
Systematic Theology I | Session 6
The Necessity & Sufficiency of Scripture

Immanuel Church, Jim Hight

25 September 2022



Systematic Theology I | Session 6 25 September 2022

Contents

1 Attributes of Scripture: Necessity & Sufficiency 2

2 Necessity 2
2.1 The Bible is Necessary for Knowledge of the Gospel. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
2.2 The Bible is Necessary for Maintaining Spiritual Life . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
2.3 The Bible is Necessary for Certain Knowledge of God’s Will . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

3 Sufficiency 5

4 Bibliography 11

5 Additional Resources 12
5.1 Necessity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12
5.2 Sufficiency . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12

Immanuel Church, Jim Hight 1



Systematic Theology I | Session 6 25 September 2022

1 Attributes of Scripture: Necessity & Sufficiency

Discussion Prompt: In groups of 3 or 4, have one member of the group attempt to explain the
gospel without referring to any portion or person of Scripture (including Christ!). The only
thing you can use to explain the gospel is general revelation (what we can see in nature and
what we know from our own experience).

Debrief: What portions of the gospel message simply cannot be understood without the Bible?

2 Necessity

Under the heading of the necessity of Scripture, the question is: For what things is the Bible necessary? Or, to
ask the question negatively, what can we know about God and His character apart from the Bible? Grudem
offers three things that the Bible is necessary for and two things that it is not necessary for in answering this
question about the necessity of Scripture.

The Bible is necessary for…

• Knowledge of the gospel.
• Maintaining spiritual life.
• Certain knowledge of God’s will.

The Bible is not necessary for…

• Knowing that God exists.
• Knowing something about His character andmoral laws.

I want to quickly hit the highlights of this outline regarding the necessity of Scripture and then spend a little
more time having a look at the sufficiency of Scripture.

2.1 The Bible is Necessary for Knowledge of the Gospel.

Paul says in Romans 10:13—17 that people need to hear the preaching of Christ if they are going to know how
to be saved. Let’s look at the passage:

[13] For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” [14] How then will they
call on him inwhom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they
have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? [15] And how are
they to preach unless they are sent? Romans 10:13—15a ESV
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So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ. Romans 10:17 ESV

Paul is saying that people can’t believe on Christ unless they hear about Him. And they hear about Christ
through the preaching of the Word — that is, by someone telling them what the Bible says or in some cases
by people reading the Bible for themselves.

This is why we say that the Bible is necessary for knowledge of the gospel. It is necessary to have the words
of God to understand that God has given us a way of salvation through His Son.

When we say that the Bible is necessary for knowledge of the gospel, and therefore necessary in order to be
saved— a common objectionmight be: Well, then what about the believers before Christ? How could the OT
saints be saved?

The Bible tells us that believers in the OT were saved by looking forward to Christ, much in the same way we
look back to Christ.

JC says, in John 8:56…

Your father Abraham rejoiced that hewould seemyday. He saw it andwas glad. John 8:56 ESV

In other words, Abraham looked forward to Christ, and trusted in Christ as he looked to the promises about
Christ from the OT.

So, people were trusting in the Messiah who was to come, even though He had not yet come.

Then, a second question that commonly arises is: Can people be saved today that do not have the words of
the Bible? Grudem’s answer — and I agree with him is, “It doesn’t seem likely.”

I want to be careful in answering this question, because the last thing Iwant to do is limit God in someway. So
I wouldn’t want to say that it is absolutely impossible that God would ever bring someone to salvation who
doesn’t have the words of the Bible or who hasn’t heard what the words of the Bible had to say. But the Bible
doesn’t encourage us to believe that people will be saved in that way because, even in the OT, the only firm
foundation for people to rest their faith on is theWord of God. Of course in the OT, theWord of God speaks of
the gospel in brief form as it tells of the predictions of the Messiah and in the NT we have the full story of the
gospel in the fact that JC has come.

So, the Bible is necessary for knowledge of the gospel. That is, for people to be saved.

2.2 The Bible is Necessary for Maintaining Spiritual Life

Butheanswered, “It iswritten, ‘Manshall not livebybreadalone, butbyeveryword that comes
from themouth of God.’ ” Matthew 4:4 ESV
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In other words, in the sameway that we need physical food for our daily nourishment, Jesus is saying we live
on the Word of God, spiritually speaking. It is necessary for our spiritual life, like food is necessary for our
physical life.

2.3 The Bible is Necessary for Certain Knowledge of God’s Will

We (mankind) have a sense of God’s will that comes from our conscience that God has given to us ‑ in the
sense of having an inherent knowledge of right from wrong. But our conscience can lead us OR mislead us,
and sometimes we are not quite sure of what God’s will is — or even of what might be right or wrong in a
particular case.

But with the Bible, it teaches us clearly with words that we can read and understandwhat God’s will is. When
the Bible speaks to an issue, we are not left to wonder what God’s will is — because it is spelled out for us in
His Word.

Recap: The three things that the Bible is necessary for are…

• Knowledge of the gospel
• Maintaining spiritual life
• Certain knowledge of God’s will.

On the other hand, we also need to say that the Bible is not necessary for…

• Knowing that God exists.
• Knowing something about His character.

The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork. Psalm 19:1
ESV

[19] For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.
[20] For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly
perceived, ever since the creation of theworld, in the things that have beenmade. So they are
without excuse. Romans 1:19—20 ESV

When it comes to knowing something about God’s moral law, Romans 2 tells us…

[14] For when Gentiles, who do not have the law [The Gentiles didn’t have the law of God in
written form], by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though
they do not have the law. [15] They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts,
while their conscience alsobearswitness, and their conflicting thoughts accuseor evenexcuse
them. Romans 2:14—15 ESV
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In other words, there is a testimony of conscience — with some sense (perhaps not in an absolutely certain
sense) but with some sense nonetheless of moral right and wrong and some internal sense that God does in
fact, exist.

Some people deny that they have this, but the Bible is saying that people are without excuse because the
knowledge of God should be plain not only by observing creation but also because people have an internal
sense of God’s very basic character and that sense is common to all people.

This common knowledge of God’s existence or a basic understanding of His character is not to say that every‑
one knows how to deal with their sin and their separation from God— Rather, it simplymeans that everyone
should know that God exists and have a very general sense about what His moral standards are.

I think Derekmay have covered this on our very first week— but this is a good place to remind you about the
distinction between general revelation and special revelation.

General revelation refers to what can be known about God by observing nature, seeing God’s influence in
history, and from our own conscience.

General revelation is a great blessing for all of us in society because it prevents unchecked sin from running
rampant and destroying everyone. People do have a sense that God exists and that they are somehow ac‑
countable to Him. So general revelation is a good thing, but it is not sufficient for salvation. By general rev‑
elation people don’t come to understand how to deal with their sin. So general revelation is revelation that
God gives to all people, generally through nature and an internal sense of right and wrong.

Special revelation, on the other hand, refers to God’s Words addressed to specific people — particularly the
words of the Bible.

But nowhere is Scripture does it indicate that people can know the gospel or the way of salvation by general
revelation only.

For many people, this is a difficult doctrine to think about when they first encounter it because we naturally
have a love for all others in the world. But this doctrine is necessary if we believe the teachings of Scripture.
And it gives great motivation for evangelism and missions. In fact, this doctrine of the necessity of Scripture
has been the foundational motivation for mission work throughout the history of the church.

3 Sufficiency

Under the heading of sufficiency, the question is: Is the Bible enough for knowing what God wants us to
believe and what He wants us to do?

Grudem defines the sufficiency of Scripture like this:

“The sufficiency of Scripturemeans that Scripture contained all thewords of Godhe intendedhis people
to have at each stage of redemptive history, and that it now contains all the words of God we need for
salvation, for trusting him perfectly, and for obeying him perfectly.”

I think it is appropriate for us to end our study about the nature of Revelation by giving our attention to suffi‑
ciency — because in may ways, this is where the rubber meets the road.
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It is one thing to affirm that the Bible is God’s Word. It is one thing to say that Scripture is true. We might
even be able to sign on to the Chicago Statement on Inerrancy. But where we see that belief in the authority
of Scripture working itself out has everything to do with the sufficiency of Scripture.

One of the things we need to do as we read the Bible, is read it “obediently.” In other words, we need to pay
attention to the way we live our life. In fact, if you want to reduce the interpretation of Scripture down to just
two words — I would say, “Pay attention.”

Pay attention to the context. Pay attention to what the triune God is teaching you, and pay attention to your
life.

But the ideaof payingattention toour life comeswith anassumption. That assumption is that Scripture alone
is our sufficient guide for life. That assumption hasn’t always been a shared assumption.

I spoke about this little bit as I trekked through the history of ideas on the week I spoke about the authority
of Scripture. The age of modernity is known for its affirmation of science and human rationality. That is
where we go to get the answers to the big questions of life. That is how we understand how to live. Not from
an ancient book. Certainly not from an ancient book that tells stories that defy science and rationality like,
people living inside of a great fish for a fewdays, orwalking onwater, or virgins giving birth, or people coming
alive from the dead. These things just don’t measure up in our scientific world.

So, fromtheperspectiveofmodernity, it is not a sharedassumption that anancientbookwouldbea sufficient
guide for life.

Then, aswe transitionoutofmodernity topost‑modernity—now,wehaveanother setof assumptions. Oneof
themarksofpost‑modernity is suspicionof something thathasall of theanswers. In fact, oneof theearlypost‑
modern thinkers defined post‑modernism as… this is from the French Canadian Jean‑Francois Leotard…
incredulity (a fancy word for suspicion) towardmeta‑narratives. Incredulity or suspicion of a package or of a
system of ideas that says how the world works. Post‑modernity is suspicious.

One of the reasons post‑modernity is suspicious is because it never sees modernity as quite arriving at the
truth. But it is also suspiciousbecause it doesn’twant to leaveanybodyout. It is verypluralist. In thatpluralist
context, a post‑modern worldview would say that it is better to hear from a host of voices rather than saying
one voice has all the answers.

So, whether we live with a modern worldview or with a post‑modern worldview — both have a significant
challenge in accepting the sufficiency of Scripture.

As believers—andparticularly as believerswhohold to inerrancy, we affirm these doctrines about revelation.
We say thatwearedistinct fromour culture. Wedon’t share the samecommitmentswith amodernworldview
when it comes to the autonomy of human rationality. We don’t share the same commitments with modern
worldview when it comes to science. We appreciate science and we see its legitimacy, but we don’t see it
as an idol. We don’t hold the idea that science will solve all of our problems. We certainly don’t hold to the
post‑modern ideas that truth comes from a plurality of voices— and that we are better offweaving them into
some grand tapestry than putting all our bets on just one voice.

As Christians, we have already made a distinction here. We have already put some distance between us and
these cultural pressures. But, they can very subtly seep in. They can subtly influence us. Wemight not admit
it, but they can subtly seep in and undermine the Christian worldview. We would’t admit this. We would
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never say, “I don’t think Scripture is sufficient when it comes to this area ofmy life.” Wewould never say that,
but sometimes we live that way.

Obviously, to say that Scripture is sufficient, does notmean that it is exhaustive. Scripture doesn’t tell us how
to drive a car. Scripture doesn’t tell us how to use our cell phone. But these aren’t the kind of things I am
talking about. You knowwhat I’m talking about.

Let’s just take the example of our families and raising our kids. This is a challenge — has anyone figured out
all the ins and outs of raising kids? It seems like it is harder these days than it used to be. By any account,
raising kids is certainly not easy. There are a ton! Literally, a ton of voices out there ready to tell you how you
should be raising your kids.

It is a very real temptation to say… “You know, this is an ancient book. It is pre — the psychology of the
twenty‑first century. It is reflective of an ancient understanding of human psychology and here we are in the
twenty‑first century—and, ____________ (fill in the blank).” Or, dowe say, “This book is going to govern how
I raise my family.”

Those are the areas of our lives where our culture can subtly seep in and undermine Scripture. What we have
to remind ourselves of and what we have to come back to is that Scripture alone is the living, abiding and
true word — and it is sufficient.

There is a fascinating discussion of this in 2 Peter 1. We looked at 2 Peter, chapter one, earlier when we were
studying inspiration and authority. We focused on the end of 2 Peter 1. But I want to look a portion earlier in
the chapter… verse 3.

His [God’s] divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through
the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence 2 Peter 1:3 ESV

All things. There is not a lot of wriggle room here, is there?

Does it say that God has granted to us all things that pertain to godliness? Yes, but there is another little word
in there. God has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness.

Thatwould be a good summary of the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture: Godhas granted to us all things
that pertain to life and godliness.

This is a question of conviction. But it is primarily a question of application. Do I believe that? AND, Do I live
like that?

As Peter goes on, he explains

[3] His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the
knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, [4] by which he has granted
to us his precious and very great promises 2 Peter 1:3—4a ESV

Precious and very great promises. That is Peter’s description of Scripture. He calls it precious. Peter likes this
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word, precious — but he uses it sparingly. He uses it when he talks about the blood of Christ and he uses it
when he talks about the promises of God.

Precious promises. In His Word, God has given to us precious promises.

by which he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that through them you
may become partakers of the divine nature 2 Peter 1:4b ESV

The stakes could not be any higher here. The end result here, could not be higher. There is one place, Peter
says… there is one place that we need to go.

If you remember, this is what Peter says to JC back in John 6. “Where are we going to go? You have the words
of eternal life.”

That is the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture. We are not going anywhere else, but to theWord of God!

Peter also deals with this over in 1 Peter, chapter 1. We’ve looked at 2 Peter 1, but now I want to draw your
attention to 1 Peter 1.

In 1 Peter, chapter 1 —which is going to take us back to Isaiah as well — Peter says this…

[22] Having purified your souls by your obedience to the truth 1 Peter 1:22—25 ESV

Peter was listening when JC gave his high‑priestly prayer back in John 17. Sanctify them by Your Word. Your
Word is truth. Peter was listening.

for a sincere brotherly love, love one another earnestly from a pure heart,

This is the main verb of the passage. From verse 22 to verse 25, the main verb is, “love one another.” Every‑
thing else around these verses supports that.

Consider the description here: love one another earnestly from a pure heart. Who doesn’t want that kind of
love — in a relationship with their spouse? In a relationship with their family? In their church? In the wider
body of Christ? Who doesn’t want to see earnest… that is to say “sincere.” You know, even if we are earnest…
even if we get things right 9 times out of 10, our motives aren’t always the best, are they? We can be earnest
andbeearnestlywrong. Likewhenwearemotivatedby selfish reasonseven if it appears likewearemotivated
by altruistic reasons.

But that is not what Peter is talking about. Because he couples earnestness with a pure heart. Who wouldn’t
want this?

How does this happen? That is the key question. If this is the main verb of the passage and what we are
suppose to be doing — how do we do it?
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[23] since you have been born again [This is possible. This is not some pie in the sky, utopian
thing.], not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living and abiding word of
God;

In other words, the living and abiding Word of God is sufficient!

Nothing else meets up to this criteria. Certainly there are books that have survived the centuries — we call
them classics. Some people even see those classic books as crucial to their life, and they get guidance from
those books — but the fact that the Bible is living and abiding puts it in a totally unique category. It is an
imperishable seed. To support uniqueness and utter sufficiency of God’s Word, Peter goes back to Isaiah,
and quotes from one of the most beautiful chapters of the OT, Isaiah 40…

::: quote [24] for “All flesh is like grass andall its glory like the flower of grass. The grasswithers, and the flower
falls, [25] but the word of the Lord remains forever.”

This is a contrast. The contrast is between what is visible and temporal and what is invisible and eternal. We
get so caught up in the temporal. There are other voices that seem so attractive, that seem so appealing. And
we are often tempted to go off and listen to them, aren’t we? They are pretty. They look nice. They are shiny.
They attract our attention. Like flowers. But eventually those voices fade. There is one thing that lasts.

With that, the Isaiah quote comes to an end— but then Peter adds this remark in 1 Peter 1:25

And this word is the good news that was preached to you. 1 Peter 1:25b ESV

Here is another way we can frame the sufficiency of Scripture. The sufficiency of Scripture tells us that Scrip‑
ture alone is the good news.

It seems as though Peter is done quoting from Isaiah. The quote is only 1 Peter 1:24‑25a — and then in 25b,
Peter makes his own comment. And this word is the good news that was preached to you.

But I would argue that he still has Isaiah 40 on his mind. Let me take you back to Isaiah 40. I want you to see
this.

Isaiah 40 comes at a wonderful time in the book of Isaiah. If you have read through Isaiah, you know that
the first 39 chapters are just a little bleak. There is not a whole lot of joy and hope and comfort in the first 39
chapters. Rather, in the first 39 chapters there are cycles of judgement.

But then we come to chapter 40 and it starts off…

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Isaiah 40:1 ESV

We actually call chapters 40 through 60 of Isaiah, the chapters of comfort. The tone dramatically changes
here in chapter 40. And this is what Peter picks up on. He gets it in verse 6…
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[6] A voice says, “Cry!” And I said, “What shall I cry?” All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is
like the flower of the field. [7] The grass withers, the flower fades when the breath of the Lord
blows on it; surely the people are grass. [8] The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word
of our God will stand forever. Isaiah 40:6—8 ESV

Peter leaves out a couple phrases, but essentially, this is the chunk that he is quoting.

But listen how Isaiah 40 continues…

[9] Go on up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news; lift up your voice with strength,
O Jerusalem, herald of good news; lift it up, fear not; say to the cities of Judah, “Behold your
God!” [10] Behold, the Lord God comes with might, and his arm rules for him; behold, his
reward is with him, and his recompense before him. [11] Hewill tend his flock like a shepherd;
he will gather the lambs in his arms; he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those
that are with young. Isaiah 40:9—11 ESV

When Isaiah says, “herald of good news” — Peter says the same thing when he says…

And this word is the good news that was preached [heralded] to you. 1 Peter 1:25b ESV

How does this work with Isaiah’s audience? Well, what chapter 40 is all about is — anticipating an audience
that will be in exile, in Babylon. And it is also anticipating that the exile will have an end point.

In fact, if you read the book of Daniel, you see that Daniel is reading the prophet Isaiah and he figures is out:
God is going to deliver us! The question is, how?

Andnot only howarewe going to get out of exile in Babylon, but how in theworld dowe get back to Israel? Do
you knowwhat is between Babylon and Israel? Desert! Do you know how hard it is to move an entire people
group (old, young, infirmed) through desert? How are we going to do this?

My right arm is sufficient! And if you can’t make the journey, I’ll scoop you up like a little lamb and carry you
in my bosom and return you to the promise land.

Is that good news? You are in captivity. You are an exile. God will personally deliver you. That is really good
news!

That is the sufficiency of the gospel.

Go back one more time with me to 1 Peter — because I do think that Peter had some of this story in the back
of his mind, not just verses 6—8.

And this word is the good news that was preached to you. 1 Peter 1:25b ESV

Immanuel Church, Jim Hight 10



Systematic Theology I | Session 6 25 September 2022

I think Peter had in mind how Isaiah 40 continues. I think Peter had in mind that the task is preaching or
heralding the good news.

Pause here for a moment. This is one of those instances where our culture can subtly influence us. We can
say, “O, I believe in the sufficiency of Scripture!” But we can also look around, and we can say, “People live
in nice houses. They have done great things. We are a rather humanitarian culture. We share with the needy
of the world. We’ve achieved great things. Look at the buildings we’ve built. We have it all together. We are
buttoned up. And it becomes easy to forget that this is the good news — that people desperately need.

People desperately need God’s Word. We believe in the sufficiency of Scripture when we say in reverent hu‑
mility: I am going to submit to God’s Word. I am going to read it and I am going to seek to apply it in my life —
and by the guidance and help of the Holy Spirit I will seek to live it out.

We also believe in the sufficiency of Scripture when we take the task of preaching it with the utmost urgency.
This is what people need! The Scripture alone — the gospel alone — is the good news.

Not whichever political partymight win, not the economy, not a thousand other things…all of that is not the
good news people needmost.

The good news is: Get yourself up to a high mountain and say, “Behold your God!” And yes He will judge, but
He also comes to lift you up as a lamb and carry you.

Letme ask you—Do you really and truly believe that the thing people need themost, far above anything else,
is the gospel?

That is the sufficiency of Scripture.

Revelation, particularly special revelation. Where would we bewithout it? Wewould be lost in darkness. But
we have it. We have authoritative, inspired, inerrant, clear, necessary, sufficient revelation from God — and
our simple response is: gratitude and submission. Obedience to God’s Word as God’s Word is at work within
us.

Valley of Vision Prayer: Christ The Word (p. 30)
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5 Additional Resources

5.1 Necessity

• “Guilt: The Effect of General Revelation” (J. I. Packer)

• “The Holy Bible Teaches the Way of Salvation” (A. W. Pink)

5.2 Sufficiency

• “The Word Our Only Rule” (John Calvin)

• “ ‘God told me’ and the Sufficiency of Scripture” (Mark Dever)

• “DoWe Act as if We Really Believe that ‘The Bible Alone, and the Bible in Its Entirety, Is theWord of God
Written’?” (Wayne Grudem)

• “The Sufficiency of Scripture in Apologetics” (Michael J. Kruger)

• “The Sufficiency of Scripture in Counseling” (Wayne A. Mack)

• “Sola Scriptura and the Early Church” (WilliamWebster)
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