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1 The Characteristics of Scripture ‑ Authority

Discussion Prompt: What might a non‑believer consider to be their “final authority?” (Human
autonomy, rationality, science, etc)

The creator of something is the one who gets to make the rules and the Creator has the right to define the
creation. In that sense, the creator is the one with “final authority.”

Reformers — the Five Solas: Sola Gratia (by grace alone) and Sola Fide (through faith alone). There is a Holy
Spirit wrought understanding of Revelation that I will never be able to convince a skeptic of through reason
alone. Having the eyes of the heart opened by grace, through faith is an essential part of coming to a proper
understanding of Revelation — and in particular, its authority and inspiration.

That is our topic for today: The authority of revelation and its twin: the concept of inspiration. Inspiration is
a biblical word. It comes from a text that some of you are probably familiar with. It comes from 2 Timothy
3:16

2 Timothy 3:16—17 ESV (16) All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching,
for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, (17) that the man of God may be
complete, equipped for every good work.

This short passage has within it three great concepts related to revelation: Inspiration, authority, and suffi‑
ciency. Today we are going to look at inspiration and authority — and in a couple weeks wewill be looking at
clarity and sufficiency — so we will come back to this scripture again.

The verse starts by saying, “All Scripture”— Derek covered this topic last week. If written words are going
to be considered inspired, authoritative, inerrant and sufficient — then first we must know exactly what set
of words are in this category. We stand in the Protestant tradition of recognizing the 39 books of the OT and
the 27 books of the NT as the canon of Scripture —which is closed.

I just want to point out the systematic nature of our study. First, we established the canon. Then we can
discussauthority. Nextweekwill be inerrancy, beforewemoveon to thenecessity andsufficiencyofScripture.
Each piece is a building block resulting in a comprehensive doctrine of the Word of God.

2 Timothy 3:16 NKJV All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine,
for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness

One concept that this passage reminds us of here — right off the bat — is that Scripture is Top — down. It is
the Word of God to us.

At the most basic level, this is what sets Scripture apart. This is what differentiates Scripture from all other
views and philosophies of life.

Immanuel Church, Jim Hight 2



Systematic Theology I | Session 3 04 September 2022

All throughout the centuries of humanhistory there has been a desire to answer the big questions of life: Who
am I?Where did I come from? What is themeaning of life? And these are not just questions that apply only to
us as individuals— they also apply at the bigger, macro level. As we look around—Where did all of this come
from? What is the purpose of it?

To address those huge life questions — different answers have been submitted. This was highlighted to me
personally in a bigway as I recently had the occasion to stand onMarsHill in Athenswhere Paul basically says,
“As I have been walking through your city, I see that you have a different God for everything…” People have
always been looking for the answers to life’s big questions.

Pre‑dating the age of the NT we have the mythological age: For example, the ancient author, Homer tries to
explain the nature of the world using myth.

Coming out of Homer’s home city, Miletus — comes the first of the great Greek philosophers: Thales. Thales
introduces the shift from myth to philosophy to explain the world. It is during the age of the great philoso‑
phers that the church is born. (Paul was debating with the stoic and epicurean philosophers at Mars Hill)

With the passing of the Greco‑Roman era comes the time of the Middle‑Ages. During the Middle‑Ages the
churchwas the primary authority. You couldn’t help but see it. If youwere to look toward a city, youwouldn’t
see a skyscraper— themost prominent feature of the cityscapewould be the cathedral tower of the church.

This is just an illustration of how dominant the church was during the Middle Ages. Of course, its influence
extended beyond architecture—during theMiddle Ages the church dominated themental landscape as well.
It was the church that told you your place.

When I say that the church was the primary authority, I want you to understand that, that is not a very flatter‑
ing statement.

Question: Does the church get its authority from the Scripture, or does the Scripture get its
authority from the church? In the Middle‑Ages, the church had the final authority.

Then we come into the era of the Reformation. The Reformers take us back to the doctrine of Scripture. An‑
other one of the Five Solas or “Only’s” of the Reformation is: Sola Scriptura — This was an effort to put Scrip‑
ture in its rightful place of authority.

But not everybody agreed that Sola Scriptura was the right direction to go—just ask Martin Luther. So, along‑
side the era of the Reformation, we also have the era of the Renaissance.

With the Renaissance, we have the beginnings of modern science andmodern philosophy. And this “Enlight‑
enment” period moves us into the modern age as we come into the late 1600s and 1700s and through the
1800s. And increasingly through this time there was a shift away from both the church and away from Scrip‑
ture — and instead we began to look within our own head. We began to stress human autonomy and ratio‑
nality and science as the place to go for the answers to the big questions of life.

People who study these things mostly agree that the modern age is crumbling — and we are entering a new
phase. At this point, its identity isn’t yet well‑defined enough to give this new era its own name, so for now it
is simply known as the era of post‑modernity.
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Some of the beliefs thatmodernity was known for and that the culture was so committed to are now starting
to crumble around the edges. With post‑modernity, there is not so much a strong commitment to science as
having the answers for the big questions— in fact, post‑modernity is suspicious of well‑thought‑outmethod‑
ologies as the source for authoritative answers.

But whether it is modernity or post‑modernity — both of those worldviews, have a serious problemwith the
idea of authority being top — down.

Both of those worldviews have a problemwith the answers to the big questions of life being alien to us.

That theanswers toWhoam I?Whyam Ihere? What is thepurposeof life? That theanswers to thesequestions
are not going to be foundwithin us poses a big problem for those that subscribe to amodern or post‑modern
worldview.

Those answers are not going to be discovered by applying all of our skill and our acumen and our abilities to
try to figure out the world.

Rather, the answers to the big questions of life come from above us. Those answers come frombeyond us. In
fact, those answers come from God. They come… top— down.

This is difficult from someone in our age to grasp—or at least to accept. To have to submit to anything, much
less an ancient book, is very hard to come to terms with. After all, especially in our country, we celebrate
independence as a virtue. . . so much so that the notion of independence has gone well beyond the concept
that we shouldn’t be ruled or taxed by a foreign power — to the notion of nobody is going to tell me what to
do because I can pull myself up by my bootstraps, pave my own way, and stand onmy own two feet.

In 1891 there was a professor at Harvard, Joseph Henry Thayer. He published a book wherein he spoke of
the doctrine of inspiration. Just a few years before, Benjamin Warfield (the Lion of Old Princeton) the great
theologian of Princeton. . . Warfield had published an essay on the inspiration of Scripture. Thayer was
responding to that essay and this is what he had to say about Warfield’s orthodox “theory” of inspiration:

Butby reasonof improvedmethodsofphilological study (I’ll comeback to that inamoment), of progress
in science (there is that keymodernist commitment) anddiscovery, of accumulating results in archeolog‑
ical and historical research, the theory of inspiration has come to occasion restlessness and perplexity,
at times not a little distress in thoughtful souls. It has become a yoke which they, unlike their fathers,
are unable to bear.

I want to unpack this statement just a bit to see what Thayer is trying to tell us. When Thayer speaks of “im‑
proved methods of philological study” he is talking about an enterprise of the 1800s that we call higher criti‑
cism. This started in Germany. The great American evangelist Billy Sunday—whowas known for his theatrics
— for example, he was known for his animation of the platform. He was a pro‑baseball player, so I guess he
came by his athleticism honest. This was in the 1910s during WWI— somaybe you can understand this: Billy
Sunday would say, “Turn hell upside down, and you know what is stamped on the bottom? Made in Ger‑
many.”

That is what Billy Sunday would say. It was the time of WWI — so there might be just a little bit of American
nationalism coming out — but beyond that, what was Billy Sunday talking about…

Hewas talking about higher criticism— that had flourished in Germany in the 1800s and is was nowwashing
up on the American shore from the 1880s to the 1920s when the fundamentalist controversy was raging in
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our country.

Without getting too deep in the weeds, the theory of higher criticism started in the Pentateuch — to tell us
that Moses didn’t write the first five books of the Bible. What is really going on there, is not just a question of
authorship (the Pentateuch itself claims to be the books of Moses). Rather, what is really going here is that
the first five books of the OT — the foundation of Scripture — are not the result of a top—down revelation
from God. But rather, these five books are the bottom—up discussions and working out of what the Israelite
community came to understand about God and about having a relationship with Him.

The foundation of all of this challenge to Mosaic authorship is that Scripture is not a top—down divine reve‑
lation but rather a human creation — just like the religious texts from every other religion.

And then higher criticismmoved fromMoses and the Pentateuch into Jesus and the Gospels. Matthew is not
byMatthew—Mark is notmyMark, etc. Rather, under higher criticism, the gospels are seen to be the product
of later Christian communities and their bottom‑up ideas about who Jesus is.

This is what Thayer was talking about when he used that big, two‑dollar phrase, “improved methods of philo‑
logical study.” In other words, he was arguing that it is no longer reasonable formodern people to hold to the
doctrine of inspiration.

Thayer goes on to speak of, “progress in science and discovery.”

The idea of progress is a fundamental commitment of both modernity and post‑modernity. Inherent within
the concept of progress is the notion that newer is better.

The Bible is an ancient book. Does is really tell us, in the twenty‑first century, how to live? Does it really tell
us about human psychology and human relationships — or, is it, in fact out‑dated.

Thayer admits as much. He basically says, “In a previous age there were’t such advances in science and there
wasn’t amassive accumulation of data such that our fathers could easily bear the yoke of a top‑downword from
God. But we now know better, and we can’t bear this yoke anymore.”

As we approach Scripture, we have a fundamental question to ask ourselves. It is a question of commitment.
It is a question of first principles. Is this the Word of God, or not?

We do have to nuance this, because we believe that Scripture is both a divine book and a human book. We
don’t see the doctrine of inspiration as implying that somehow the human biblical authors entered into a
trance‑like statewhere their handwas taken over by God and their eyes rolled in the back of their head—and
before you know it ‑ there is a book. If only writing were that easy!

Rather, we see that the personalities of the biblical authors are preserved in the text of Scripture. There are
differences. John reads differently than Paul. Peter reads differently than Paul. These are real human au‑
thors.

(In fact, the fact that we have over 40 different authors from all walks of life writing over a period of about
1500 years — and yet they write one story about the redemption of mankind— only adds to its credibility.)

The Bible is, in fact, a human book. It wasn’t written in some heavenly mystical language. In fact, there were
two prominent dialects of Greek during the time of the NT. There is Attic Greek. This is the high Greek. The
Greek of the highly educated philosophers and poets. Then, there was Koine Greek— aword that justmeans
“common.” In Latin the word is “vulgar.” It just means common. That is the very human dialect the NT was
written in.
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So, it is a human book. It is written in ways that we humans can understand. But we must always say that
while it is a human book, it is also a divine book.

And it should be evident that there are two extremes to avoid. One, is not acknowledging that it is a divine
book; this is just a human product. This is a great read, very insightful. It might even help you in life, if you
need a crutch. But don’t think of it as God’s Word.

The other extreme to avoid is neglecting to take into account the human authorship of the texts.

The Bible is a divine book. It is sourced in God. It has divine origin. It is breathed out fromGod. But God used
human instruments in the recording and writing down of his Word.

We see this a little more when we look at another text, 2 Peter 1:16. As Peter comes to the end of chapter 1,
what we see Peter doing is making a distinction between Scripture and other approaches that one may use
to get at the answer to life’s big questions.

2 Peter 1:16 ESV For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you
the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.

2 Peter 1:21 ESV 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.

So, who wrote the book of Luke?

There is a preservation of the human authorship (Peter, above all, is aware of his own humanity) — but these
words are the words from God.

The doctrine of inspiration teaches us that Scripture is a top‑down revelation. That makes it unique from all
of the other attempts throughout human history to try to answer the big questions of life.

Top—Down is another way of speaking about the authority of Scripture. We see this attribute of Scripture not
only in these proof‑texts (2 Peter 1, 2 Tim 3) but we also see it all throughout the Bible. When I think of Paul —
He doesn’t talk like this: “You need to do this because I say so.” Rather, he says, “You need to do this because
I speak for God as His apostle.” In fact, Paul makes it clear that these are not his words / not his thoughts.
Rather these are the words of God. Paul is simply the apostle, (the sent one — or the one with legitimate
authority) to deliver God’s Words.

We see it in the OT. You trip over this all the time in the OT. “Thus says the Lord…” It is never the word of
Malachi.” Rather, it is the Word of the Lord that comes through the prophet Malachi.

Another placewe see this is in Jesus’ SOM inMatthew. JC does something that the OT prophets never did. JC
says, “You have heard it said…, but I tell you…” No biblical author ever claims that authority except JC. They
are always the mouthpiece of God.

Immanuel Church, Jim Hight 6



Systematic Theology I | Session 3 04 September 2022

Then, to piggy back onwhat Jared was teaching us last week about the astonishing authority in the teaching
of JC. Look what is said immediately following JC’s sermon on the mount. . .

Matthew 7:28—29 ESV (28) And when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were aston‑
ished at his teaching, (29) for hewas teaching them as onewho had authority, and not as their
scribes.

I hope you see that this concept of the Bible having the unique authority to speak to the big issues of life is
not just coming from a couple of proof texts— but is rather woven throughout the fabric of the entire book.

If we are going to come to Scripture. If we are going to read it. If we are going to look to it. We are going to
have to let it tell us what it is. What Scripture very clearly claims for itself is that it is the Word of God.

People have tried to explain this doctrine of authority in a number of ways. We have the liberal view (rooted
in that era of the 1880s to the 1920s). This is probably seen best in a quote like the one from Thayer that we
saw earlier. He basically says that we have advanced to the point where we can’t bear the yoke of inspiration
anymore.

Harry Emerson Fosdick is another champion of the liberal view. He pastored a big church in NY and had a
national radio program. His sermons were published in the NY Times. Fosdick said, “We have to distinguish
the Shekinah from the shrine.” By, “The shrine” Fosdick meant the Bible. Somewhere contained in the Bible
is what Fosdick called “abiding truths.” It was those “abiding truths” that Fosdick considered to be inspired
and authoritative; not the very words of Scripture. But rather, these general truths that abide through the
ages.

The liberal view: Somewhere embedded in all of these details is a nugget of truth that you can hold onto.

In the 50s and 60s, we have the theologian Karl Barth. Barth tells us that God inspires His Word when it is
proclaimed to His people. It is not that God has already spoken in His Word, but rather that He “speaks”
(present tense) through His Word when it is proclaimed. In a nutshell, that basically amounts to saying, “The
Bible is not he Word of God. But rather, the Bible contains the Word of God.”

Against those various options, we have what we call the verbal, plenary view of inspiration. Verbal tells us
that it is the very words that are inspired (not just the abiding truths contained within the Bible, but the very
words).

Plenary tells us that the whole thing is inspired. Not just the words in red— not just the NT— not just when it
speaks of salvation. Not just the so‑called “abiding truths.” No. Plenary tells us the whole thing is inspired.

With that understanding I hope I have provided a foundation for our study next week of inerrancy.

Question is… SoWhat?

What are we going to do? Are we going to follow other philosophies — or, are we going to say, “God has
spoken.”
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If we say God has spoken in HisWord, thenwe only have two options: Spirit‑enabled acceptance and submis‑
sion or denial.

If we accept Scripture as being inspired and authoritative, then what? What does it do for us? At this point I
want to bring us back to the text we started out with today, 2 Timothy 3:16—17. . .

2 Timothy 3:16—17 ESV (16) All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching,
for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, (17) that the man of God may be
complete, equipped for every good work.

Notice that the Scriptures are given to us (top‑down) by God in order that they might provide something for
our lives.

• Doctrine: Teaching, showing us the path of life on which to walk.
• Reproof: Convincing of error and showing us where we have gotten off the path.
• Correction: Restorative in nature, showing us how to get back on the path.
• Instruction in Righteousness: The normal way of Christian living, showing us how to keep on the path.

The Scripture alone has the authority to do all of this for us. And as we will see in a couple weeks, verse 17
provides the foundation for the doctrine of sufficiency.

Truth is: Left to themselves, people want to pave their own way. They don’t like being told which path they
need to take.

With the time that I have left — let me try to show just how strongly our secular culture pushes against God’s
authority and just how subtle the enemy is in chipping away at this doctrine.

To give you an idea of how significant this issue is I want to take us all the way back to Adam and Eve in the
garden and the issue that was front and center at the fall of man.

And I want to take us back to the question I opened the class with: If man abandons God and God’s self‑
revelation (the Bible) as the objective foundation of what is true and right and good and beautiful, thenwhat
becomes the standard?

Ultimately, wedo! Webecome thedeciders ofwhat is true and right andgoodandbeautiful. Wedecidewhich
path we are going to take. And if you and I don’t agree about that — then we have a power struggle. Or, you
could say an authority struggle.

The struggle quickly shifts fromwhat is right and good and beautiful to: who has the authority to define it.

To give you a timely example from our own day — take the use of pronouns as an example. For the most
part, our culture has alreadymoved beyond the consideration of what is right or wrong in this regard and the
question at the heart of the issue today is: Who gets to saywhat pronouns should be used in reference to you?
In other words, who has the authority here?

We think of this as a very modern issue, but I want to suggest that it is a very old issue. Let’s look at Genesis
2. . .
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Figure 1: Purposes of Scripture
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Genesis 2:16—17 ESV (16) And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely
eat of every tree of the garden, (17) but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall
not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”

What is the meaning of, “The tree of knowledge of good and evil?” Why did it have that name? Why was it
forbidden? What did it signify to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?

It is not bad to have the knowledge of good and evil. . . if you are the Creator of those things!

Gen3:22aESVThen theLordGod said, “Behold, themanhasbecome likeoneof us in knowing
good and evil…

The clear implication is: This is bad! Forman to have it, it was bad. For God to have it, it was good. What is it?
What is the tree of the knowledge of good and evil?

The tree of the knowledge of good and evil signifies independence in determiningwhat is good and right and
beautiful.

God is independent. He doesn’t consult a law. He doesn’t consult us. He is right. He is truth. He is beauty.
That is where we go to learn about what these things are in the first place. From Him. (This is why the claim
that Christiansmake a circular argumentwhen they talk about the authority of Scripture doesn’t holdwater).
God is independent.

The tree stood there in the midst of the garden to signify that God has this right. God is this essence — don’t
go there. Don’t take that for yourself. Don’t become a definer of Good and evil. Rest in God. Trust in God.
Submit to God. Depend on God. Leave that to God. The knowledge of good and evil — in the sense of who
gets to define it — belongs to God and God alone. Don’t eat it.

So what happens?

Gen 3:1—5 ESV (1) Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the
LordGod hadmade. He said to thewoman, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree
in the garden’?” (2) And the woman said to the serpent, “Wemay eat of the fruit of the trees in
the garden, (3) but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in themidst of the
garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’ ” (4) But the serpent said to the woman, “You
will not surely die. (5) For God knows that when you eat of it your eyeswill be opened, and you
will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

In other words, if you choose to eat of this tree, then you will have it — or at least you will presume to have
it. You are saying, “From this point on, I will decide for myself what is true and right and beautiful.” Friends,
that is God’s business, not ours.
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Genesis 1:27 ESV So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him;
male and female he created them.

This is obviously God’s domain. And about mankind and they way He created us, God said it was not only
good, but very good.

He is the Creator, and the authority to decide what is good belongs to Him.

But Satan says otherwise. Did you catch it? “Go ahead. Eat it. You’ll be like God.”

They were already created in the image of God. But that wasn’t enough. They didn’t like God having the final
authority over them. They didn’t like depending on Him and submitting to Him.

This is very sad. The essence of the fall of man into sin and rebellion — is the supreme pleasure we have in
being god— rather than savoring God.

The essence of the fall is finding more pleasure in ruling my own life, walking my own path — so that I can
take the credit and get the praise — rather than beholding the beauty of God so that He gets my praise.

Each one of us love our rights and we love to get the credit for what we do. Praise me. Affirm me. Like me.
Makemuch of me.

We are all just like this. Somuch like this, that it takes amiracle called conversion for us to fall out of lovewith
ourselves and our independence and our rights and to fall in lovewith beholding the true Source of truth and
beauty and goodness — and living to praise Him. That takes a miracle.

Our modern world is very old. It puts on different clothes from century to century. It may put on an outfit
called Mythology, Philosophy, Science, Enlightenment, Modernity, Post‑modernity. But there is a common
root to all of them no matter what clothes they put on. The common root is: God is de‑throned and the
imperial self is put in the position to define truth and goodness and beauty.

What is the remedy?

Remember that theology simply means the study of God. It was said at the outset of our journey through
Systematic Theology that it is not the intent to gain more knowledge such that we are merely smarter than
we were before. Rather, the idea is that we get to know God better and love Himmore.

So I want to end by highlighting the Godweworship. Letme remind you. . . Insurrection against God has just
been committed. Adam and Eve have said, “We want to be God, and we don’t want to be dependent upon
God. We want to decide for ourselves what is right and true and beautiful. Get out of my life, God — unless I
need you in an emergency!”

After being told that by His creatures, God says in verse 15, to the devil…

Genesis 3:15 ESV I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring
and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.”

This is amazing! This is the first statement of the gospel in the Bible. Theologians call it the protoevangelium.
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Here is Satan in the form a serpent attacking and ruining everything. And here is man and woman buying
right into it. And remember God had said, “In the day you eat of it, you will die.”

So, wouldn’t you expect God to come to the serpent now and say, “Serpent, youwrecked it! And theman and
woman bought right into it — so go ahead serpent: Bite their heel. Kill them! And I’ll just start over.”

Isn’t that what God says is going to happen?

“In the day that you eat of it, you will surely die.”

So go ahead, serpent: They ate. Kill them.

But that is not what God says. God is very different than we are.

God says, “There is coming a day Satan, when the offspring of the woman will crush you.”

The offspring of the woman (in the person of God’s Son, Jesus Christ) will crush you!

Jesus came into the world to destroy the works of the devil. And in destroying the works of the devil by shed‑
dingHisbloodand rising fromthedeadHemakesaway for all of thoseof uswhohavecommitted insurrection
against Him to have amnesty.

So what is the remedy? Don’t be your own god. Trust Jesus. Depend on Jesus. Submit to His authority.

Speaking of His authority. . . do you remember the great commission he left us?

Matthew 28:18—20 ESV (18) And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and
on earth has been given to me. (19) Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, (20) teaching them to
observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the
age.”

Even so, come Lord Jesus!
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