollaries and 
applicational inferences from God’s Word on this basis. 

(2) Reason cannot, however, stand independently in judgment over the truth 
claims of Scripture so as to determine their validity. Right reason always rests 
upon a standard that the natural man cannot embrace. As a result, man can 
never reason to God independently of God.  

(3) The pure rationalist or verificationist apologist argues that “like other 
sciences, integrative theology works with interrelated criteria of truth (logical 
noncontradiction, empirical adequacy, and existential viability), accepting 
only those hypotheses that upon testing are discovered to be 
(noncontradictory, (2) supported by adequate evidence, and (3) affirmable 
without hypocrisy” (Lewis and Demarest, Integrative Theology, 1:25). This 
troubling understanding fails on multiple counts: 

 (a) It assumes a neutral authority independent of and above that of Scripture. 

 (b) It supplies a faulty standard for correspondence in establishing truth, and 
then elevates coherence over correspondence in matters of truth (John 
14:6). 

 (c) It ignores the noetic effects of sin. Man not only makes errors in his 
observation and reasoning due to ignorance (1 Tim 4:2; 1 Cor 8:7ff), he 
does so both willingly and culpably (Rom 1:21, 25, 28, 32; 2:15). 

 (d)  It neglects the doctrine of divine incomprehensibility (Isa 55:9) and the 
corresponding necessity of an analogical view of truth. 

c. Mysticism/Pietism/Quietism 

Mysticism is a “form of religious practice that seeks a direct knowledge of God 
rather than a discursive or intellectual knowledge of him” (Erickson, Concise 
Dictionary of Christian Theology). In mysticism, systematic and practical theology 
are informed not only by Scripture, but also and especially inward influences such 
as verbal revelation, euphoric utterances, and other forms of normative leading 
and guidance usually intuited by non-sensory means via some form of passive 
union with God. As a source of theology, mysticism suffers from the following 
deficiencies: 

(1) Mysticism is totally subjective and lacks any authoritative internal or external 
controls, rendering it extremely vulnerable to abuse.  

(2)  Mysticism is built on “private revelation,” a source discounted by Scripture 
(2 Pet 1:20–21), and one that is “less sure” (2 Pet 1:19). 

(3) Mysticism effectively denies that (a) the Scriptures are the believer’s sole and 
final authority, (b) that Scripture is sufficient, and in some cases that (c) the 
canon is closed. At best is diminishes the believer’s dependency on Scripture, 
and at worst it renders Scripture changeable and unnecessary. 
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Note: Mysticism is to be sharply distinguished from God’s work of 
illumination. In mysticism, God miraculously imparts new information to the 
mind that a person could have by no other means—mysticism is thus a 
source of theology. In illumination, God providentially causes the renewed 
mind to appreciate and effectively apply information he has already supplied 
in Scripture—illumination is not properly a source of theology, but the 
capacity to embrace, synthesize, and apply theology (see below). 

d. Experience 

Experience is similar to mysticism in that it is a private rather than a public source 
of theology. The chief distinction is that experience involves no revelation 
(except, perhaps, by inference). Primary areas of influence here include issues 
such as speaking in tongues, miraculous healings, demonic activity, etc., but are 
not limited to these. In addition to the comments under “Mysticism,” above, note 
the following: 

(1) Experiences can be sourced in forces other than the divine. 

(2) Experiences result from any number of worldview-specific interpretations that 
are not normative. 

(3) Experiences are private and unverifiable, and sustain no mechanism for 
mediating between conflicting experiences. 

 e. Existentialism 

  In neo-orthodox theology, the decisive source of theology for the individual is the 
moment of encounter of time with eternity or immanence with transcendence. 
Since the eternal, transcendent God cannot be adequately revealed through finite 
media (the Bible), an existential encounter is necessary for God to effectively 
disclose himself to man. In this model the Bible serves as a privileged witness to 
God and his Word and often a place for encounter, but is not properly God’s 
inspired Word. 

  This model proved a tempting alternative to the liberalism of the early 20th 
century, offering a (relatively) high view of Scripture and a view of God and his 
Kingdom that commences from “above” rather than from “below.” However, this 
model suffers from several deficiencies. 

  (1) God is ultimately unknowable. He is not only incomprehensible (a valid 
attribute), but also inapprehensible. 

  (2) God is potentially irrelevant. Since he cannot be known, nothing is lost 
theologically if he ceases to exist (e.g., Nietzsche and the “God is dead” 
movement). 

  (3) The Bible is unnecessary. If the Bible is a one of several finite and deficient 
pointers to God, its unique importance to the Christian worldview necessarily 
diminishes  
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f.  History of Doctrine  

An increasingly popular source of theological material in evangelical circles today 
is the consensus of thought or scholarly opinion on an issue. Sometimes this takes 
the form of appeal to the church fathers or to particular historic creeds and 
confessions going back for centuries.  

Certainly, there is great value in historic confessions and systematic theologies. 
These resources all too often go untapped to our own detriment. The strength of 
their collected witness helps to suppress novelty in systematics, and is vitally 
necessary to the progress of theological study. We stand on the shoulders of those 
who have gone before us, and it should be only with great caution that we diverge 
from the consensus of the Spirit-indwelt Christian majority. Despite all this, 
historical theology may never be regarded as an independent source of theological 
material. At best it has a derivative sort of authority—it is authoritative only as it 
accurately reflects Scripture. As such, historical theology is subject to the same 
scrutiny the Bereans gave to Paul—they “examined the Scriptures every day to 
see if what he said was true” (Acts 17:11). 

Every legitimate reforming impulse in the history of the church has been 
characterized by the rallying sentiment ad fontes!—“to the fountainhead”—not ad 
confessio.  

Specific errors that attend history of doctrine as a source of theology include: 

(1) A suppression of individual soul liberty, the doctrine that the believer both can 
and must interpret Scripture for himself without any necessary human 
intermediary (1 John 2:27). 

(2) An implicit denial of the perspicuity of Scripture. 

g. Tradition or Church Dogma 

Moving a step beyond the preceding, which appeals to corporate historical 
interpretations of Scripture in the form of confessions and creeds, some appeal to 
supplementary canons of both doctrine and practice as normative for systematic 
theology. The Roman Catholic Church comes most immediately to mind, with its 
apocryphal books of the Bible, the writings of the Greek and Latin Church 
fathers, and the massive body of church council pronouncements and papal 
decrees. Again, this mutes the clarity/sufficiency of Scripture and the individual 
priesthood of the believer. 

  h. Culture (see esp. Carson, The Gagging of God; Wells, No Place for Truth). 

   The developing post-modernization of culture has brought with it an emphasis on 
the consensus opinion supplied by the “community of faith” of any given culture. 
In contrast to the pole of establishmentarian traditionalism that crushes renegade 
views, disestablishmentarian culturalism encourages diversity along community 
lines, and in its most radical form frees everyone to create his own, individualized 
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god. For the cultural pluralist, the denial of such a freedom through the medium of 
organized religion, is the capital crime of humanity.  

   Some cultural theologians hold to a single ultimate reality, and for these, the 
varied cultural responses represent different perspectives on that reality—a kind 
of foundationalist pluralism. Others, however, deny any ultimate reality, instead 
preferring to see individuals as participants in creating their own ultimate realities.  

   For the cultural theologian God, if he even exists, is a god in process, powerless to 
assert himself and quite malleable in the hands of his capricious creators. This is 
the most egregiously autonomous form of theology that can be imagined, and 
represents what is probably the most dominant competing source of authority in 
theology today. Culturally driven theology has a great many deficiencies, but a 
few of the chief ones include: 

   (1) Culture-driven theology represents the zenith of anti-theism, openly promoting 
the manufacture of gods of the individual’s own choosing (Rom 1:23, 25).  

   (2) While culture-driven theology correctly identifies “core” religious and ethical 
principles common to all cultures, it fails to correctly identify the source of 
that commonness.  In short, it replaces the theologically rich doctrine of 
common grace and borrowed worldview with the theologically neutral idea of 
common sense. 

   (3) Culture-driven theology is ultimately self-contradictory and is unable to 
accommodate its own implications.  

 i. Comparative Religions 

A simplistic variation of the previous source of competing authority is that of 
comparative religions. This source of theology suffers from the same deficiencies 
as the one immediately previous to it—an essentially corporate manifestation of 
Romans 1:23, 25. 

 B.  The Self-Validating Source of Theology 

While all of the sources above all attempt to press the theologian into conformity, and 
even supply correct theological data from time to time, none represents a legitimately 
independent informing source for theology. This quality belongs to the Bible alone. It is 
inadequate to describe the Bible as the primus inter pares in the formation of an 
integrative theology. Instead the Bible should be regarded as the singular locus of 
theology, or as Turretin called it, the principium unicum of theology. 

This is not to say that there are no other channels of divine self-revelation. As we shall 
see below, there are many such channels. At best, however, these supply data that is 
occluded by sin, non-interpreted, and lacking the sufficiency and integration necessary to 
a systematic theology. The Bible validates the revelation from the other sources, gives the 
correct interpretation of all of these sources, and presents the only complete and authentic 
disclosure of God, Jesus Christ, man and his sin, and the means of redemption. The Bible 
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is the single, necessary source of systematic theology today. As Warfield notes, there 
may be theological data imbedded in other sources, but   

it remains nevertheless true that we should be confined to a meager and doubtful theology 
were these data not confirmed, reinforced, and supplemented by the surer and fuller 
revelations of Scripture; and that the Holy Scriptures are the source of theology in not only a 
degree, but also a sense in which nothing else is (“Idea of Systematic Theology,” p. 63). 

This statement goes hand in hand with the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture. The 
Bible gives us everything necessary for theology. And if alone it is sufficient, then all 
peripheral sources are unnecessary and serve only to supplement or illustrate implicitly 
what the Bible teaches explicitly. 

2 Timothy 3:16–17—All Scripture is God-breathed…so that the man of God may be 
thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

2 Peter 1:3, 16ff—We have everything necessary for life and godliness contained in 
propositional promises and prophecies, which are described as “more certain” even 
than eye-witness source material.  

Isaiah 8:20—To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this 
word, they have no light of dawn. 

John 8:31, 32—If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will 
know the truth, and the truth will set you free. 

IV. The Relations of Systematic Theology 

 A. The Relationship of Systematic Theology to Philosophy 

  1. Philosophy is the study of fundamental questions of ontology (being/metaphysics), 
epistemology (knowledge/validity), and ethics (values/conduct). 

  2. Systematic theology answers the questions of philosophy in a distinctively Christian 
way: 

   a. The question of ontology begins with a discussion of God as the first and greatest 
being by whom all lesser beings have their existence. 

   b. The question of epistemology begins with the truth deposit of divine revelation by 
which all other claims of knowledge are evaluated and validated/invalidated. 

   c. The question of ethics draws from the previous two discussions, flowing in 
limited fashion from the imago dei in man (conscience) and more fully from 
specific, propositional injunctions contained in Scripture. 

  3. The aforementioned should not be understood, however, to imply that philosophy 
stands outside and prior to systematic theology. Secular philosophers often suggest 
that philosophy touches a pre-theoretical, naïve, or undifferentiated mind and informs 
the way that mind thinks. This neutral mind, so long as it remains free from the 
appurtenances of human religion, is able to encounter and evaluate philosophic 
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theories by means of the “logic” (Clark), categories (Kant), or common sense (Reid) 
with which it is endowed. This understanding fails on several counts: 

   a. It disregards the noetic effects of sin on the human mind. Scripture makes plain 
that a pre-religious, neutral mind does not exist.  

    Colossians 2:8—See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and 
deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic 
principles of this world rather than on Christ. 

   b. It fails to correctly recognize that the “common” features of the human mind (i.e., 
logic, language, conscience, etc.) are not neutral features upon which religious 
beliefs are built, but manifestation of common grace inexplicable apart from the 
Christian worldview.  

    Proverbs 1:7—The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge. 

    Acts 17:25—He himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. 

   A person’s theology always governs his philosophy, and never the reverse. 

 B. The Relationship of Systematic Theology to Exegesis 

  H. Wayne Johnson, “The ‘Analogy of Faith’ and Exegetical Methodology: A Preliminary 
Discussion on Relationships,” JETS 31 (1988): 69–80.  

  Horton, Michael, “Who Needs Systematic Theology When We Have the Bible?” Modern 
Reformation 12 (January–February 2003): 13–22  

  1. We have already established that Scripture stands as the only self-validating and 
independent source of theology—the standard that norms all other norms. As such, 
exegesis (the drawing out of meaning from a text) takes pride of place in theological 
discussion. Theology detached from Scripture is speculation. 

  2. This should not be taken to suggest, however, that systematic theology as an exercise 
is reduced to simplistic proof-texting. Note the following: 

   a. Many of the major points of theology are not drawn directly from specific verses, 
but are what we might call theological constructs. That is, after collecting all the 
biblical data, systematic theology is tasked with constructing models that 
“connect the dots” gathered in the exegetical process. Some theological ideas 
simply don’t have a single “proof text.” Rather, they are logical necessities based 
on a synthesis of several texts and established theological concepts. Systematic 
theology is regularly more than the sum of its parts: 

• The Trinity 

• Biblical Preservation and Canonicity 

• Cessationism 

• Pretribulationism 
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   b. Naïve appeals to proof texts can create in the theologian a false confidence in his 
skill at exegesis that blinds him to alternative interpretive options.  

• Hebrews 6:4 

• Matthew 26:26 

• John 3:16 

It is possible for a theological system to be brought down by a single verse (e.g., 
Martin Luther and Romans 1:16–17). Scripture, after all, is the norma normans 
non normata. However, it is also possible for a carefully crafted theological 
construct to identify for the theologian exegetical errors that he has made while 
grappling with Scripture. 

c. When dealing with proof texts, the theologian must be constantly mindful of the 
role of the analogy of faith (analogia fidei) in checking exegesis. The analogy of 
faith, itself a theological construct built on the unitary authorship of Scripture and 
inerrancy, is captured in the Westminster Confession 1.9: 

The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when 
there is a question about the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, 
but one), it must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly. 

The term “analogy of faith” (ἀναλογίαν τῆς πίστεως) derives from Romans 12:6, 
which ostensibly informs us that the gift of prophecy is not to fluctuate according 
to the prophet’s own impulses and interpretations, but must accord strictly with 
the whole of divinely revealed truth. Applied to Scripture, this principle teaches 
that, since there are no contradictions in Scripture, the theologian’s interpretive 
conclusions must comport not only with the narrow context of each individual 
text, but also with the broader context of the whole of Scripture. The principle 
may be distilled as follows: 

 (1) Scripture cannot contradict Scripture. Thus, 

 (2) Clear passages of Scripture should be invoked to explain passages of Scripture 
that are less clear. 

 Caution: The analogy of faith is a principle peculiarly vulnerable to abuse. 
The Roman Catholic regula fidei (rule of faith), is a specific example of this, 
essentially teaching that any biblical interpretation that does not agree with 
the official positions of Romanism (“the faith”) is in error. Proponents of any 
theological system can thusly abuse the principle of the analogy of faith and 
use it to bludgeon the principle of sola scriptura. Such abuse does not, 
however, invalidate the principle. 

 C. The Relationship of Systematic Theology to Biblical Theology 

  1. A Definition of Biblical Theology  

  Biblical Theology is that discipline which seeks to systematically trace the message of 
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the whole canon and its various books of the Bible as given by the original authors 
within their own historical milieu. 

 a.  Biblical Theology is a descriptive discipline. It derives its rubrics from the 
biblical material that it is treating. This contrasts with systematic theology, which 
prescribes summary categories based on analysis of the whole of the text. 

 b.  Biblical Theology is a diachronic discipline. Biblical Theology deals with 
examining and classifying the inspired writings from a given period of time or 
from a specific biblical author. It treats historical/cultural issues that generate a 
book, the dispensation in which the author lived, and the placement of the 
author/book within the historical stream of progressive revelation. Biblical 
theology seeks to discover what the author knew from what he wrote, without 
ascribing to him the mature systematic theology possible today in view of the 
completed canon. 

2. A Brief History of Biblical Theology 

 a. The idea of biblical theology can be traced to the Protestant reaction against 
Romanist dogma during the period of the Reformation (so ISBE, “Biblical 
Theology, History of,” by G. E. Ladd). In brief, the Reformation was a call to 
restore Scripture to its place of singular authority above all unbiblical systems, 
such as that represented by Romanism. Biblical theology in this sense is nothing 
other than the principle of sola scriptura.  

 b. The term “biblical theology” first appears in the seventeenth-century anti-credal 
writings of W. J. Christmann and J. P. Spener. For these, biblical theology was a 
reaction against Protestant creeds and confessions and a reversion to an unaided, 
individualist reading of the Bible.   

 c. The formal development of biblical theology began in 1787 with J. P. Gabler’s 
inaugural at the University of Altdorf.  Gabler, a modernist, held to an 
evolutionary view of the development of the Jewish religion, and maintained that, 
especially in the OT, the Bible was an anthology of many theologies that together 
reflected the mythical roots of the Christian faith. While Gabler himself thought 
that a single, synthetic theology might yet be discovered, his followers demurred, 
and biblical theology disintegrated into a fragmentation of the biblical record and 
total abandonment of biblical authority. So thorough was the collapse of biblical 
theology that when approached about the possibility of a department of biblical 
theology at Princeton, Warfield responded, 

The discipline of “Biblical Theology” came to us indeed wrapped in the swaddling-
clothes of rationalism, and it was rocked in the cradle of the Hegelian recasting of 
Christianity; it did not present at first, therefore, a very engaging countenance, and 
seemed to find for a time its chief pleasure in setting the prophets and apostles by the ears 
(Selected Shorter Works, 2.12). 

  For Warfield and the early fundamentalists, biblical theology was a vile discipline 
to be rejected as the quintessence of theological liberalism. 
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 d. The evangelical variety of biblical theology owes its genesis to reactionary OT 
scholars such as Gustav Oehler, who resisted prevailing modernist models of 
Israel’s religion and argued for a unity of biblical themes. Warfield reluctantly 
allowed a department of biblical theology years after its initial proposal, but only 
after ascertaining that Geerhardus Vos, an advocate of the inerrantist model of 
biblical theology, would be its first chair. George Ladd and Alva J. McClain 
brought the evangelical conception of biblical theology to maturity. For these, the 
function of biblical theology was not to discover discrepancies between multiple 
theologies, but rather to recognize unifying themes of revelation as they 
progressed over the course of the whole canon.  

 e. A crisis in biblical theology occurred in the middle of the 20th century at the 
troubled intersection of modernism and neo-orthodoxy. Neo-orthodox theology 
was mindful of the tensions raised by modernist biblical theology, but dissolved 
these tensions by proposing that the Bible is not the inerrant Word of God, but a 
human accounting of Israel’s encounter with God—the myth that stands at the 
foundation of the Judeo-Christian religion. Discrepancies may well exist in the 
biblical record, but these should not result in a crisis of faith if the Bible is 
recognized for what it is—a canonical foundation for faith. In the words of Krister 
Stendahl, “what the Bible meant” (biblical theology) need not share identity with 
“what the Bible means” in order for it to facilitate a faith encounter.   

 f. A modern revival of evangelical biblical theology (e.g., Kaiser, Goldsworthy, 
Wellum/Gentry, and esp. Carson) is largely a revisitation of biblical theology in 
the spirit of Vos, but with specific emphasis not on answering the modernist 
perversion of biblical theology (as Vos had), but on answering its postmodernist 
perversion. The newer version has been criticized, however, for intruding into the 
discipline of systematic theology so as to delegitimize competing systems. 

 3. Tensions Between Biblical and Systematic Theology. 

 In view of the mottled history of biblical theology, it is easy to see why responses to 
the idea of biblical theology are mixed. Some, like Warfield, oppose biblical theology 
for its corroboration of liberal theology and offer systematic theology as the superior 
alternative. On the other hand, those who fear the magisterial tendencies of systems 
of theology and the postmodernist idea of canonical theology see biblical theology as 
a welcome, uncorrupted alternative. By recognizing these historical tensions, we are 
better equipped to navigate the ditches on both sides of the issue. 

 a. The Contributions of Biblical Theology to Systematic Theology 

  (1) The emphasis on the authority of biblical revelation in evangelical expressions 
of biblical theology is critical to a valid systematic theology. Since the Bible is 
the only legitimate independent and self-validating source of theology, our 
systematic theology must firstly be biblical. Critical theologies that denigrate 
the queenship of the Bible over all other disciplines and supposed sources of 
authority are fatally flawed. 

   Romans 3:4—Let God be true, and every man a liar. 
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  (2) The emphasis on the content of biblical revelation in biblical theology is 
critical to a valid systematic theology. As systems of theology become 
progressively fixed, there is an increasing tendency for the system to begin 
norming exegesis and even to abandon a normal hermeneutic. The 
theologian’s first responsibility is to let Scripture speak for itself. 

  (3) The emphasis on the progress of biblical revelation in biblical theology is 
critical to a valid systematic theology. It is here, perhaps, that biblical 
theology has historically had its greatest value. God’s revelation did not come 
to man all at once, but progressively over the course of millennia. Viewing the 
Bible as a chronological document with iterative stewardships of revelatory 
material allows us to see theology “from below” as an unfolding program 
without sacrificing the immutable purposes and character of God. 

 b. The Need for Systematic Theology in Biblical Theology 

  (1) The emphasis on the unity of biblical revelation in systematic theology is 
necessary to validate one’s biblical theology. As noted above, the legitimacy 
of any theological system rests on two critical elements—correspondence 
and coherence. The claims of systematic theology must correspond with the 
Bible, but must also cohere in an internally consistent manner. This is most 
emphatically not to say that systematic theology is “the Bible plus logic,” 
implying that systematic theology contaminates that which was previously 
pure and unmixed; rather systematic theology gleans out the perfect, self-
consistent unity that is inherent in the truth deposit of Scripture, and serves as 
a necessary check on exegesis. 

  (2) The emphasis on historical continuity in the interpretation of biblical 
revelation in systematic theology lends stability to one’s biblical theology. 
The rejection of authoritarian systems of theology and corresponding return 
ad fontes has historically been the catalyst for reformation. However, there is 
also a tendency during such periods to cast off the positive theological 
constructs of church history, leaving the church vulnerable once again to 
heresies long since resolved.  

  4. Summary of the Relationship Between Biblical and Systematic Theology 

 a. Systematic theology does not add logic to the Bible; it rather recognizes that the 
Bible is itself supremely logical, coherent, and perfectly self-consistent in all that 
it affirms. The theologian’s task is not to add logic to the Bible, but to recognize 
and build upon the logic inherent in the Bible.  

 b. The idea that theology (or exegesis) can be freed from theological presupposition 
is a comical example of radical self-deception. The theologian’s task is not to rid 
himself of all presupposition, but to align his theological presuppositions with 
God’s and thus think God’s thoughts after him. 

 c. To this end, the theologian must resolve to discard neither exegesis nor systematic 
theology, but to build a system that is properly checked by exegesis and 
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progressive revelation, and to do exegesis within the proper bounds of biblical 
inspiration/inerrancy, the cohesiveness of all God’s revealed truth, and the 
acknowledgement of our acute dependence on the analogia fidei.  

D. The Relationship of Systematic Theology to Historical Theology 

1. Historical theology has no necessary or authoritarian claim on the development of 
systematic theology. The validity of any theological claim stands or falls not on its 
fidelity to any historical tradition, but on its fidelity to the Word of God—the only 
legitimately independent and self-validating source of systematic theology.  

 a. History is by its very nature a descriptive, not a prescriptive discipline. It tells us 
what other Christians have believed, not what Christians should or must believe. 

 b. History rarely gives a unanimous witness, and quite frequently the majority 
witness it supplies is in error. 

2. The annals of church history do, however, contain a treasure trove for the 
systematician that he ignores at his own peril.  

 a. Church history supplies a network of theological witness upon which each 
successive generation adds. It is neither possible nor advantageous to strip away 
all historical influences in an attempt to recover the simplicity of a-historical 
Christianity. As Richard Lints notes,  

In banishing all mediators between the Bible and ourselves, we have let the 
Scriptures be ensnared in a web of subjectivism. Having rejected the aid of the 
community of interpreters throughout the history of Christendom, we have not 
succeeded in returning to the primitive gospel; we have simply managed to 
plunge ourselves back to the biases of our own individual situations (Fabric of 
Theology, p. 93). 

 b. Church history informs us of the context for the development of specific doctrines 
and explains their specific importance and implications. 

• Believer’s baptism 

• Millennial Systems 

• Cessationism 

• Divine Impassibility 

 c. Church history alerts us to the cyclical nature of recurring heresies. 

• The New Perspective on Paul is Osiandrianism redivivus. 

• Free Grace (Non-Lordship) Theology is Sandemanianism redivivus. 

 3. While it is neither possible nor profitable for each generation to reconstruct its own 
theology from scratch, each generation needs to critically verify the work of its 
forebears, reaffirming and “owning” the fundamentals of theology afresh. Failure to 
do so generation will lead to their eventual neglect.   
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E. The Relationship of Systematic Theology to Apologetics 

 1. The evidentialist understands apologetics as a separate discipline or pre-theology of 
sorts that “lays the foundation upon which systematic theology can work.” The 
theologian does not begin the process of doing systematic theology in the Bible; 
instead, “he must first have Scriptures authenticated to him as such before he can take 
his standpoint in them” (Warfield, Selected Shorter Writings, 2:98). Warfield adds,  

Before we draw [theology] from the Scriptures, we must assure ourselves that there is a 
knowledge of God in the Scriptures. And, before we do that, we must assure ourselves 
that there is a knowledge of God in the world. And, before we do that, we must assure 
ourselves that a knowledge of God is possible for man. And, before we do that, we must 
assure ourselves that there is a God to know. Thus we inevitably work back to first 
principles. And thus working back to first principles, we exhibit the indispensability of an 
“Apologetical Theology,” which of necessity holds the place of the first among the five 
essential theological disciplines. 

He concludes that we must “first demonstrate the credibility of faith and then submit 
to it.” Note the following tensions: 

a. In so concluding, Warfield betrays his enormous debt to the optimistic 
anthropology of Common Sense Realism. Man’s “right reason” is not so tainted 
by sin as to prevent his successful deduction of the existence of God and the 
truthfulness of Scripture, and man’s will is not so corrupted as to be indisposed to 
submitting to these. 

b. Further, Warfield betrays in these paragraphs a sinister authority structure that 
renders Scripture subservient to man’s “right reason.” The theologian is not 
expected to bring every thought into captivity to Christ until his right reason 
authorizes this commitment.  

c. Contrarily, it is inconsistent to make the Bible the basis of all truth and except 
from this statement the establishment of truth qua truth. One cannot defer to 
another lord to establish the lordship of Christ. 

  2. Apologetics is best understood as an extension of systematic theology. We defend the 
truth claims of systematic theology despite the fact that they do not comport with 
brute scientific reason, and do so because the Holy Spirit has illumined our minds to 
the certainty that the Bible is preeminently true in all that it affirms. 

   The best apologetic for the Christian faith is one that takes place from the standpoint 
of the biblical worldview, not one that attempts to validate it from outside the 
Christian worldview. Van Til is correct in saying that “the best apologetic defense 
will invariably be made by him who knows the system of truth of Scripture the best” 
(Introduction to Systematic Theology, p. 6). 

V. Method in Systematic Theology 

That the Bible stands as the only independent, self-validating source of theology means that 
it must play a primary and prominent role in doing systematic theology. Nonetheless, 
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systematic theology is not itself the Bible. As we have noted above, it is a philosophical 
structuring of truth according to a certain authoritative rubric (in the case of these notes, the 
Bible) in such a way that is explicates and incorporates all truth. It involves the selection, 
extraction, prioritization, and integration of the biblical data according to inescapable 
presuppositions and preunderstandings. 

A. Inadequate Models for Systematic Theology (see esp. Berkhof, pp. 59ff.) 

 1. Ecclesiastical Models 

  a. The Romanist approach ostensibly recognizes the Bible as authoritative, but so 
vests interpretive authority in the church as to cede the Bible’s innate authority to 
its authorized interpreters. As the magisterial witness has grown increasingly 
diverse, however, Romanism has found no intrinsic method for addressing its own 
inconsistencies. Romanism thus holds rigidly to the impossibly self-contradictory 
authority of the collective conciliar witness of the whole historical church.  

  b. The Reformational approach likewise recognizes the Bible as authoritative, but 
rejects the authority of the collective conciliar witness of the whole historical 
church as irreparably corrupted. The genius of the Reformational approach, 
however, is in its hesitancy to vest interpretive authority strictly in individual 
believers (such as occurred, for instance, among the anabaptists). Instead, the 
Reformational approach recognized the value of the collective interpretation of 
the regenerate community, and in short order developed collective guidance for 
theologizing in the form of foundational creeds and confessions.  

   The Reformational approach self-consciously recognizes the unique authority of 
Scripture, but is susceptible to (1) placing inordinate value on the cognoscenti and 
on the confessions and (2) making little provision for objections to these. 

“The dogmatician deals primarily with the dogmas embodied in the confession of his 
Church” —Berkhof, p. 58. 

“The theologian, dealing primarily with the dogmas embodied in the confession of 
his church, seeks to combine them into a systematic whole” (Reymond, p. xxxii). 

  c. In response to the subjectivism and individualism of modernism (see below) the 
neo-orthodox approach is deeply committed to the priority and authority of 
special revelation. For Barth, however, the Bible is not special revelation, but a 
particular witness to that revelation. Authority is not vested here, but in God 
speaking to man, an activity that occurs in individuals, but is accumulated in the 
community of believers, the church. Theology “can never be a question of the 
mere combination, repetition, and summarizing of biblical doctrine” (Barth, 
Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 16). 

   Barth avoided the internal contradictions of Romanism and the rigidity of 
confessional Reformed thought by regarding true systematic theology as a 
dynamic expression of the community of faith. Though he regarded himself as a 
Reformed churchman and conceded the existence of Reformed creeds and 
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confessions, he affirmed that “in the truest sense there is no such thing as 
Reformed doctrine” (Word of God and the Word of Man, p. 229). 

 2. Individualist Models 

  a. The modernist or empiricist approach to systematic theology operates from the 
presupposed authority of the scientific method. This governing presupposition 
colors the modernist view of Scripture and its authority, and in fact discredits it. 
In matters of faith, which science cannot address, the Bible retains something of a 
loose, unifying flavor, but only to the extent that it agrees with the sensibilities of 
the believer, rendering it highly subjective and experimental. Authority ultimately 
rests in the individual and his experiences. 

  b. The biblicist model self-consciously embraces the inerrant authority of the Bible 
for matters of faith and practice, arguing that the data for theology is to be 
gathered strictly from Scripture, irrespective of historical labels/categories and 
philosophical factors. In its strictest form, biblicim owns no creed but Scripture 
and even rejects denominational labels. Unlike the modernist, then, the biblicist 
model finds its authority in Scripture alone, but unlike the ecclesiastical models, 
vests interpretive authority in the individual. Note some problems with this model: 

   (1) The biblicist model supplies no check on individual interpretations, giving rise 
to the arrogance of inviolability. 

   (2) The biblicist model supplies no impetus or mechanism for resolving antinomy. 

   (3) The biblicist model naïvely assumes that theology can be a sterile exercise 
free from all presuppositions and preunderstandings. Even the Biblicist, for all 
his denial of bias, nonetheless involves at the very minimum the selection and 
prioritization of texts according to a theological strategy, and very often 
involves specific interpretations as well. 

   (4) By ignoring historical and systematic theological precedents, biblicism is 
particularly susceptible to old heresies and theological novelties. 

B. Building a Responsible Model for Systematic Theology 

 1.  As we have seen above, both the individualist and ecclesiastical approaches to 
systematic theology have tensions. The ecclesiastical approach tends, over time, (1) to 
replace biblical authority with ecclesiastical authority, (2) to become cluttered by its 
own inconsistencies and frustrated by the lack of any mechanism to correct these, and 
(3) to take theology out of the hands of the “ordinary” believer and place it into the 
hands of theological “elites.” 

 On the other hand, the individualist approach tends (1) to discount centuries of 
painstakingly careful theological precedent to its own detriment, (2) to inordinately 
subjectivize and individualize truth, and (3) to replace unity of interpretation with the 
uneasiness of antinomy. 
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 2. Rather than adopting a method that is strictly one or the other, it seems best to adopt 
an approach that incorporates elements of both the ecclesiastical and individual 
approach. This seems to find commendation in the NT record: 

  a. The NT validates on one hand the Baptist “distinctive” of individual soul liberty: 

   Acts 17:11—The Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, 
for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the 
Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. 

   1 John 2:27—As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you, 
and you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you 
about all things. 

   1 Timothy 3:15—From infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are 
able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 

  b. The NT also places great weight, however, on the voice of the whole church as it 
synthesized, formally confessed, and applied the “faith” over time. 

   Acts 15—The Jerusalem Council 

   1 Timothy 4:6—The “good minister” is to be established in “the truths of the faith 
and of the good teaching that you have followed.” 

  2 Thessalonians 2:15—Brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings (παράδοσις) 
we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter. 

    Note that the παράδοσις in view here consists not only of Scripture, but also 
apostolic explication and praxis. The term is used negatively elsewhere in 
Scripture when referencing traditions that are contrary to the Word of God 
(Matt 15:6); nonetheless, by his positive use of the term Paul makes clear that 
the systematic collocation of biblical data as a formal “tradition” is both 
acceptable and necessary, even though it is at all points subject to verification 
by the Scriptures.  

   Creedal statements also seem to appear very early on in the apostolic period (e.g., 
Rom 1:3–4; 1 Cor 15:3–4; 1 Tim 3:16) 

 Note: This is not to say that post-apostolic traditions and councils carry the same 
weight of authority as the apostolic variety, but it does seem to establish a pattern 
for how the church is to approach the task of systematic theology.  

  3. A Practical Model for Doing Systematic Theology  
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   Explanation: 

   a. The model begins with a self-conscious dependence on presuppositions, that is, 
self-evidencing, authoritative starting points for argumentation, authority for 
which no greater authorization can be given. In the case of these notes, the 
Christian presupposition is that the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has 
revealed himself inerrantly in the Protestant Scriptures. This presupposition 
supposes a reality to which all reality is related, and an epistemology, or standard 
of truth whereby all other truth claims are validated.  

  b. This model also concedes the existence of biased preunderstandings (some good 
and some bad) which every interpreter brings unconsciously to the process, but 
which ultimately must find validation within the cycle or be rejected. 

  c. The model keeps Scripture at the center of the process, calling firstly on the 
received laws of language (hermeneutics) to check the correspondence of its 
theological conclusions to Scripture, and calling secondly on the received laws of 
logic (the analogia fidei) to check the self-coherence of its exegetical conclusions. 

Note: When faced with discrepancies of exegesis and systematics, exegetes tend 
to assume errors in their theology and trusting their exegesis to a fault; 
theologians tend to assume errors in their exegesis and trusting their theology 
to a fault. The careful systematician is conscious of his own proclivities and 
compensates accordingly. 
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Preunderstandings 
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  d. The cyclical model thus preserves theology from the pure inductivism of the 
individualist approach (which tends to exegetical arrogance and antinomy), but 
also preserves theology from the deductivism of intransigent confessionalism 
(which tends to theological arrogance and the brutalism of texts).  

VI. The Limitations of Theology 

A. The Absence of Regeneration 

While an unbeliever may understand the grammar and vocabulary of the Bible, he will 
never accept the Bible in its entirety as truth. He lacks the motivation to harmonize its 
apparent antinomies and apply its precepts, and, in fact, a positive bent to distort God’s 
truth.  

Proverbs 1:7—The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge. 

1 Corinthians 2:14—The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come 
from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand 
them, because they are spiritually discerned. 

2 Peter 3:16—Ignorant and unstable people distort…the Scriptures to their own 
destruction (cf. v. 5). 

Cf. 2 Cor 3:14–16; 4:4. 

 B. The Lack of Spiritual Growth 

Hebrews 5:11–14—We have much to say about this, but it is hard to explain because you 
are slow to learn. In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 
someone to teach you the elementary truths of God's word all over again (cf. 1 Cor 3:1). 

C. Finiteness 

 1. of the human mind. 

  Job 11:7–9—Can you fathom the mysteries of God? Can you probe the limits of the 
Almighty? They are higher than the heavens—what can you do? They are deeper 
than the depths of the grave—what can you know? Their measure is longer than 
the earth and wider than the sea. 

  Romans 11:33—Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! 
How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out! 

 2. of divine revelation. 

Deuteronomy 29:29—The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things 
revealed belong to us and to our children forever. 

  John 20:30–31—Jesus did many other miraculous signs…which are not recorded in 
this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ. 

D. The Progressive Nature of Divine Revelation 
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 God did not give all of his revelation at once and, in fact, has not yet given us all the 
revelation that he intends to give. 

 Daniel 12:9—Go your way, Daniel, because the words are closed up and sealed until the 
time of the end (cf. 1 Pet 1:10–12). 

 John 13:7—You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand. 

 1 Corinthians 13:12—Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see 
face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

 Ephesians 3:2ff—Paul was appointed to “make plain to everyone the administration of 
this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God.” 

E. The Problem of Ignorance 

We have noted above that the Scriptures are intentionally distorted by [willfully] ignorant 
men (2 Pet 3:16). They are also unintentionally misinterpreted and faultily understood, 
due in large part to an incomplete knowledge of the Scriptures. 

Matthew 22:29—You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures. 

VII . THE REQUISITES TO THE STUDY OF THEOLOGY 

A. A Disciplined Mind 

A student of theology need not be a genius, but he must bring to the study a disciplined 
mind in at least three areas:  

1. He must have a love of learning and an insatiable thirst for the doctrines of Scripture.  

2. He must cultivate the art of organizing and correlating the material of theology. 
Systematic theology goes beyond simple learning of disconnected exegetical facts to 
the correlation of those facts into a system. 

3. He must be disciplined not to insert personal creativity and speculation into the 
theological task but be rather be content simply to think God’s thoughts after Him—
intellectual humility.  

B. An Understanding of Human Language 

While ignorance of Greek and Hebrew does not bar a person from theological study, 
knowledge of this language is an invaluable asset in the theological text. The biblical 
truth deposit is the “stuff” of systematic theology, and skill in the task of exegesis cannot 
be understated. 

 C. A Commitment to the Unity of Scripture 

Systematic theology builds its structure with the material that correct linguistic exegesis 
supplies. This structure then becomes a factor in later exegesis as part of a grammatical-
historical-theological approach to Scripture. 

1. The theologian must be committed to the analogia fidei and ever mindful that the 
corpus of established doctrines cannot be contradicted or overturned by an obscure 
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passage or peculiar interpretation. 

2. The theologian must recognize that linguistic exegesis fails if it cannot explicate the 
inherent harmony and interconnectedness of the whole biblical truth record. 

D. A Holy Affection Toward God 

“Only the renewed heart can properly feel its need of divine revelation, or understand that 
revelation when given” (Strong, Systematic Theology, p.40)  

Psalm 119:97–100—Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long. They make 
me wiser than my enemies…my teachers…my elders. 

E. The Illumination of the Holy Spirit 

The Holy Spirit, the agent in the inspiration of Scripture, convinces the believing 
theologian of the truth of Scripture and renders him willing to synthesize and apply it 
correctly. This is not to say that the meaning of God’s Word is inaccessible to the 
unbeliever, but that the aptitude and ambition to correlate and apply it is.  

1 Corinthians 2:14–16—The spiritual man is able to make judgments about all things. 

1 John 2:27—The anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not need 
anyone to teach you.  

F. Patient and Tireless Study 

The fact that the Holy Spirit is necessary to the theological task does not excuse the 
believer from the perpetual and arduous task of painstaking study, correlation, and 
revision of his system. Because of the very nature of God as incomprehensible, the task 
of systematic theology will never end—even in eternity.  

2 Timothy 2:15—Be diligent…to accurately handle the Word of Truth. 
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PART 2: THE DOCTRINE OF SCRIPTURE 
I. Introduction and Selected Bibliography 

 A. Introduction 

  Theologians wrestle over the priority of bibliology vis-à-vis theology proper in building a 
system of theology. In actuality, we could start at either place; however, most of what we 
know of God we know through Scripture. It seems logical, then, to establish the authority 
of Scripture before moving on to its specific doctrines, including the study of God. 

 The systematic study of the Scriptures involves several topics of study that cohere to 
form a carefully interwoven doctrine of bibliology. Even though these topics are 
interwoven, however, there is a logical order to the study to which the following syllabus 
will adhere: 

• Revelation—The transmission of divine truth 
• Inspiration—The authoritative record of divine truth  
• Preservation—The perpetuation of divine truth 
• Illumination—The reception and certainty of divine truth 
• Interpretation—The meaning and understanding of divine truth 
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II. Revelation 
A. A Definition of Revelation 

 Revelation is the disclosure of facts and ideas from God about his person and purposes.  
 B. The Delineation of Revelation 
  1. Revelation is by nature objective/propositional. 

   a. Revelation from God comes to man in the form of subject/predicate statements 
with intrinsic, discernable, and verifiable meaning. 

   b. Even general revelation that is not intrinsically propositional in form must be 
rendered so in content in order to have any functional value (see Frame, p. 78). 

• The heavens declare, “God is glorious” (Ps 19:1). 

• The creation communicates that “God is powerful” and that “God is just” 
(Rom 1:18, 20). 
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   c. This is sharply at odds with the idea that truth is wrapped up in person or event 
that is accessed via an existential encounter, and never by phenomenal 
instruments such as language. This theory is troublesome on several fronts: 

    (1) It has an unbiblical and inadequate view of “human” language. 

• It fails to recognize that language is of divine and not human (i.e., 
evolutionary) origin. God bestowed language on man as part of the imago 
dei precisely for the purpose of revelation and direct communication 
between man and God. 

• Ultimately this non-foundationalist view of language is self-contradictory, 
and reduces language to pure unintelligibility.  

    (2) It moves meaning out of the objective and into the subjective realm, allowing 
the receiver not only to interpret but also to establish meaning. Concrete 
authority is really vested nowhere, but seems to reside most consistently in the 
human psyche—I “feel” God’s presence according to an existential moment 
of my own personal fabrication, rather than knowing his favor according to 
objective obedience to his propositional commands and trust in his 
propositional promises (see, e.g., Heb 10:22; Jas 4:8).  

   d. While illumination is necessary for a person to embrace revelation, this does not 
detract from his propositional objectivity. It is not the revelation itself that is 
subjective, but the human reception of it. 

  2. Revelation is by nature received, not discovered. 

   The concept of revelation wrapped up in its primary Hebrew verb, ָָלהג , is tied to the 
concept of nakedness, conveying graphically the removal of obstacles to perception. 
It has to do with something God does independently “from above” to penetrate the 
human sensibilities, not what man does discursively “from below” to penetrate the 
mystery of God. Natural revelation is thus to be distinguished from natural theology. 

 B.  The Classification of Revelation 

Revelation from God comes to man in “various ways” (Heb 1:1) that are categorized into 
two broad classes: general and special revelation. The Bible is categorized under the 
latter category, but we must examine the former to fully understand the import of the 
latter.  

1. General revelation is God’s public witness of himself to all men without distinction. 

a. Depending on the source, the term general is used two ways, both of which 
accurately describe general revelation: 

(1) It gives mankind general knowledge of God. 

(2) It is supplied to mankind generally. That is not to say that all people without 
exception receive every bit of general revelatory data, but all people have 
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access to general revelation, and the bits of general revelation accessible only 
to some are not deliberately restrictive or based on any artificial distinctions.  

   b. The Primary Vehicles of General Revelation. 

(1) The material creation (Romans 1:18–32, Psalm 19:1–6) and God’s 
providential supply of common grace (Acts 14:17). 

(2) The image of God in man’s constitution (Gen 1:26–27; Ps 139:14) and 
conscience (Rom 2:15).  

c. The Content of General Revelation 

(1) Theologians differ as to how much information is communicated through 
general revelation. At a very minimum it communicates that  

• God exists (Ps 19:1; Rom 1:19) 
• God is eternal (Rom 1:20) 
• God is powerful (Rom 1:20) 
• God is righteous (Rom 1:32) 
• God will judge evil (Rom 1:32, 2:15–16) 

(2) The critical issue here is not so much a comprehensive listing of what general 
revelation includes, but what it excludes. General revelation tells mankind 
nothing about the redemptive grace of God, the true character of sin, the 
person and work of Jesus Christ, the need and means for repentance and faith 
unto  forgiveness, or the afterlife. 

  d. The Purposes of General Revelation 

• It is a “pre-theology” of sorts, granting all people the innate recognition of the 
voice of God in Scripture—and in a sinless world natural revelation would 
provide the perfect segue into the truth of Scripture (Rom 2:4; Psalm 19). 

• Instead, general revelation functions as a source of condemnation for all 
mankind for perverting this general revelation (Rom 1:18–20, 2:1–6). 

2. Special Revelation is God’s private witness of himself to particular persons or groups. 

a. Like the term general, above, the term special is used two ways, both of which 
accurately describe special revelation: 

(1) It gives mankind specific, concrete, propositional information about God that 
could not be communicated other than by supernatural means—it is a special 
message. 

(2) It is supplied exclusively to individual persons and groups—it has special 
recipients.  
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b. The Vehicles of Special Revelation. 

(1) Direct revelation—the phrase “God said” appears 3000 times in the OT alone. 

(2) Mighty acts (Exod 5:1–2 cf. 6:1)  

(3) The lives of believers (Matt 5:13–16; 1 Cor 11:1)  

(4) The Bible (Heb 1:1) 

(5) Jesus Christ, both theophanic and incarnate (Heb 1:2) 

c. The Content of Special Revelation 

Collectively, special revelation supplies us “everything we need for life and 
godliness” (2 Pet 1:3; 2 Tim 3:16)—for further detail, see below under the 
sufficiency of Scripture.  

  d. Primacy Among Vehicles of Special Revelation 

   (1) Many non-evangelical systems argue that the individual’s personal encounter 
with God is the greatest (or even the only) vehicle of special revelation. 

• Schleiermacher (modernist liberalism) argued that God existed outside the 
realm of sense experience and could not be apprehended through sensory 
or material media. Faith is not confidence in the truth claims of inerrant 
Scripture, but an experience that is felt. 

• Barth (neo-orthodoxy) argued that God is unknowable—totally 
transcendent and inapprehensible—and cannot be learned by immanent 
means (e.g., human language). Instead, Christ himself must pierce 
through the barrier separating time and eternity in an individualized Christ 
event.  

• Even in evangelical circles there is a growing appreciation of mystical 
communiqués, private revelations, and euphoric encounters that not only 
supplement, but often exceed biblical revelation in incidental importance. 

   (2) While the Bible does describe Christ in superlative terms as the greatest 
manifestation of the invisible God (Heb 1:2; John 14:6ff; Col 1:15), the Bible 
nonetheless reigns today as the privileged form of special revelation. 

    2 Peter 1:19–21—We have something more sure, the prophetic word, to which 
you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until 
the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts, knowing this first 
of all, that no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone's own 
interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but 
men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

   Two possibilities for the “more certain” Scriptures: 



 
 

35 

• The comparative idea (KJV, ESV)—Scripture is more certain than 
eye-witness accounts of the Transfiguration of Christ. The Greek word 
(bebaios) is understood as in an attributive position, i.e., “a more sure 
word of prophecy.” 

• The confirmation idea (NASB, NIV)—Scripture is proven to be most 
trustworthy by means of the confirmation of eyewitnesses. The Greek 
is understood to be in a predicative function, i.e., the Old Testament 
prophecies, particularly of the kingship of Christ, are surer than ever 
because of the visible window into their fulfillment on the Mount of 
Transfiguration. 

 Conclusion: Whichever interpretation is taken, the result is to elevate the 
Scriptures to the highest levels of certainty and authority. The former, 
however, fits better with the doctrine of the self-attestation of Scripture, 
discussed below. 

(3) The special revelation contained in Scripture is the most important vehicle of 
revelation for believers today for the following reasons: 

• It is the only form of God’s self-disclosure that properly partakes of 
inspiration, ensuring both its sufficiency and its preservation (2 Tim 3:16). 

• It is the only form of revelation that contains all the information necessary 
for life and godliness (1 Cor 2:6–13).  

• It is propositional, that is, it utilizes human language—words and 
sentences—to convey absolute truth about God (1 Cor 2:9–13). 

• It objectifies the knowledge of God and removes it from the realm of pure 
sense experience, supplying man the means necessary to a genuine 
cognition of God and then limiting man’s conceptions of God to conform 
with the content of the Scriptures. Unlike the Barthian scheme, in which 
revelation is necessarily subjective and transitory, the Bible stands as an 
objective and permanent deposit of God’s sovereign will for all mankind. 

• It is complete, that is, it comprises a whole tradition or παράδοσις (John 
17:20; 1 Cor 15:3; 2 Thess 2:15; 3:6; Jude 3) that is able to equip believers 
thoroughly (2 Tim 3:16), giving them everything necessary for a life of 
godliness (2 Pet 1:3ff).   

III. Inspiration  

The divine purpose for God’s self-revelation is incomplete if its stops at mere revelation. 
God’s intent was that his revelation be sufficient to thoroughly equip the man of God in 
every generation (2 Tim 3:17) and give man a deposit of information that perpetually 
supplies man everything necessary for life and godliness (2 Pet 1:3). As such it was 
necessary for him to create a permanent and infallible record in order for God’s special 
revelation to fulfill its purpose. Inspiration is the mechanism that God used to accomplish 
this purpose. Note the parameters, then of the discussion below: 
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• Inspiration has to do with the record, not the revelation.  

• Inspiration has to do with the writing and not the writer. 

• Inspiration, properly understood, does not deal strictly with divine revelation alone. It 
includes much data that was secured by discursive means—public records, chronicled 
histories, collected proverbs, etc. (Num 21:14; Josh 10:13; 1 Chron 29:29; 2 Chron 
12:15; 13:22; 20:34; 32:32; Luke 1:1–4; Jude 14–15; etc.). 

A. Definitions of Inspiration. 

For a collection of proposed definitions see Louis I. Hodges, “Evangelical Definitions of 
Inspiration: Critiques and a Suggested Definition,” JETS 37 (March 1994): 99–114. 

“Inspiration is…a supernatural influence exerted on the sacred writers by the Spirit 
of God, by virtue of which their writings are given Divine trustworthiness.”  

—B. B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 131 

 “Biblical inspiration may be defined as that work of the Holy Spirit by which, 
without setting aside their personalities and literary or human faculties, God so 
guided the authors of Scripture as to enable them to write exactly the words which 
convey His truth to men, and in doing so preserved their judgments from error in 
the original manuscripts. Or, inspiration is the work of the Holy Spirit by which He 
employed the instrumentality of the whole personality, literary talents, and various 
faculties of the human authors to constitute the Words of the biblical autographs as 
His written Word to men and, therefore, of divine authority and without error in 
faith (what we ought to believe) and practice (what we ought to do).” 

    —Kenneth Kantzer, “The Communication of Revelation,” p. 75. 

 “A divine act that creates an identity between a divine word and a human word.” 

    —John Frame, Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 140.  

 B. The Nature of Biblical Inspiration.  

1. False and/or Inadequate Theories that Limit the Extent of Biblical Inspiration 

a. Degrees Theory 

(1) Explanation: Certain parts of Scripture partake of greater degrees of 
inspiration than others. 

(2) Answer: Truth is not subject to degrees: either the Bible is revealed by God 
and true, or it is not. Further, such a theory also begs for the criteria for 
determining what makes something “more” inspired (e.g., lofty style, 
character of the author, universality, practicality). In truth, this determination 
usually falls to the reader and his personal preferences. 

 b. Dynamic Theory 
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(1)  Explanation: Only the thoughts of the Bible are inspired; the material is from 
God but the words are from man. Words are inadequate for conveying God’s 
truth adequately, so man must “translate” God’s thoughts imperfectly into 
human language, at times inserting their own fallible judgments. 

(2) Answer: Thoughts always have words for structure and validity, even in the 
mind. There is no such thing as propositionless thought. This theory thus 
removes truth from the realm of the mind, and gives too much liberty to alien 
nuancing, making it both irrelevant and unnecessary. 

c. Inspired Myth Theory 

 See esp. Beale, The Erosion of Inerrancy in Evangelicalism. 

 (1) Explanation: The Bible is from God, but employs myths and other literary 
devices that may or may not be true to communicate the Christian message.   

 (2) Answer: There is a fundamental difference between OT history and parable. 
Parable carefully uses the language of simile as a clear pointer to illustrative 
material; OT history, on the other hand, lacks such pointers and the rest of the 
Bible relies heavily on the veracity of its accounts to establish the truth of 
critical doctrines (i.e., Matt 12:40: John 3:14; Matt 19:3–6; etc.). We may 
further note that 2 Peter 1:16–21 seems precisely crafted to counter the idea 
that the biblical accounts are crafted in part from myths (cf. also 2 Tim 4:4; 
Titus 1:14). 

d. Moral Theory 

 (1) Explanation: The moral and spiritual things in the Bible are inspired (such as 
salvation verses; the 10 commandments, etc.) but scientific, historical and 
such matters may have error. The purpose of Scripture is to create and sustain 
spiritual life not to reveal information. 

(2) Answer: If the Bible is wrong in what is observable (i.e., that which may be 
subjected to scientific scrutiny), there is no reason it trust it in what is not 
observable. 

e. Dictation Theory 

 (1) Explanation: The Bible writers were rote dittographers, mechanically 
reproducing God’s truth word for word. 

(2) Answer: While some portions of Scripture are the product of dictation (Exod 
34:1, 27–28; Deut 10:2, 4; Isa 8:1, 30:8; Jer 30:2; 36:1–6; etc.), the mere fact 
that these passages may be singled out as such indicates that this is not true of 
the majority of the Bible. This theory fails to account for all the evidences of 
individual personality among the Bible writers and the Bible’s own citation of 
itself. Embrace of this theory also tends to result in making people treat the 
Bible like a fetish and so they fail to update its style, vocabulary, and syntax 
for fear of despoiling its perfections. 



 
 

38 

  2. The Biblical Concept of Inspiration— “All Scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim 3:16). 

 a.  The Meaning of θεόπνευστος 

(1) The NIV reading is the most literal of the standard translations—“God-
breathed.” The term occurs only here in the New Testament and found 
nowhere else in Greek literature prior to this time.  

(2) The concept, however, is an Old Testament one: 

Psalm 33:6—By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the 
breath of his mouth all their host. 

Genesis 2:7—God breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. 

Job 33:4—The breath of the Almighty gives me life. 

(3) Explanation: 

• Scripture is in the same category as the heavens and man’s spirit as being 
produced by God’s creative power. 

• The –τος ending carries a passive significance. Scripture is a production of 
God. If the meaning of the term were active it would carry the idea of (a) 
the Bible breathing something about God or (b) God breathing some sort 
of divine power into the Bible. 

 This term has to do with the origin and not the effect of Scripture. The Bible is 
not “inspiring,” nor does it give “inspiration” subjectively. Instead the term 
carries the Hebrew idea that the Bible’s origin is God. 

 b.  The Meaning of γραφὴ 

Γραφὴ has to do with writing or script. The writings, not the writers, partake of 
inspiration. The writers were not breathed into nor were they the product of God’s 
creativity (as far as the context of this verse is concerned). The writings were the 
product of God’s creative breath. In the New Testament, this term always appears 
with reference to the Jewish canon, though on two occasions it also references 
material by NT authors (1 Tim 5:18; 2 Pet 3:16).  

The major NT discussions of inspiration (e.g., 2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:20) deal 
without exception to what is inscripturated, identifying these as correlate ideas. 

Note: That other expressions of God’s word (i.e., unrecorded words, prophetic 
utterances by spokesmen for God) are properly true and authoritative, the 
designation inspiration is here limited to the Scriptures. See the material below 
under the purposes and corollaries of inspiration.  

 c.  The Meaning of πᾶσα 

Whether this term is rendered “all” (collective in sense) or “every” (distributive in 
sense) does not of itself materially affect the meaning. The point is that all 
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writings that fall within the category of sacred Scripture (which in any scheme of 
interpretation includes the entirety of the Torah) are God-breathed.  

 3.  The Method of Biblical Inspiration 

 a.  Inspiration is not a matter of the prophet’s “own interpretation” (2 Pet 1:20). 

Scripture does not “become” (οὐ γίνεται) by the human author’s “own 
interpretation” (ἰδίας ἐπιλύσεως). This means that (1) that Scripture does not 
originate in human reflection, imagination, or stimulating solutions to his own 
cultural/moral milieu and that (2) Scripture is not a human condensation, 
interpretation, or translation of ineffable divine ideas and principles. Scripture is a 
propositional phenomenon sourced in God himself. 

b. Scripture was produced as men were “carried along” by the Spirit (2 Pet 1:21). 

The Greek word employed here (φέρω) means to “carry” or “bear.” Here it is a 
present passive participle meaning to be “borne along” (cf. Acts 27:15, 17 where 
ships are borne on their courses by the wind and waves). While the Bible writers 
were active in using their rational faculties and personalities, they were passive in 
terms of the ultimate origin of Scripture.  

  c. The Holy Spirit superintended the words and styles used by the biblical authors 
(1 Cor 2:10–13). As we have seen above, this does not demand a mechanical 
dictation, but something of a “confluence” (Warfield) of the Word of God and the 
word of man. In Kaiser’s words, “a living assimilation of [the human author’s] 
style, vocabulary words, and divine truth took place” (Kaiser, “A Neglected Text in 
Bibliology Discussions: 1 Corinthians 2:6–16,” WTJ 43 [Spring 1981]: 317). 

The process of preparing men and shaping their rhetorical skills no doubt, began long 
before the writing actually took place. God prepared the writers in disposition, 
training, experience, etc., even going back in their genetic lines and remote 
ancestry. 

Jeremiah 1:4–9: 

Yahweh: “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were 
born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations.”  

Jeremiah: “Ah, Sovereign LORD, I do not know how to speak; I am only 
a child.” 

Yahweh: “Do not say, ‘I am only a child.’… I have put my words in your 
mouth.” 

    Galatians 1:15–16—[God] set me apart from birth…to reveal his son in me. 

4. The Extent of Biblical Inspiration 

 a. Plenary inspiration means that all of Scripture are inspired.  

  2 Timothy 3:16—All Scripture is God-breathed. 
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 b. Verbal  inspiration means that the very words of the Bible are God-breathed. 
Since theopneustos deals with graphe (script, writing), it is utter nonsense to 
speak of anything other than verbal inspiration. 

2 Samuel 23:2—The Spirit of the LORD spoke through me; his word was on my 
tongue. 

Jeremiah 1:9—I have put my words in your mouth. Cf., in principle, Exod 4:10–
16; Deut 18:9–14). 

1 Corinthians 2:13—What we speak [is] not words taught us by human wisdom 
but words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. 

Cf. John 5:47—If you do not believe [Moses’] writings, how will you believe my 
words? 

Discussion Question: If the words of Scripture are inspired, why are there word 
variations in parallel accounts? 

 Exodus 20:8—Remember (זכר) the Sabbath… 
   Cf. Deuteronomy 5:12—Keep (ׁשמר) the Sabbath… 

2 Kgs 20:5—The word of Yahweh came to Isaiah: “Return [ובׁש] and say to Hezekiah...” 
    Cf. Isa 38:5—The word of Yahweh came to Isaiah: “Go [הלך] and say to Hezekiah...” 

 Matthew 5:11—Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all 
kinds of evil against you because of me. 

     Cf. Luke 6:22—Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult 
you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C. The Proof of Biblical Inspiration. 

John Murray, “The Attestation of Scripture,” in The Infallible Word. 

James M. Grier, Jr, “The Apologetical Value of the Self-Witness of Scripture,” GTJ 1 
(Spring 1980): 71–76. 

John M. Frame, “Scripture Speaks for Itself,” in God’s Inerrant Word. 
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1. Introductory Issues 

a. Scholars often present an array of biblical and extra-biblical proof as a 
corroboration of divine inspiration. They demonstrate that the Bible is consistent 
with our knowledge of science and history, that the Bible has proved 
indestructible through the ages, that its prophecies have been fulfilled, that the 
information in it has transformed lives and societies, etc. While all these things 
are true, they fail for several reasons: 

(1) Reliance on external proofs for proof of inspiration cedes the Bible’s own, 
inherent authority to other, “higher” authorities.  

Hebrews 6:13 (in principle)—When God made his promise to Abraham, since 
there was no one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself.  

   (2) Reliance on external proofs for proof of inspiration requires that the ground of 
faith be reduced to a scientific demonstration that the Bible’s teachings are 
self-consistent and true. 

   (3) Reliance on external proofs for proof of inspiration effectively negates all 
appeals to the Bible for any other doctrine: 

The doctrine of Scripture must be elicited from the Scripture just as any other 
doctrine should be. If the doctrine of Scripture is denied its right to appeal to 
Scripture for its support, then what right does any other doctrine have to make this 
appeal? Faith in the Trinity does not have to wait for the resolution of all difficulties 
that the teaching of Scripture presents to us on this question; it does not have to wait 
for the resolution of all apparent contradictions in the teaching of Scripture on the 
Trinity. So neither does faith in Scripture as the inerrant Word of God have to wait 
for the resolution of all difficulties in the matter of inerrancy…. If this position with 
respect to the ground of faith in Scripture is abandoned, then appeal to the Bible for 
the ground of faith in any other doctrine must also be abandoned. 

     —Murray, “The Attestation of Scripture,” p. 9. 

b. The question of proof of biblical inspiration instead rests on what the Bible says 
of its own character. Like all Christian doctrines, proof of the Bible’s inspired 
quality is found in its intrinsic claims to its own self-authority: the Bible is self-
attesting and self-authenticating. Its own inherent truth claims and intrinsic 
perfections make it authoritative. Such authority cannot be delegated to the Bible 
from without; rather it can only be recognized and received by means of the 
Spirit’s regenerating/illuminating work. As the Westminster Confession opines, 
“The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and 
obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or Church; but wholly 
upon God (who is truth itself) the author thereof: and therefore it is to be received, 
because it is the Word of God” (WCF 1.4).  

1 Corinthians 2:14ff—“The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that 
come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot 
understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man 
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makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man's 
judgment: ‘For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct 
him?’ But we have the mind of Christ.” 

1 John 2:27—“You have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know.” 

Thomas Thomas writes,  

The Christian must begin, in his approach to the Scriptures, with the assumption that the 
Bible is the inspired Word of God. And we hold to this view as to the nature of the Bible 
not as a result of some logical argument or series of empirical proofs but because God, in 
His sovereign grace, has regenerated us, has infused spiritual life into spiritually dead 
sinners—we have been born again; and He has ripped those blinders from our spiritually 
blind eyes so we can see, and receive, and understand the things of the Spirit of God.” 
Now we can recognize the Bible for what it is, the very Word of God, whereas we were 
not able to before (The Doctrine of the Word of God, p. 14).  

c. Since appeals to external proofs for inspiration are both (1) self-defeating and 
deleterious to biblical authority and (2) wholly ineffective due to the effects of 
depravity, this syllabus will present only the Bible’s witness to its own inspiration.  

 (1) Objection #1: The Charge of Circular Reasoning 

Answer: All reasoning is ultimately circular in that it begins with unproven 
presuppositions. The self-attestingly true Scriptures are the Christian 
presupposition and thus cannot be set aside in lieu of appeals to more basic 
presuppositions. As Frame aptly notes, “Circularity of a kind is unavoidable 
when one seeks to defend an ultimate standard of truth, for one’s defense must 
itself be accountable to that standard” (Doctrine of the Word of God, 7). 

 (2) Objection #2: The Possibility of Alternative Scriptures 

  Answer:  •   The totality of the Bible’s uniquely consistent claims to self 
attestation and its capacity for supplying “transcendentals” 
(i.e., preconditions of intelligibility). 

•   The Bible’s unique appeals to the immediate recognition of 
God and his revelatory voice (Rom 1:21, etc.). 

•   The uniquely attendant convicting and illuminating works of 
the Spirit. 

2. The Objective Witness—the Bible’s Own Claims to Inspiration/Authority 

 a. The Witness of the Old Testament to Its Own Inspiration 

Exodus 6–14—Note the beginning of each chapter: “The Lord said to Moses.” 

The Ten Commandments are interchangeably attributed to Moses and to God 
(Exod 24:12; 31:18; 32:15–16; 34:1, 27–28; Det 4:13; 9:10; 10:4; 29:1; 30:1; 
31:19, 24). 
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1 Kings 17:1–2—The words of Elijah are equated with the “word of the Lord.”  

Psalm 19:7–11—The Law, testimony, commandments are all from God. 

Isaiah 1:10—“The Word of the Lord” (used 20 times in book). 

Jeremiah 1:2—“The Word of the Lord came [to me]” used almost 100 times in 
the book. 

Ezekiel 3:16—“The Word of the Lord came [to me]” used about 60 times in 
book. 

Daniel 10:10–11—The words were delivered to Daniel by the mouth of God. 

Hosea, Joel, Jonah, Micah, Zephaniah, Haggai and Zechariah all begin with “the 
word of the Lord came unto me.” 

Malachi 1:1–2—“…says the Lord” used 25 times in book. 

 b. The Witness of Christ to the Inspiration of the Old Testament Scriptures.  

 (1) Christ held the Old Testament as final authority. 

Matthew 21:13, 16, 42—It is written…; Have you never read… (2X) 

Matthew 22:29—You are mistaken, not understanding the Scriptures 

Mark 7:9–13—You set aside the commandments of God…invalidating the 
Scriptures. 

Luke 4:4, 8, 10 — It is written 

John 10:35 — The Scripture cannot be broken. 

(2) Christ assumed that it was necessary for Old Testament prophecy to be 
fulfilled. 

Mark 14:49 — They did not seize Jesus in the temple “that the Scriptures 
might be fulfilled” 

Cf. also John 13:18; 17:12 

He also announced the certainty of unfulfilled prophetic events: 

Matthew 26:31—The disciples would fall away because of Zech 13:7. 

Matthew 26:54—Jesus would not call down 12 legions of angels because 
it would violate prophecy. 

Matthew 26:64–65—The Second Coming will occur because of OT 
prophecies. 

   See also Matt 4:14; 5:17; 8:17; 12:17; 13:14, 35; Luke 24:44–47. 
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(3) Christ assumed the historicity of the Old Testament miracles. 

Matthew 19:3–6  Creation of Adam & Eve 
Luke 17:26–27  Noahic Flood 
Luke 17:28–29  Destruction of Sodom 
Luke 17:31–32  Judgement on Lot’s Wife 
Luke 20:37   Burning Bush 
John 6:49   Manna 
John 3:14   Brazen Serpent 
Luke 4:25   Elijah’s Famine 
Matthew 12:40  Jonah and the Fish 
Matthew 12:41  Nineveh’s Conversion 

(4) Christ made no distinction between various parts of the Old Testament: He did 
not consider some portions more inspired or more authoritative than others.  

Matthew 5:18—I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the 
smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear 
from the Law until everything is accomplished. 

John 10:34–37—Is it not written in your Law?…and the Scripture cannot be 
broken…. Do not believe me unless I do what my Father does. 

Luke 24:25–27—O fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets 
have spoken. 

Conclusion: “When Christ thus set the seal of his approval upon the Jewish 
Scriptures of his day, it meant that he considered those Scriptures to be 
divinely inspired” (Edward J. Young, The Infallible Word, p. 62). 

c. The Witness of Christ to the Inspiration of the New Testament. 

None of the New Testament was written while Christ was still on earth. It may be 
asked whether or not Christ is therefore a competent witness to it. It is apparent 
from the Scriptures themselves that since he was the omniscient God who 
determines the future and brings it to pass, he was uniquely qualified to attest to 
the coming Scriptures—and he did. 

 (1) Jesus consciously and deliberately left revelation incomplete when he 
departed this earth. 

John 13:7a—What I do you do not realize now. 

John 16:12—I have many more things to say, but you cannot bear them now. 

 (2) Jesus announced the completion of biblical revelation. 

John 16:13a—The Holy Spirit would guide the apostles into all truth. 

John 16:25—“An hour is coming when I will tell you plainly…” 
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(3) Jesus chose certain men through whom he would give this revelation. 

John 14:24–26—These words you hear are not my own; they belong to the 
Father who sent me. All this I have spoken while still with you. But the 
Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will 
teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. 

John 15:26–27—“When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from 
the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify 
about me. And you also must testify, for you have been with me from the 
beginning.” 

John 16:13—He will guide you into all truth. 

(4) Jesus sketched in advance the general content of this revelation. The 
forthcoming revelation would be: 

• Historical: John 14:26—All that Jesus said. 

• Doctrinal: John 16:14–15—He will take from what is mine and disclose it 
to you. 

• Prophetical: John 16:13b—He will tell you what is yet to come. 

• Final: John 16:13a—He will guide you into all the truth. 

(5) Jesus pre-authenticated the New Testament Scriptures. 

Knowing and having determined in advance what would be written under 
divine inspiration, Jesus gave these writings the same authority as his own.  

John 15:20—If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also. 

John 17:20—Jesus prays equally for those who would believe in him through 
the Apostles’ word. 

d. The Witness of the Apostles to Biblical Inspiration. 

(1) The Apostles continued the appeal to the Scriptures as justification for their 
gospel. 

Acts 8:35—Philip began with Isaiah 53 and preached Jesus 

Acts 17:2–3—Paul reasoned for three Sabbaths from the Scriptures 

Acts 18:28—Apollos vigorously refuted the Jews in public debate, proving 
from the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ. 

1 Corinthians 15:3–4—…according to the Scriptures (here, apparently, the 
NT Scriptures)  

 (2) The Apostles’ preaching and teaching were tested by the Scriptures. 
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Acts 17:11—The Bereans examined the Scriptures daily to corroborate the 
apostolic teaching. 

 (3) Holiness of life and every detail of duty were based on Scripture. 

Acts 23:5 cf. Exod 22:28—You shall not speak evil of a ruler. 

Romans 12:19 cf. Deut 32:35—Vengeance is mine. 

1 Peter 1:16 cf. Lev 11:44–45—You shall be holy for I am holy. 

(4) The Apostles assumed that it was necessary for Old Testament prophecy to be 
fulfilled. 

Acts 1:16—The Scripture “had to be fulfilled” concerning Judas. 

 (5) The Apostles identified God with Scripture and vice versa. 

Acts 4:25 cf. Ps 2:2—You [God] spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth 
of your servant, our father David. 

Acts 13:32–36—God has spoken [via David and Isaiah]. 

Romans 9:17—The Scripture [Moses] says to Pharaoh… 

Galatians 3:8 cf. Gen 12:3—The Scripture [Yahweh] foresaw that God would 
justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance. 

 Hebrews 3:7 cf. Ps 95:7—The Holy Spirit [via the psalmist] says, “Today if 
you hear his voice…” 

Warfield’s conclusion on these texts: “They indicate a certain confusion in 
current speech between ‘Scripture’ and ‘God,’ the outgrowth of a deepseated 
conviction that the word of Scripture is the word of God” (The Inspiration 
and Authority of the Bible, p. 146). 

 (6) The Apostles regarded the Scriptures as “The Oracles of God”. 

Romans 3:2—Israel was entrusted with the oracles of God. 

Acts 7:38—Moses received living oracles to give to Israel. 

Hebrews 5:12—The recipients needed to be retaught the elementary principles 
of the oracles of God. 

1 Peter 4:11—Whoever speaks, let him speak the oracles of God 

 (7) The Apostles regarded other New Testament authors and writers of Scripture 
equally authoritative as the words of Christ and the Old Testament. 

1 Timothy 5:18 cf. Luke 10:7—Paul cites Luke and Deuteronomy side by side 
as equal in authority. 
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2 Peter 3:2—Recall the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets and the 
command given by our Lord and Savior through your apostles. 

2 Peter 3:15–16—They distort Paul and “the rest of the Scriptures.” 

 (8) The Apostles regarded their own writings as from God and authoritative. 

Luke 1:1–4—The exact truth 

John 20:31 cf. 21:24—These things are written so that you may know…and 
we know that this witness is true. 

1 Corinthians 2:13—We speak with words taught by the Holy Spirit. 

1 Corinthians 14:37–38—The things I write are the Lord’s commandments 

1 Thessalonians 2:13—You received from us the Word of God, not the word of 
men. 

Ephesians 3:2–5—Paul’s writings were superior to the OT. 

Hebrews 2:2–3—The NT revelation was greater than the Law. 

Revelation 22:18–19—The penalty for adding to this NT book was the same 
penalty for adding to the OT Law (Deut 4:2, 5, 14, 40; 12:32; Dan 12:4). 

 3. The Subjective Witness 

  It goes without saying that the witness of the Bible to its own inspiration is 
unconvincing to many. This is not due to any deficiency on its part—the Holy Spirit’s 
work in inspiring the Scriptures precludes this. But something must occur in the 
recipient of revelation in order for the inspired authority of the Word of God to be 
embraced as such. This work takes three distinct forms. 

  a. Recognitive Certainty of Inspiration 

   Bahnsen, Van Til’s Apologetic: Readings & Analysis, pp. 194–218, esp. pp. 200f. 
   Van Til, “Nature and Scripture,” in The Infallible Word, pp. 255–93. 

   (1) Romans 1:21 informs us that all people everywhere know God by means of 
his revelation in creation and conscience. Note that this does not say that all 
people can postulate “godness” via revelation; rather, it says that they know 
God. Such knowledge is not existentially communicated; rather, all persons, 
being created in the image of God, intuitively know their Creator. They 
recognize him. They know who he is, what he is like, and what he demands 
(1:32; 2:15). This does not mean that they embrace him for who he is, but it 
does mean they know him, however fleetingly, before they willfully suppress 
him (1:18, 28) and purge him from their consciences (a la 1 Tim 4:2). 

(2) By implication, it seems reasonable to extrapolate that people recognize the 
voice of God directly, apart from any discursive, validating evidence. There is 
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no room for divorcing the epistemological appropriation of natural revelation 
from the epistemological appropriation of special revelation. Man was created 
to know the voice of God and he does. 

  b. Conviction 

   John 16:8–11—When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard to sin and 
righteousness and judgment: in regard to sin, because men do not believe in me; in 
regard to righteousness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me no 
longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this world now stands 
condemned. 

   (1) Conviction is, very simply, the “convincing” work of the Holy Spirit, a work 
whereby he specially impresses upon a man the truth of specific Scriptures to 
which that man finds himself at odds, specifically his sin, his lack of 
conformity to God’s standard, and his resulting culpability. 

   (2) The work of conviction exceeds the testimony of intuited certainty to include 
the activity of the Holy Spirit, whether directly (John 16:8–11) or indirectly 
(Prov 15:12; Amos 5:10; Matt 18:15; John 3:20; 2 Tim 4:2). 

   (3) Conviction does not, however, accomplish all that the work of illumination 
(below) accomplishes. Conviction sometimes contributes to repentance (Matt 
18:15; 1 Cor 14:24–25), but sometimes does not (Matt 18:16ff; Jude 14–15). 
Conviction is merely a convincing work, one by which the Spirit renders the 
unbeliever acutely and self-consciously aware of his suppression of God and 
his Word.  

  c. The Internal Testimony of the Spirit 

   (1) Illumination is the efficacious work of the Holy Spirit whereby he not only 
convinces believers of the authority of Scripture, but also makes them 
favorably inclined to yielding to it. 

1 Corinthians 2:4–5, 14: My message and my preaching were not with wise and 
persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, so that your 
faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power…. The man without 
the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they 
are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are 
spiritually discerned. 

 1 Thessalonians 2:13: We also thank God continually because, when you received the 
word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, 
but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe. 

(2) This illuminating work, which appears to be concomitant with the 
regeneration of the human mind, causes the believer to “accept” or “welcome” 
the Word of God for what it truly is. It causes the believer to “appraise” the 
Word correctly as inspired and authoritative, with the result that it effectively 
“does its work” in the heart and life of the believer rendered favorably 
inclined to it.  
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D. Corollaries of Inspiration 

The Bible’s inspiration is the centerpiece of the doctrine of Scripture. If it is destroyed, 
then the whole of our system of theology collapses. But inspiration does not stand alone. 
There is a network of other doctrines that we may infer from the doctrine of inspiration, 
and these, when demonstrated by Scripture, contribute to our understanding and certainty 
of the inspiration and authority of the Word of God. 

1. Authority 

The Corollary: Since God breathed out all of Scripture, it follows that the Bible 
is authoritative. 

It has been assumed in the foregoing that inspiration and authority go hand in hand, 
but it is helpful to formalize this relationship. The authority of the Bible is the first 
and greatest corollary of inspiration. The Bible’s binding authority does not flow 
from its inerrancy (important as that doctrine is), but from the fact that God breathed 
out its words. We do not first evaluate Scripture’s parts and then submit to them as 
their accuracy and/or importance emerge. We submit to the authority of the Scriptures 
because God produced them.     

2. Infallibility/Inerrancy 

The Corollary: Since God, who is truth and cannot lie, is the author of Scripture, 
it follows that the Bible is also true and has no errors. 

a.  Infallibility 

Infallibility is the incapability of error or mistake in the Bible.  
By the term infallible as applied to the Bible, we mean simply that the Scripture 
possesses an indefectible authority…It can never fail in its judgments and statements. 
All that it teaches is of unimpeachable, absolute authority, and cannot be 
contravened, contradicted or gainsaid. Scripture is unfailing, incapable of proving 
false, erroneous or mistaken. Though heaven and earth should pass away, its words 
of truth will stand forever.”  

—E. J. Young, Thy Word Is Truth, p. 113 

John 10:35—Scripture cannot be broken. 

Matthew 5:18—Until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the 
least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until 
everything is accomplished. 

See also Matt 21:42; 26:54; Mark 14:49; etc. 

At stake here is not so much the preservation of Scripture but the fact of its 
fulfillment. These verses speak not only to the exactness of the biblical revelation, 
but also to the abiding authority of Scripture and the certainty of its claims. 

b.  Inerrancy 

Inerrancy also refers to the incapability of error or mistake in the Bible. This 
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more precise term emerged in the mid-20th century to replace infallibility when 
non-evangelicals redefined “infallible” as merely “trustworthy.” In actuality, the 
terms mean exactly the same thing and many use the terms interchangeably. 

c. Proof of the Bible’s Inerrancy:  

(1) The Corollary from Inspiration in the Form of a Syllogism  

 A: God’s Word is true (Num 23:19: 1 Sam 15:29; Psalm 12:6; Prov 30:5; 
John 17:7; Titus 1:2; Heb 6:18). 

 B: The Bible is God’s Word (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:19–21). 

 \ The Bible Is True. 

Note: By thus interrelating the doctrines of divine fidelity and biblical 
inerrancy, the Bible clearly views each doctrine as indispensible to the 
other. It is not just a word or story that is at stake in inerrancy debates, 
but the very character of the Triune God. The kind of a Bible we believe 
in is directly proportionate to the kind of God we really believe in. 

(2) Direct Statements of Biblical Inerrancy 

Psalm 19:7–9—The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul. The 
statutes of the LORD are trustworthy, making wise the simple. The 
precepts of the LORD are right, giving joy to the heart. The commands of 
the LORD are radiant, giving light to the eyes. The fear of the LORD is 
pure, enduring forever. The ordinances of the LORD are sure and 
altogether righteous. 

Psalm 119:86, 138, 142, 144, 151, 160 

  (3) Biblical Inerrancy Implied  

   Matthew 22:29—You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures. 

   Mark 14:49—The Scriptures must be fulfilled. 

   Acts 17:11—The Bereans were of more noble character than the 
Thessalonians, for they…examined the Scriptures every day to see if what 
Paul said was true. 

   That “the Scriptures” were the final authority in all matters of faith and practice 
also points to the biblical writers’ assumption of inerrancy (Dan 9:2; Acts 
17:2; 18:28; 1 Cor 15:3–4). 

d.  Qualifications on the Doctrine of Biblical Inerrancy 

 (1) The doctrine of inerrancy speaks to accuracy, not to exactness. 

• The doctrine of inerrancy can accommodate imprecision. 
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Number 1:21–46—The number of fighting men from each tribe was 
rounded to the nearest fifty or hundred. 

1 Kings 7:23—The pool at Solomon’s palace was 10 cubits in diameter 
but only 30 cubits in circumference. 

• The doctrine of inerrancy can accommodate grammatical “errors.” 

Grammar and syntax are matters of convention and custom, not truth and 
error. One cannot expect a common fisherman (Peter) to employ the same 
level of grammatical precision as a trained medical doctor (Luke) or legal 
expert (Paul). 

• The doctrine of inerrancy can accommodate paraphrase and abridgement. 

See the material above on the ipsissima vox vs. the ipsissima verba; also 
note the freedom Jesus and the Scripture writers employed in quoting from 
the Old Testament:  

Deuteronomy 6:5 (LXX)—Love the Lord your God with (ἐζ) all your 
heart (καρδία) and with (ἐζ) all your soul (ψυχή) and with (ἐζ) all your 
strength (δύναµις). 

Luke 10:27—Love the Lord your God with (ἐζ) all your heart (καρδία) 
and with (ἐν) all your soul (ψυχή) and with (ἐν) all your strength 
(διάνονια) and with (ἐν) all your mind (ἰσχυς). 

…whereupon Jesus replied, “You have spoken correctly” (v. 28). 

 (2) The doctrine of inerrancy speaks to the original manuscripts only. 

  Inspiration (and thus inerrancy) speaks to the production of the text and thus 
applies only to the autographs (the original manuscripts). Translations are 
neither inspired nor inerrant in that they reflect the mediation of erring men. 
Some speak of copies and translations as “derivatively” inspired; it is best to 
think of them as authoritative insofar as they reflect the original. God does not 
guide translators in any sense like he guided the authors of Scripture.  

There is no Scripture to which one can appeal to establish a divine promise of 
perfectly preserved or inerrant copies/translations. Nonetheless, it is still 
possible to claim that we possess the very Word of God in our translations. 
Although no two extant manuscripts are identical (and, presumably, no 
manuscript is identical to the original), no single Scripture doctrine is 
seriously jeopardized in any of them. The essential message of Scripture exists 
in every translation. Note the following options: 

KJV-Only Position Biblical Position Modernism 

Autographs are 
inerrant 

Autographs are inerrant since they 
are breathed by God himself 

Copies have errors 

\Some translation Translations err since they are the \The autographs 
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must be inerrant work of men had errors 
 

Discussion Question: To what degree do the doctrines of inerrancy and inspiration 
affect one’s philosophy of translation? 

See esp. Decker, “Verbal-Plenary Inspiration and Translation,” DBSJ 11 (2006): 
25–61. 

• Verbal-plenary inspiration does not mean that there is only one correct way to 
translate a text from one language to another. 

• Verbal-plenary inspiration does not mean that syntactical forms must be preserved in 
the translation process or that precisely equivalent vocabulary must be used. In fact, 
this is almost always impossible, because languages simply do not correspond at the 
word level. 

  Idioms cannot be translated word for word and retain their original meaning. 
  Paratactic languages cannot be translated structure for structure into hypotactic 

languages and retain their original meaning. 
 Vocabulary sets of different languages are never identical. 
 Verb tense and aspect do not have precise equivalency from language to 

language. 
 Hebrew poetry is not equivalent to English poetry. 
 VSO (verb-subject-object) languages  like Hebrew do not translate directly into 

SVO (subject-verb-object) languages like English. 

• Verbal-plenary inspiration means that functional accuracy in the translation of texts is 
vitally important and binds us to a grammatical-historical method of translation. 

• Verbal-plenary inspiration means, in view of the evolutionary nature of language, 
that translation is never complete. Verbal-plenary inspiration means that translation 
must be done with a view to the self-consistent unity and harmonization of Scripture.   

Conclusion: The translation most committed to preserving the propositional 
intention of the original text, irrespective of its preservation of specific lexical terms 
and syntactical forms, is most faithful to the doctrines of inspiration and inerrancy.  

 (3) The doctrine of inerrancy is not upset by the limitations of human language 
and human finiteness. 

  (a) As we have seen above, God created man as a linguistic being for the 
primary purpose of God’s self-revelation. It is only as the scourge of 
evolution reaches into linguistic theory that the capacity for language is 
viewed as an acquired rather than as a received capacity. 

  (b) The words of the biblical writers are regarded as the words of God without 
any hints of deficiency. 

   2 Samuel 23:2—The Spirit of the LORD spoke through me; his word was 
on my tongue. 

   Jeremiah 36:6–10—The words of the Lord synonymous with the words of 
Jeremiah. 
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   1 Corinthians 14:37— What I am writing to you is the Lord's command. 

  (c) While the entry of sin has resulted in man using his capacity for language 
inefficiently and incorrectly, the miracle of inspiration seems precisely 
intended to overcome the problem of human depravity. God’s self-
disclosing impulse cannot be thwarted by depravity.  

Question: What about Literary Genres? 

The various genres of human language are not of divine but human origin. 
There are no uniquely superior divine/heavenly genres to which the human 
authors turned when writing the Bible. These are of human invention.  

This is not to say, however, that the capacity for genre-development is 
rendered hopeless by depravity. Humans, even in their depravity, drink deeply 
from the well of God’s common grace, making all sorts of aesthetic, 
linguistic, scientific and other achievements possible. This may be “borrowed 
capital,” but it can produce that which is genuinely good, beautiful, and true. 

 (4) The doctrine of inerrancy is not threatened by changes in human culture. 

  (a) As we have noted above, each of the human biblical authors assumes his 
own culture, including issues of dress, agriculture, architecture, music, 
marriage customs, etc. Also included here are issues of linguistic 
development, vocabulary, etc. This is the case because language and 
culture are inseparable. 

  (b) Scripture thus speaks from the standpoint of specific cultures and to 
specific cultures, none of which are wholly free from error but, due to the 
advantages of common grace, none of which are wholly corrupted (1 Cor 
9:23). 

  (c) Scripture may consistently be shown not to be a partaker of that which is 
evil in culture. In fact, the Bible regularly confronts and regulates cultural 
vices (e.g., divorce, slavery, etc.) rather than accommodating them. 

 (5) The doctrine of inerrancy is not threatened by the dual authorship of Scripture. 

  (a) The work of inspiration has been shown to be an organic confluence of 
human and divine authorship, not a mixture of two independent and 
autonomous contributions, one human and one divine. That is to say that 
despite the presence of two contributors, the Scriptures speak univocally 
(i.e., with one voice). 

  (b) An analogy may be drawn to the hypostatic union of Christ in which one 
person (the Logos) governed the expression of both the human and divine 
aspects of the theanthropic person of Christ apart from any admixture of 
the two. Just as the incarnation saw the divine person controlling an 
impersonal humanity, so also inspiration sees divine agency controlling an 
essentially passive human agent. 
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   Note: This analogy is not to be pressed to suggest that the Bible is somehow an 
extension or embodiment of Christ’s essence. The Scriptures are not divine or an 
incarnation of the divine. However, their possession of two distinct but 
inseparable aspects speaking/acting univocally supply an apt parallel. 

3. Sufficiency (see esp. Frame, DWG, chap 32) 

The Corollary: Since God’s purpose in inspiration was to equip believers of 
every age, it follows that the Bible is a complete and objective 
body of truth from God that is entirely sufficient for its divinely 
intended purpose. 

a. Definition  

By sufficiency is meant that Scripture speaks authoritatively to everything, giving 
mankind everything necessary for every aspect of life. 

b. Biblical Support 

2 Timothy 3:16–17—All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may 
be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

2 Peter 1:3—His divine power has given us everything we need for life and 
godliness [Note the context of God’s promises (v. 4) and the Scriptures (vv. 
19–21)]. 

  c. Qualifications 

   (1) Sufficiency does not mean that Scripture speaks comprehensively about 
everything or that nothing can be known apart from direct confirmation of 
Scripture. The sufficiency of Scripture does not forbid the quest for 
knowledge additional to Scripture, but it does insist that there are no more 
divine words for us to receive. 

   (2) The sufficiency of Scripture does not mean that the Spirit is not necessary for 
life and godliness. The Scriptures give us all of the necessary content, and 
even carry in themselves all of the warrant necessary for faith (see above 
under self-authentication); the cause of faith, however, does not lie in its 
words: this is the purview of the Spirit of God (see below under illumination).   

   (3) Sufficiency does not mean, either, that the purview of Scripture is limited to 
spiritual truth. Scripture not only gives us everything necessary to life and 
godliness, but also the transcendentals necessary to the correlation of all truth. 
Though Scripture does not comprehend truth in all its infinite specificity, it 
does not follow that there is a separate, neutral realm for secular “truth” that is 
free from the epistemological constraints of the Bible. It thus also follows that 
biblical sufficiency renders all disciplines subservient to the authority of 
Scripture such that all disciplines find their legitimacy in the biblical 
worldview. There is no “neutral” discipline or practice that cedes authority to 
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the individual.  

    As such, the truth system contained in Scripture is such that it can validate or 
invalidate all truth claims, even those external to its own, explicit statements. 
It is an epistemological arbiter for all truth even though it does not actually 
contain all truth. As Van Til was quite fond of saying, “The Bible speaks to 
everything.” More specifically, he notes that “the Bible, as the infallibly 
inspired revelation of God to sinful man, stands before us as that light in terms 
of which all the facts of the created universe must be interpreted” (Defense of 
the Faith, p. 107). 

   (4) Sufficiency does not preclude the possibility of progressive revelation. While 
the Scriptures were at every point in history sufficient for mankind in his 
particular setting (Frame’s general sufficiency), God’s specific expectations 
of mankind were not static, resulting in the need for additional revelation. 
Hebrews 1:1–4, however, indicates that special revelation climaxed in the 
person and work of Christ that, once documented, brokers no further 
supplementation. (Frame’s particular sufficiency). Cf. 2:1–4; John 14:26. 

   d. Implications of Scriptural Sufficiency 

    (1) Both the canon and the universe are closed. If indeed the Bible is sufficient as 
it stands, it cannot countenance any changes to the created order (to which it 
speaks with perpetual sufficiency) that would require additions to its message. 

    (2) Additional revelation is not only unnecessary, but also unwelcome. God has 
given man a book and an illumined mind. These together are described as 
absolutely sufficient, immediately rendering suspicious all other additional 
revelations. 

4.  Preservation 

 Combs, “The Preservation of Scripture,” DBSJ 5 (2000): 3–44. 
Glenny, “The Preservation of Scripture and the Version Debate,” in One Bible Only 

(Kregel, 2001), pp. 102–33. 
Stigers, “Preservation: The Corollary of Inspiration,” JETS 22 (1979): 217–22. 

The Corollary: Since God’s purpose in inspiration was to provide a deposit of 
truth that thoroughly equips believers in every age, it follows 
that God must have preserved it for us, or else his purpose in 
inspiration would be thwarted. 

a. Biblical evidence for preservation. 

There are a number of texts to which many appeal to establish the preservation of 
Scripture. The large majority of these traditionally cited texts, however, do not 
speak to the preservation of the Bible, but to the abiding certainty and authority 
of the word (Isa 40:8; Matt 5:18; 24:35; 1 Pet 1:23–25; etc.; cf. Isa 55:11).  

There are at least two passages, however, that seem to point directly to the 
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preservation of the Word of God itself, or at the very least that of the Torah: 

Psalm 119:152—You established your statutes to last forever.  

Psalm 119:160—Every one of your righteous ordinances is everlasting. 

 In any case, the direct biblical argument for its own preservation is very thin. It 
would seem that the corollary from inspiration is more sure than direct biblical 
proof texts.  

b. The means of preservation 

(1) That the Bible has in some sense been preserved is patently obvious. As is the 
case with a variety of ancient texts, the Bible has survived to the present day. 
And since God is the sovereign, controlling force in the universe we may say 
that the survival of all of these texts is owing to an act of divine providence. 
The question under consideration here is whether God used miraculous means 
to preserve the Bible more perfectly that these other ancient texts.   

(2) In view of the virtual silence of the Scriptures on this topic, several theories 
have emerged 

 (a) View 1:  Miraculous, Perfect Preservation of the exact words of 
Scripture in a single manuscript or version. 

  Example:  some expressions of the TR-Only and KJV-Only positions. 

 (b) View 2:   No Doctrine of Preservation 

  Examples: Wallace, Glenny. 

 (c) View 3:  Providential, Essential Preservation in the totality of 
manuscripts and versions. 

  Examples: Warfield, Combs, J. B. Williams (ed.) 

(3) Analysis 

 (a) While many advocates of view 1 claim not to hold to a miraculous view, 
but a providential one, they do so by special pleading. Hills, for instance, 
calls for a “special providence” that preserves the Bible “infallibly.” By 
using such terms, he (and others of his ilk) effectively conflate providence 
and miracle such that a doctrine of “re-inspiration” cannot be credibly 
denied.  

  This position cries out for biblical corroboration and historical evidence, 
leads to absurd defenses of impossible readings, and almost expressly 
demands schism in the church on entirely unsustainable grounds (special 
pleading, tradition and personal preference). 

 (b) While View 2 is valid strictly from the standpoint of explicit proof texts, 
the corollary from the purpose of inspiration seems to demand some kind 
of preservation. This view seems over-reactionary and leaves the believer 
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rather unmoored and uneasy in the outworking of his Christian life. 

 (c) View 3 seems to be the most defensible position. 

• It moves preservation to the realm of normal providence, eliminating 
the need for miracle and re-inspiration. 

• It calls for the preservation of the essential message of the Scriptures, 
leaving room for imperfect translations, transcription and typographical 
errors, etc., but leaving intact “everything necessary for life and 
godliness.” 

• It accords with the historical fact that no one manuscript, text-type, 
version, or translation is demonstrably perfect (see, e.g., 1 Sam 13:1). 

5. Canonicity 

The Corollary: Since God’s purpose in inspiration was to provide a deposit of 
truth that thoroughly equips believers in every age, it follows 
that God must have equipped believers with the ability to 
correctly identify and collect the Word of God. 

The discussion of biblical canonicity is in many ways the least satisfying of all the 
discussions of bibliology. No Scripture conclusively proves the identity of the biblical 
canon (especially the NT canon), with the result that wranglings over the exact 
identity of Scripture continued in the early church for nearly 300 years after the canon 
was closed. So how do we know that we have the Word of God in our hands? Very 
simply, from the corollary from the purpose of inspiration. 

a. The Definition of Canonicity 

(1) The English term canon comes from an ancient root discoverable not only in 
Greek and Hebrew, but also Sumerian, Akkadian, and Ugaritic. It carries the 
idea of an authoritative, norming standard, usually in the form of a measuring 
rod or common ruler. 

(2) Applied to Scripture, then, the term has two senses: 

• Actively, Scripture is a canon in that it norms faith and practice. 

• Passively, Scripture is “canonical” when it is recognized for its norming 
authority and added to the official “list” of authoritative books. 

It is the latter sense that is under consideration here. The former sense is true 
in that a book, once inspired, has canonical or norming authority. The 
question here is how believers successfully identify what is canonical. 

b. The Idea of Canonicity 

Connected with the production of the various portions of the Bible is something 
of a “canonical consciousness,” a thread that weaves its way through Scripture. 
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(1) Certain writings were collected in the tabernacle/temple (Exod 25:16, 21; 
40:20; Deut 31:24–26; Josh 24:26; 1 Sam 10:25).  

(2) Christ displayed familiarity with a specific, exclusive body of literature—the 
law, the prophets, and the Psalms—that he apparently viewed as the OT canon 
(Luke 24:44). 

(3) The fact “the Scriptures cannot be broken” (John 10:35) is a tacit 
demonstration that Christ viewed the Bible of his day was a fixed and 
inviolable unit. 

(4) Christ anticipated a completed body of authoritative truth that would be 
completed by the apostolate (John 14:24–26; 16:13–15). 

(5) The NT writers viewed “the Scriptures” as a specific and growing aggregate 
in the era of the apostles (1 Tim 5:18; 2 Pet 3:15–16). 

(6) The warning passages against adding to or deleting from these authorized 
materials assumes that the Scripture writers had an exclusive canon in view 
(Deut 4:2; 12:32; Eccl. 12:11; Rev 22:18–19). 

Question: Does this demand that the Scripture writers knew when they were writing 
under inspiration and when they were not?  

While there were certainly instances when the Scripture writers knew when they were 
writing sacred text (Moses and the 10 commandments, etc.), it is hard to definitely 
conclude that the original contributors especially to edited collections knew when they 
were writing under divine inspiration and when they were not. Also, Paul seems to accord 
his “lost” letters to Corinth and Laodicea (1 Cor 5:9; 2 Cor 7:8; Col 4:16) the same 
authority as his extant writings without any caveat about their non-canonical status.  

c. Old Testament Canonicity 

(1) The idea of canonicity as an aggregate “testimony” (Exod 25:16, 21) is 
reflected in the pattern of collecting various scriptures for safekeeping (Deut 
10:1–5; 31:24–26; Josh 24:26; 1 Sam 10:25; Eccl 12:11). 

(2) The criteria of canonicity are not spelled out. However, priority was given to 
the writings of prophets and wise men (Deut 18:18–22; Eccl 12:9–11), and the 
Law was viewed as an arbiter of later claims to divine authority (Isa 8:20). 

(3) The identity of the OT canon was not the subject of as much scrutiny in the 
early Church as the NT canon, however, because Christ himself expressly 
identified the OT canon as “the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms” (Luke 
24:44), the traditional threefold Jewish division of the OT containing no more 
and no less than our present 39 books of the OT.  

 It is also interesting to note every OT book except Esther is quoted in the NT, 
while the not one of the 14 apocryphal books is cited. 

d. New Testament Canonicity 

(1) While there are several objective criteria that help to narrow the candidates for 
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NT canonicity, there is no combination of such criteria that successfully yields 
the precise 27 books we call canonical today. 

(a) Since Christ specifically indicated that “all” of the material necessary for 
the Christian church would be given through the apostles (John 14:26, 
15:26–27, and 16:13–15, 25), it is possible to narrow the candidates for 
inclusion to apostolic writings (see also Eph 2:20). This criterion of 
apostolicity, however, is not ultimately determinative.  

• It must make awkward explanations how contributors such as Luke, 
James, Jude, Mark, and the unknown author of Hebrews qualify. 

• It is immediately excepted by the most voluminous author of the NT, 
Paul, who was not present at the John 14 event, but was rather an 
“abnormally born” apostle (1 Cor 15:8). 

• It fails to explain why some of the writings of the apostles were 
excluded from the canon. Further, if the qualification is broadened to 
include “close associates” of the apostles, it fails to explain why the 
writings of other associates (e.g., Polycarp) were excluded. 

(b) Another test of canonicity is that of orthodoxy. This criterion, which 
appears as a test both of extra-biblical prophecies (Deut 18) and extra-
apostolic teachings (Gal 1:9), reasons that, since the Bible is true, it can 
have no internal contradictions. Again, however, while this criterion 
effectively weeds out some writings, it cannot conclusively identify the 
exact canon we use today. 

• This test begs the question, esp. for the NT—it logically only works if 
a valid canon is already assumed.  

• This test cannot explain the exclusion of other orthodox writings (e.g., 
Polycarp’s epistles, the Shepherd of Hermas). 

(c) Another proposed criterion of canonicity is catholicity, or universal 
acceptance by the Christian majority. This test likewise finds validation in 
principle in the NT (2 Cor 11:4; 2 Thess 3:6). Again, however, this 
criterion cannot by itself, or even in conjunction with the other criteria, 
produce our exact canon: 

• Some canonical books were not “received” as readily as others by the 
early church (e.g., James, Philemon, 2 Peter, 2–3 John). 

• Some extra-canonical books, on the other hand, were extremely highly 
regarded in the early church, even appearing on some early canonical 
lists (e.g., 1 Clement, Shepherd of Hermas). 

(2) The Validating Criteria of Canonicity 

 See esp. Sawyer, “Evangelicals and the Canon of the New Testament,” GTJ 11 
(1990): 29–52. Also Frame, DWG, chap. 22; Kruger, Canon Revisited. 
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 In the absence of conclusive, objective criteria for canonicity, it seems 
necessary to argue for the present canon on the following two points: 

(a) The corollary from inspiration. Since God’s purpose in giving us his 
inspired Word was to equip believers thoroughly in every age, it follows 
that we must have successfully discovered it in the 27-book NT canon. 

(b) The uniform internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. Since God’s Spirit 
effectively works to make believers “know” the truth (John 10:27; 1 John 
2:27), it follows that, allowing for some discrepancy due to self-deception, 
the Spirit’s collective witness to the Christian majority is determinative. 

Question: Are there any inspired materials that have been lost?  
Laying aside the problem of verification of such alleged documents, it would seem that 
the foregoing corollaries from inspiration would answer this question in the negative. If 
God’s purpose in inspiration is to preserve a definitive rule of faith or canon for the 
church, it follows that his purpose has succeeded. “Losing” such materials would seem 
contrary to this purpose and thus impossible. Though apostolic writings have surely been 
lost, we conclude that these do not contain material uniquely necessary to the believer’s 
life and godliness. In Frame’s words, we approach the question of canonicity “with a 
presupposition: that God will not let his people walk in darkness, that he will provide for 
us the words we need to have, within our reach” (DWG, p. 136) 

 e.  The Closure of the Canon 

  The preceding arguments further suggest that the canon is necessarily closed. 
Note the following: 

(1) Christ states that the apostles would remember and record all truth (John 
14:26). This clearly does not mean that they would record everything that 
Jesus ever said (see e.g., 21:25); instead this apparently means that they would 
record everything intended by God for inscripturation.  

(2) The repeated warnings against adding to the authorized collection assumes 
that the Scripture writers had an exclusive and fixed canon in view (Deut 4:2; 
12:32; Prov 30:5–6; Eccl. 12:11; Rev 22:18–19). 

(3) The arguments from the purpose of God in inspiration (a truth deposit that is 
wholly sufficient for the present age) precludes the possibility of an open 
canon. 

6. Perspicuity. 

The Corollary: Since God’s purpose in inspiration was to provide a deposit of 
truth that thoroughly equips believers in every age, it follows 
that its message must be sufficiently clear for believers to 
understand it.  

a. Definition:  

By perspicuity is meant the clarity of Scripture. In Thomspon’s words, perspicuity 
is “that quality of the biblical text that, as God communicative act, ensures its 
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meaning is accessible to all who come to it in faith” (169–70). Grudem defines 
the idea with a slightly different emphasis, describing perspicuity to mean that 
“the Bible is written in such a way that all things necessary for our salvation and 
for our Christian life and growth are very clearly set forth in Scripture.” Together 
these definitions communicate that no Christian who uses his regenerated mind 
and the normal laws of language can fail to learn from Scripture’s univocal words 
all that he needs to know for his spiritual welfare.  

Psalm 119:130—The unfolding of your words gives light; it gives understanding 
to the simple (also 19:7). 

Note also that much of the Bible is addressed not to ecclesiastical elites, but to the 
churches (1 Cor 1:2, etc.).  

b. Qualifications  

(1) Perspicuity does not mean that all of Scripture is equally easy to understand. 

2 Peter 3:15–16—[Paul’s] letters contain some things that are hard to 
understand. 

(2) Perspicuity does not mean, therefore, that believers cannot misunderstand 
Scripture. 

• Jesus’ disciples regularly misinterpreted Christ and the OT prophets (Matt 
15:16; Mark 4:10–138:14–21; John 8:27 etc.). 

• Uncertainty about the role of OT structures in the NT community resulted 
in “much debate” and the need for the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:7). 

• Obdurate hearts caused some to miss the significance of God’s words 
(Matt 13:10–13; John 5:39–40). 

• Others erred by failing to correctly apply the received laws of language 
(2 Pet 3:16). 

• Others exceeded the intent of Scripture in their application (Matt 15:1–6). 

 (3) Perspicuity does not mean that there is no need for trained teachers in the 
church (1 Cor 12:28; Eph 4:11). In the words of the Westminster Confession, a 
sufficient understanding of Scripture employs the use of “ordinary means,” 
which includes prayer and the assembled church (with its officers). 

IV. Illumination. 

A. Definition: Illumination is the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit whereby he 
convinces the believer that the Bible is, indeed, the Word of God and makes him 
favorably inclined to yielding to it. 

B. The Need for Illumination 
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Having a written revelation from God preserved and issued in one’s language is still not 
enough to complete the communication of divine truth to man. Because of the 
supernatural, infinite and pure nature of Scripture, and because of the finiteness and 
sinfulness of man, there must be a further work of God to overcome the experience of 
every “natural” man, who uniformly “exchange the truth of God for a lie” (Rom 1:25; 
1 Cor 2:14).  

 C. The Biblical Basis for Illumination  

1 Corinthians 2:4–5, 14–16: My message and my preaching were not with wise and 
persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith 
might not rest on the men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.... The man without the 
Spirit [the natural man] does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, 
for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are 
spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he 
himself is not subject to any man’s judgment. For who has known the mind of the 
Lord that he may instruct him? But we have the mind of Christ. 

1 John 2:20, 21, 27: You have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know [the 
truth]. I do not write to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do 
know it and because no lie comes from the truth. As for you, the anointing you 
received from him remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you. His 
anointing teaches you about all things. 

1 Thessalonians 2:13: We also thank God continually because, when you received the 
word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as 
it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe. 

 D. The Explanation of Illumination 

  See esp. Daniel Fuller, “The Holy Spirit’s Role in Biblical Interpretation,” in Scripture, 
Tradition, and Interpretation. Also Frame, DWG, 310–15. 

  1. What Illumination Does Not Do  

   a. Illumination does not impart new revelation. The Scriptures are complete, leaving 
no need for special revelation. The only thing lacking is a mind “opened” to 
accept the revelation already possessed. 

   b. Illumination does not supply hidden or deeper meaning that eludes un-believers. 
Because of some unfortunate translation work in 1 Corinthians 2, one might read 
some of the versions as suggesting that the meaning of the text of Scripture is lost 
to a person apart from the aid of the Holy Spirit. This understanding flies in the 
face of the grammatical-historical principle of interpretation and renders the locus 
of meaning the human mind rather than the text itself.  

    An unbeliever can, in fact, learn the laws of language and grammar and emerge 
with an understanding of a text’s meaning that is equal to or even superior to that 
of a believer. But what the unbeliever cannot do is welcome the Word eagerly as 
absolutely authoritative and personally applicable. 
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   c Illumination does not delegate authority to the Bible. The self-attesting Bible is 
authoritative and true because God wrote it. The Holy Spirit is not necessary to 
establish its authority or even to “prove” its authority. Instead, it illumines the 
darkened mind to accept the abundantly clear self-testimony of Scripture that it 
already possesses.  

   d. Illumination does not grant perspicuity (clarity) to the Bible. The clarity that the 
Bible possesses is innate and cannot be “activated” by external forces. 

   e. Illumination does not remove the need to develop hermeneutical skills essential to 
uncovering the meaning of Scripture. The fact that the believer has “no need for 
anyone to teach him” does not mean that he can forego the hard work of exegesis 
or neglect the teaching and preaching of the Word. In fact, John is saying just the 
opposite. John is saying that all believers have the equipment necessary to do 
exegesis—they can detect truth by means of the illuminating work of the Holy 
Spirit without a secret “key” to meaning possessed only by some spiritually elite 
group (note the context of both 1 John 2 and 1 Corinthians 2).  

  2. What Illumination Does 

   a  Illumination imparts certainty that the self-authenticating words of Scripture are 
true and authoritative. This accounts for (1) the determination of the Bible’s 
identity (canonicity), and (2) the acknowledgement of its absolute authority. 

   b. Illumination removes the native hostility of the depraved mind to the Word of 
God. The depraved mind is hostile to God and to his Law (Rom 8:7) and resistant 
to the truth, preferring falsehood (Rom 1:18–20, 25, 28). This cannot be overcome 
with the use of independent evidences. It is only by the Holy Spirit that the 
believer can “accept” (i.e., welcome) the Word of God, “know” the Word of God 
(i.e., embrace it for the truth that it is), or “appraise” (i.e., positively evaluate, 
appreciate, and apply) the Word of God. 

   c. Indirectly, it would seem that the acceptance of the inerrant authority and unity of 
Scripture supplies the basis for the valid correlation of truth into a unified system. 
This is not to say that illumination improves ones correlative skills, per se, but it 
makes a believer want to correlate this accumulated corpus of biblical data that an 
unbeliever sees as incoherent, self-contradictory, and thus beyond the pale of 
correlation. In short, illumination is necessary to a valid systematic theology. 

V.  Interpretation 

The last stage in the overall conveyance of revelation from God to man is interpretation. This 
is closely related to and builds on the preceding point. By Illumination the Spirit convinces 
people of the infallible truth and personal applicability of the Scriptures. Interpretation is the 
means whereby people discover the meaning of Scripture.  
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PART 3: DISPENSATIONALISM  

I. Introduction 

 Since DBTS seminary has a 2-hour required class on dispensationalism, this syllabus does 
not go into great detail on the topic of dispensationalism. However, since dispensationalism 
establishes a theological framework for understanding the story-line and central message of 
Scripture, a brief introduction seems necessary. 

II. Some Working Definitions 

 A. Dispensationalism is an approach to understanding the Bible in terms of the 
unfolding revelation of God, resulting in distinguishable administrations of 
responsibility on the part of man. 

1. The governing feature of dispensationalism its distinctive theory of grammatical-
historical hermeneutics; however, dispensationalism is more than just a method for 
studying the Bible. It is a method for understanding the flow of history and the 
unfolding design of our sovereign God for all of his creation. 

2. Dispensationalism is not a complete system of theology, but rather a system of 
theologizing. As such, it has distinctive understandings of only a few whole doctrines, 
namely, ecclesiology and eschatology. 

 B. Covenant Theology is an approach to understanding the Bible in terms of (1) a 
covenant of redemption made within the Godhead, (2) a covenant of works of God 
with the “federal” head of the human race (the first Adam), and (3) a covenant of 
grace whereby Christ (the second Adam) fulfills the terms of the covenant of works 
vicariously for his elect. This final covenant, made initially between God and Adam, is 
renewed at various points in human history for the benefit of the elect of all time. 

  1. Governing covenant theology are God’s universal, uninterrupted covenant demands 
and man’s similarly universal and uninterrupted covenant commitments.  

  2. Because premillennialism suggests a radical change in the outworking of God’s plan 
and a disjunction between the peoples of God, covenant theologians have historically 
either (1) denied the millennium (amillennialism) or (2) regarded the single people of 
God as empowered by God to gradually secure control over the world system so as to 
usher in the eternal state (postmillennialism). More popular today is the idea of 
covenant premillennialism (also called historic premillennialism) which affirms 
premillennialism because of the plain statements of Scripture. These typically hold to 
a form of premillennialism, however, that reduces as much as possible any 
discontinuity between Israel and the Church (posttribulationalism). 

 C. Progressive Dispensationalism is an approach to understanding the Bible in terms of 
Scriptural promises whose meaning and referents “progress” as history unfolds.  

  1. Progressive dispensationalism’s most visible, distinguishing feature is its 
“complementary hermeneutic,” which allows Scripture to obtain a sensus plenior, or 
fuller meaning than that originally intended by human author. 
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  2. Progressive dispensationalism maintains significant distinction between Israel and the 
Church and is uniformly premillennial in its eschatology; however, these facts are 
softened by a “realized eschatology” whereby the church participates in promises 
specifically granted to Israel within the context of a partially inaugurated Messianic 
Kingdom today.  

 D. New Covenant Theology is an approach to understanding the Bible in terms of a 
developing covenant motif that culminates in the establishment of the new covenant. 

  1. New covenant theology is to covenant theology what progressive dispensationalism is 
to dispensationalism—a move toward rapprochement between the two poles, in this 
case with greater fidelity to the principles of covenant theology. 

  2. In new covenant theology, the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants are preliminary 
shadows or types that anticipate arrival of the glorious new covenant, and Israel is “a 
temporary unbelieving picture of the people of God.” These give way when the new 
covenant is established. 

  3. New covenant theology resembles dispensationalism in understanding the Mosaic 
Code as set aside, but rejects the idea that Israel and the Church are “separate and 
equal” peoples of God. 

III. The Irreducible Minimum of Dispensationalism 

Dispensationalism has been falsely defined throughout its history—both by addition and 
reduction. These false definitions derive from a failure to distinguish what is foundational to 
dispensationalism from what is incidental to specific dispensationalists. Several have 
made published attempts to identify the essential tenets of dispensationalism (see e.g., Ryrie, 
Vlach, Feinberg, etc.). Charles Ryrie’s sine qua non of dispensationalism (the distinction of 
Israel and the church; a consistent, literal hermeneutic; and an underlying, doxological 
purpose of God in the world) is probably the best known of these, but is somewhat cryptic 
and thus more susceptible to misunderstanding and criticism. After detailing what 
dispensationalism is not, these notes will present John Feinberg’s list of six essentials of 
dispensationalism (“Systems of Discontinuity, in Continuity and Discontinuity, pp. 63–86). 

 A. What Dispensationalism Is Not. 

  1. Dispensationalism is not acknowledgement of the fact of historical dispensations, a 
particular definition of the term dispensation, or a specific number of dispensations. 

   Dispensations are no more unique to dispensationalism than covenants are to 
covenant theology. Further, definitions of the term dispensation and the number of 
dispensations vary significantly among individual dispensationalists. 

  2. Dispensationalism is not a peculiar view of eschatology. 

   While the doctrines of premillennialism and pretribulationalism together are unique to 
dispensationalism, these are simply implications of the system, not essential tenets. 

  3. Dispensationalism is not two ways of salvation. 
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   While some key dispensationalists (e.g., Scofield) have been careless and arguably 
even heterodox on this point, this is by no means a necessary or majority view among 
dispensationalists. The only difference that dispensationalists consistently see in the 
plan of salvation is with reference to the content of saving faith. 

  4. Dispensationalism is not a peculiar view of sanctification. 

   a. Dispensationalism is not Antinomianism. 

    While all dispensationalists argue that the Mosaic Law was in its entirety for 
Israel alone, there is considerable disagreement as to the relationship of believers 
to “law” today. Many see Christians governed by OT legal “principles” though 
not OT laws proper; others see some Mosaic laws as reflective of an overarching, 
transdispensational legal code that is binding on people of all ages (and offer 
various ways for identifying these). All recognize that the Law of Christ is in 
some sense binding on believers today.  

   b. Dispensationalism is not Keswick Theology. 

    While the discontinuities of dispensationalism have proved fertile soil for 
Keswick theology and its two-step approach to the Christian life, this model has 
been vigorously rejected by some dispensationalists and certainly does not rise to 
the level of a necessary implication of dispensationalism.  

  5. Dispensationalism is not Arminianism or Open Theism. 

   a. There are admittedly a great many Pelagian, Semipelagian, and Arminian 
dispensationalists, but there are also many Calvinistic Dispensationalists as 
well—even some of the five-point variety. 

   b. Dispensationalism certainly does not teach that an open God is arbitrarily 
experimenting (and perpetually failing) with history to discover some elusive 
means by which man can succeed. It is unlikely that any dispensationalist has ever 
taught this. 

    While the various dispensations all manifest human failure, it is not clear that 
human failure and divine resolution is at the heart of the system. There is 
considerably more optimism in dispensationalism than this. Dispensationalism 
sees human history building to a historical climax. 

 B. What Dispensationalism Is 

  1. A belief that Old Testament covenant promises to Israel will be fulfilled for future, 
national Israel.  

   a. While the covenants are individually/generationally realized through the meeting 
of certain conditions, the covenants themselves are unconditional. 

   b. The covenants, in their self-evidently literal terms, have not yet been fulfilled for 
historical Israel. 
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   c. Spiritual benefits alone cannot be substituted for the social, political, geologic, 
and economic benefits promised in the covenants. 

   d. While dispensationalists differ over the relationship of NT believers to the 
blessings of the OT covenants, all agree that any participation of the church in the 
fulfillment of the covenants is incidental to the fulfillment of the covenant 
promises to national Israel. 

  2. A belief in a prominent future for national Israel. 

   a. While there are many of the postmillennial, amillennial, and non-dispensational 
premillennial persuasion who allow a role for future ethnic Israel, these typically 
credit this future role to the association of individual ethnic Jews with the church. 
There is no distinctively Jewish “flavor” at any point in the end times. 

   b. Dispensationalism, on the other hand, sees Israel as the primary recipient of the 
Millennial Kingdom, and the covenant blessings distinctive to them. While the 
church plays a role in the Kingdom, certainly, the Kingdom itself is for Israel. 

  3. An approach to hermeneutics that demands that the OT and especially its prophecies 
be taken on their own terms and not reinterpreted in light of the New Testament. 

   While there are many examples of allegorized OT narrative, especially among older 
dispensationalists, dispensationalism has uniformly resisted the wholesale 
spiritualization of OT prophecies and the replacement of original referents with new 
ones in view of NT readings.  

  4. A belief in the church as a distinctive organism 

   Dispensationalists believe that the church did not exist at one time and sprang into 
existence at some point in the NT, usually (but not always) at Pentecost. This is the 
result of some new administration of the Holy Spirit that was absent in the OT. 

  5. A belief that the Bible contains multiple senses of terms like “Israel” and “seed of 
Abraham,” and that no one sense can ever swallow up the others. 

   a. While Israel clearly means ethnic Israel in much of Romans 9–11, it means ethnic 
and spiritual Israel in 9:6.  

   b. While “seed of Abraham” refers to physical descendents of Abraham in most 
cases (John 8:33, 37; Acts 3:25; 2 Cor 11:22; , it clearly means all believers 
related to Abraham by virtue of a common faith in others (Rom 4:16; Gal 3:29). 

  6. A philosophy of history that exceeds soteriological issues and embraces the whole of 
human existence, both material and immaterial. 

   a. Covenant Theology places significant emphasis on the idea of “redemptive 
history” as the centerpiece of God’s plan, elevating soteriology at the expense of 
other emphases in the historical outworking of God’s Kingdom program. This 
leads to a greater emphasis on continuity. 
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   b. Dispensationalism sports a more holistic philosophy of history that accounts 
better for features of our universe that fall outside the redemptive realm.  

IV. The Need for Dispensationalism 

 A. It gives reasons for otherwise arbitrary changes throughout history. 

  1. It gives a rationale for suspending the need for circumcision (Acts 15), a law that God 
enforced in the OT on pain of death (Exod 4:24–26).  

  2. It explains why animal sacrifices are no longer offered each week for sin, and also 
why they will be offered again in the Millennium. 

  3. It gives a rationale for changing laws concerning unclean animals (Gen 9:3; Acts 
10:9–16; etc.).  

  4. It gives a rationale for changes in divinely ordained holy days, including even some 
that were part of the Ten Commandments (Rom 14:6; Col 2:16–17).   

 B. It explains other differences between the Testaments. 

  1. It explains the differences in the ministry of the Holy Spirit in the Old and New 
Testaments (coming and going in the OT; baptism and gifts in the NT, etc.) 

  2. It explains the differences between Israel and the Church. 

   a. Differences of Purpose, Origin, and Destiny 

   b. Differences of admission qualifications (Deut 23:1–3 cf. Acts 2:42) 

   c. Differences in relationship to human government 

  3. It explains the sudden shift from Israel to the Church (esp. Rom 9–11). 

 C. It better explains all of God’s activities in the universe. 

  Covenant Theology, with its focus on a covenant forged between God and his elect, 
cannot account well for anything outside the very small world of the elect. Events before 
the fall and after the consummation, not to mention the collected masses of the non-elect 
and angels, have little or nothing to do with the covenant, and do not fit easily into God’s 
unified plan for the historical universe. See the discussion below. 

 D. It answers the need for a consistent hermeneutic. 

  1. Covenant Theology cannot make sense of the whole Bible without regularly replacing 
referents or appealing to sensus plenior, hidden meanings, allegory, and other kinds 
of inexplicably evasive language. 

  2. Progressive Dispensationalism cannot make sense of the whole Bible without adding 
referents or otherwise betraying several critical axioms of language 
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• The univocal nature of language. A proposition can mean only one thing in any 
one context—that which the original author intended. 

• The unitary authorship of Scripture. 

• The jurisdiction of authorial intent. 

• A grammatically and historically governed textual locus of meaning. 

 3. Only Traditional Dispensationalism can make sense of the whole Bible without 
resorting to creative hermeneutical models. 

V. The Bible’s Unifying Theme  

 See esp. McCune, Systematic Theology of Biblical Christianity, 1:235–54. 

A.  Introduction 

 The Bible teaches that whatever God does is always for his own self-glory (see, e.g., 
Rom 11:36; 1 Cor 15:28b; Col 1:16). This purpose of all creation, however, falls short of 
explaining the means and activity necessary to realizing that purpose. The following is an 
attempt to explain this divine intention as expressed in the biblical record. In short it 
attempts to answer the next logical question how God is realizing his purpose for his 
universe. 

B. Requisite Features of the Bible’s Unifying Theme  

1. Comprehensiveness: The unifying center must incorporate in its scope all divine 
activity and revelation. 

2. Significance: The unifying center must reflect a purpose of broad (not isolated) 
theological import that attaches to all the major nodal points and epochs in the 
biblical story line. 

• The Whole Creation 
• The Fall and Sin 
• The Dispensations in God’s Economy 
• The Covenants/Promises of Scripture 
• The Giving of the Law 
• The Establishment of Political Structures 
• Redemption 
• The Whole Consummation of Human History 

3. Efficiency: The unifying center must be expressed not merely as a goal, but as a goal 
with a plan of achievement, i.e., a practical activity by which that goal is effected and 
realized. 

4. Language of Purpose: It follows that the unifying center of Scripture will be indicated 
by purpose statements such as “that men might know…” (etc.).  

 C. Possible Unifying Themes 
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While a great number of unifying centers have been proposed, two emerge as leading 
proposals throughout the history of the church: Redemption and Rule. 

1. Reformed Theology typically views redemption as the unifying center for the whole 
Bible. This idea is not expressed uniformly, but would seem to include the following: 

• Walter Kaiser’s “promise-plan” of redemption and justice (pp. 32–33). 

• Jim Hamilton’s “glory of God through salvation and judgment” 

• Geerhardus Vos’s “redemptive history” and the competing but related idea of 
heilsgeschichte. 

• The “covenants of promise” as an outworking of God’s overarching covenant of 
redemption (see, e.g., McComiskey, Horton, Robertson, and many others). 

• Arguably many of the “Gospel-centered” and “Christ-centered” expressions 
popular today reflect this tradition. 

   Analysis: The redemptive model is to be commended for its success in marrying a 
purpose (God’s glory) with a means of achieving that purpose (redemption). It also 
makes a significant attempt to uphold biblical unity by discovering points of continuity 
between the testaments. Note, however, some key weaknesses of this model: 

• This model is not sufficiently comprehensive. It does not begin until after the Fall 
and as such does not comprehend in its scope the Creation, the age of innocence, 
the imago dei, and the dominion mandate. Furthermore, it does not include in its 
scope the irredeemable (e.g., angels) and the non-redeemed.  

• This model seems at its heart to be anthropocentric. That is to say, it offers as a 
mitte for the whole universe a narrow issue of interest primarily to a peculiar 
species of creature rather than the Creator or the whole creation. 

• This model cannot account for all the nodal points of the biblical story line. In 
addition to the creation motif mentioned above, the redemptive mitte makes little 
sense of the Noahic Covenant, the focus of which is civic. Likewise the 
Palestinian Covenant that so governs the historical books and the theocratic state 
has only negligible interest in soteriology.  

• This model necessarily discourages eschatological discussions of events that 
occur prior to the final consummation.  

• Some expressions of the redemptive model make so much of the second person of 
the Godhead that the other members of the Godhead are reduced to near 
insignificance, offering a virtually Christomonic view of the Bible. 

2. A more promising proposal of a center for all God’s activity that has been prominent 
especially in twentieth century evangelicalism has been that of kingdom: God is 
glorifying himself by building a kingdom for his name’s sake. This theme has 
captured an array of proponents from very diverse theological standpoints: 
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• Non-dispensational covenantalism sports proponents fond of this theme. See esp. 
George Ladd, Carl Henry, and more recently Russ Moore and Bruce Waltke, etc. 

• Ironically, dispensationalists have also gravitated to the kingdom motif. See Alva 
J. McClain, Gene Merrill, Dwight Pentecost, Ken Barker, etc. Barker offers what 
is perhaps the most compelling mitte statement within this category: 

God is asserting and establishing his kingdom or rule over all that he has 
created, thus bringing all creation, through the mediatorial work of his Son, into 
complete submission and order under his sovereignty in order to bring the 
highest possible glory to himself. (Disp., Israel, and the Church, p. 305). 

   Analysis: While the kingdom of God emerges as a promising unifying center for the 
whole canon, vast disagreement on the nature of the kingdom of God render this idea 
difficult to pin down. Note the following: 

• For some the kingdom mitte differs little from the redemptive mitte. The 
kingdom of God is tantamount to the kingdom of God’s elect, over whom he 
rules spiritually. Such a suggestion suffers from the same shortcomings as 
described above. 

• A great many see the kingdom in a broadly Neo-Kuyperian sense as the 
progressive exercise of the people of God to bring the whole creation under 
submission to God, not just in a redemptive sense, but in a holistic sense. 
Usually this model is tied to a progressively realized or even a restorationist 
eschatology. 

• For others, the kingdom is thought of primarily God’s universal reign over the 
whole universe as historically administered by human mediators (e.g., 
McClain, Merrill, and Barker).  

   The broad range of meaning offered by the term kingdom informs us immediately that 
qualification must be offered by any who suggest kingdom as the center to all God’s 
activities external to himself. So malleable is the kingdom motif in the literature that 
one has difficulty making any discernment at times between God’s universal 
kingdom, the kingdom of Israel, the kingdom of the church, and the Millennial 
kingdom. If such equivocation can be averted, however, a kingdom mitte offers great 
promise. Note the following strengths of the dispensational kingdom mitte: 

• It offers a purpose (God’s highest possible glory) and a means to achieving 
that purpose (bringing all creation into submission to God’s sovereignty). 

• It is comprehensive, starting in Genesis 1 (the dominion mandate) and 
extending to the Millennium, the commencement of the eternal state, and 
beyond, subsuming all creation in its scope. 

• It includes in its scope all of the nodal points of Scripture, including not only 
the redemptive aspects of God’s plan, but also the civil aspects. 

• It reflects in the purpose statements of the whole canon (Exod 6:6–7; 9:46; 
Lev 11:45–46; Ps 145:9–13; Isa 45:1–6; Dan 4:15–17; Rom 8:19–23; 9:15–
23; 1 Cor 15:24–28; Eph 1:9–11; Phil 2:11; Col 1:15–20; Rev 21:3). 
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 D. A Proposed Unifying Theme: Two Governments of God 

1. A compelling variation of the kingdom mitte that has seen revival of interest in the 
last decade is that idea that God has a twofold purpose in all his activity in the 
universe: a common/civic purpose (which began with the dominion mandate of 
Genesis 1 and was formalized in the Noahic Covenant) and a special/redemptive 
purpose (which began with the protoevangelium of Genesis 3 and was formalized in 
the Abrahamic Covenant). This unifying center may be expressed as follows: 

    The unifying center of all God’s activity is to glorify himself by establishing a 
universal rule of righteous sovereignty over his whole creation and a peculiar 
relationship of righteous fellowship with his elect. 

   The advantage of a twofold center emerges from the simple observation that a Gospel 
center is too narrow to accommodate all that God is doing, but the regnal center is too 
general to account for all the specific acts of God. By offering a common/civic thread 
and a special/redemptive thread as two principal vehicles of God to achieve his 
doxological purpose, we are relieved of the need either (1) to squeeze all the Scripture 
unnaturally into a singular governing activity of God or (2) to offer equivocating 
definitions of such terms as “kingdom” or “redemption” in the course of discussion. 
This solution has been a popular one in the history of the Church, but one that was 
almost entirely lost in the twentieth century. 

• Thomas Aquinas’s twofold division of natural law and canon law 

• Luther’s two-kingdom model 

• Calvin’s two-government model (see esp. Institutes, 3.19–20 and esp. 4.20) 

• McClain’s Universal and Mediatorial Kingdom distinction 

• VanDrunen’s Two Kingdoms 

2. A Defense of the Two-Government Unifying Center According to the Parameters 
Detailed Above 

 a. Comprehensiveness: This model begins in Genesis 1–2, not Genesis 3 or 12. 
Further it extends through Revelation and even to the eternal state, and includes in 
its scope difficult features such as angels, the damned, etc. 

b. Significance: This model attaches successfully to all the major nodal points of 
human history, not just the redemptive ones. This includes Dominion Mandate, 
the Flood, the Noahic Covenant and attendant civil structures, the Mosaic 
Covenant (and esp. its Palestinian renewal), the Church as a new and apolitical 
“people of God,” the Millennium, etc. 

c. Efficiency: This model has a multifaceted plan of achievement that includes not 
only the vital element of the person and work of Christ, but also the 
administrative structures that surround the giving of each dispensation. 

d. Language of Purpose: See above. 


