3y Whose Authority?

1the prologue we looked first at the role of scripture in the historical Christian church and then at how today’s understanding of that
ble is impacted by contemporary culture. In this first chapter we will look at the “authority of scripture” as part of a larger divine
uthority.

‘Authority of Scripture” Is a Shorthand for “God’s Authority Exercised througl
eripture”

Ve now arrive at the central claim of this book: that the phrase “authority of scripture” can make Christian sense only if it is a
10rthand for “the authority of the triune God, exercised somehow through scripture.” Once we think this through, several other
1ings become clear.

All authority is from God, declares Paul in relation to governments (Romans 13:1); Jesus says something very similar in John
9:11. In Matthew 28:18, the risen Jesus makes the still more striking claim that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given tc
im, a statement echoed elsewhere—for instance, in Philippians 2:9-11. A quick glance through many other texts in both the Old
estament (e.g., [saiah 40—55) and the New (e.g., Revelation 4 and 5) would confirm this kind of picture. When John declares that
n the beginning was the word,” he does not reach a climax with “and the word was written down” but “and the word became flesh.
he letter to the Hebrews speaks glowingly of God speaking through scripture in time past, but insists that now, at last, God has
soken through his own son (1:1-2). Since these are themselves “scriptural” statements, that means that scripture itself points—
uthoritatively, if it does indeed possess authority!—away from itself and to the fact that final and true authority belongs to God
imself, now delegated to Jesus Christ. It is Jesus, according to John 8:39—40, who speaks the truth which he has heard from God.

The familiar phrase “the authority of scripture” thus turns out to be more complicated than it might at first sight appear. This
idden complication may perhaps be the reason why some current debates remain so sterile.

This kind of problem, though, is endemic in many disciplines, and we ought to be grown-up enough to cope with it. Slogans
nd clichés are often shorthand ways of making more complex statements. In Christian theology, such phrases regularly act as
yortable stories’—that is, ways of packing up longer narratives about God, Jesus, the church and the world, folding them away into
onvenient suitcases, and then carrying them about with us. (A good example is the phrase “the atonement.” This phrase is rare in the
ible itself; instead, we find things like “The Messiah died for our sins according to the scriptures™; “God so loved the world that he
ave his only son,” and so on. But if we are to discuss the atonement, it is easier to do so with a single phrase, assumed to “contain”
[l these sentences, than by repeating one or more of them each time.) Shorthands, in other words, are useful in the same way that
aitcases are. They enable us to pick up lots of complicated things and carry them around all together. But we should never forget the
1e point of doing so, like the point of carrying belongings in a suitcase, is that what has been packed away can then be unpacked an
ut to use in the new location. Too much debate about scriptural authority has had the form of people hitting one another with locked
aitcases. It is time to unpack our shorthand doctrines, to lay them out and nspect them. Long years in a suitcase may have made
»me of the contents go moldy. They will benefit from fresh air, and perhaps a hot iron.

When we take the phrase “the authority of scripture” out of'its suitcase, then, we recognize that it can have Christian meaning
nly if we are referring to scripture’s authority in a delegated or mediated sense from that which God himself possesses and that
'hich Jesus possesses as the risen Lord and Son of God, the Immanuel. It must mean, if it means anything Christian, “the authority o
iod exercised through scripture.” The question then becomes: What might we mean by the authority of God, or of Jesus? What ro
oes scripture have within that? Where does the Spirit come into the picture? And, not least, how does this “authority” actually
ork? How does it relate, if at all, to the “authority” of leaders or office-bearers within the church?

\uthority and Story
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elongs to the God revealed in Jesus and the Spirit; the Bible itself, as a whole and in most of its parts, is not the sort of thing that
any people envisage today when they hear the word “authority.”

It is not, for a start, a list of rules, though it contains many commandments of various sorts and in various contexts. Nor is it a
ompendium of true doctrines, though of course many parts of the Bible declare great truths about God, Jesus, the world, and
urselves in no uncertain terms. Most of its constituent parts, and all of it when put together (whether in the Jewish canonical form or
ie Christian one), can best be described as story. This is a complicated and much-discussed theme, but there is nothing to be gainec
y ignoring it.

The question is, How can a story be authoritative? If the commanding officer walks into the barrack-room and begins “Once
pon a time,” the soldiers are likely to be puzzled. If the secretary of the cycling club pins up a notice which, instead of listing times fo
utings, offers a short story, the members will not know when to turn up. At first sight, what we think of as “authority”” and what we
now as “story” do not readily fit together.

But a moment’s thought suggests that, at deeper levels, there is more to it than that. For a start, the commanding officer might
rell need to brief the soldiers about what has been going on over the past few weeks, so that they will understand the sensitivities ane
ternal dynamics of the peace-keeping task they are now to undertake. The narrative will bring them up to date; now it will be their
isk to act out the next chapter in the ongoing saga. Or supposing the secretary of the club, having attempted unsuccessfully to make
1ic members more conscious of safety procedures, decides to try a different tack, and puts up a notice consisting simply of a tragic
ory, without further comment, ofa cyclist who ignored the rules and came to grief. In both cases we would understand that some
ind of “authority” was being exercised, and probably all the more effectively than through a simple list of commands.

There are other ways, too, in which stories can wield the power to change the way people think and behave—in other words,
an exercise power and/or authority. (The relationship between those two concepts is of course another well-known nest of puzzles,
ut I hope the point I am making is clear enough.) A familiar story told with a new twist in the tail jolts people into thinking differently
bout themselves and the world. A story told with pathos, humor, or drama opens the imagination and invites readers and hearers to
nagine themselves in similar situations, offering new insights about God and human beings which enable them then to order their owr
ves more wisely.

All of these examples, and many more besides which one might easily think of, are ways in which the Bible does in fact work,
oes in fact exercise authority. This strongly suggests that for the Bible to have the effect it seems to be designed to have it will be
scessary for the church to hear it as it is, not to chop it up in an effort to make it into something else. To this we shall return.

‘Authority of Scripture” as the Language of Protest

)Ine more introductory remark on the way in which the phrase “authority of scripture” has functioned and developed in recent
enturies. It is my impression that it has emerged i situations of protest, whether that of Martin Luther against the pope, of the great
ee church movements against Anglicanism (I think of the nineteenth-century Baptist Charles H. Spurgeon appealing to scripture to
kplain why he opposed so much in the established church), or, within various denominations, of a would-be “biblical” minority
gainst a supposed “liberal” leadership. In other words, the phrase is invoked when something is proposed or done in the church to
'hich others object: “You can’t do that, because the Bible says...” Of course, there is a positive use as well, exemplified in the
raching and preaching of scripture. But it has often been observed that when people who insist on the authority of scripture have
ings all to themselves—perhaps by leaving a supposedly unbiblical denomination and setting up on their own—they quickly
ibdivide into those who read the Bible this way against those who read it that way. This itself suggests that an over-hasty appeal to
sripture all by itself does not in fact work. We need to set scripture within the larger context which the biblical writers themselves
sist upon: that of the authority of God himself.

But what does the Bible itself have to say about the authority of God?

\uthority in God’s “Kingdom”

vhen we say or hear the word “authority,” we by no means always think of the sort of thing that the Bible has in mind when speakin;
fthe way in which the one true God exercises “authority” over the world. Scripture’s own preferred way of referring to such matter
nd indeed to the saving rule of Jesus himself, is within the more dynamic concept of God’s sovereignty, or Kingdom. It is not, that i
1e kind of “authority” which consists solely in a final court of appeal, or a commanding officer giving orders for the day, or a list of
lles pinned up on the wall of the cycling club. This emerges clearly in the gospels, where Jesus’s “authority” consists both in healing
ower and in a different kind of teaching, all of which the gospel writers—and Jesus himself—understood as part of the breaking-in
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1e last two or three centuries in our culture, but within the setting and aspirations of Israel both in the Old Testament (the Psalms,
saiah, Daniel, and so on) and in the world of Jesus’s own day. (I and others have explored this world and these meanings at length:
%e, e.g., Jesus and the Victory of God [Fortress Press, 1996], Part I1.)

The biblical writers live with the tension of believing both that in one sense God has always been sovereign over the world and
1at in another sense this sovereignty, this saving rule, is something which must break afresh into the world of corruption, decay, and
eath, and the human rebellion, idolatry, and sin which are so closely linked with it. “In that day,” says the prophet, “YHWH will be
ing over all the world; he will be one and his name one” (Zechariah 14:9)—with the clear sense, however paradoxical when speakir
f'the creator God, that this state of affairs has not yet come about. The Jewish hope was that God’s Kingdom would break into thei
orld, to set them free from oppression and put the whole world to rights. When Revelation speaks of God and the Lamb receiving
l power, glory, honor, and so forth, it is because through the Lamb’s victory the whole of creation is being brought back mto its
tended harmony, rescued from evil and death. God’s authority, if we are to locate it at this point, is his sovereign power
ccomplishing this renewal of all creation. Specific authority over human beings, notably the church, must be seen as part of that large
'hole.

This is where I go beyond the very helpful thesis of Telford Work, who examines, in Living and Active: Scripture in the
‘conomy of Salvation (Eerdmans, 2002), the way in which scripture functions dynamically within the complex events of human
ilvation. This is fine as far as it goes. But in scripture itself God’s purpose is not just to save human beings, but to renew the whole
rorld. This is the unfinished story in which readers of scripture are invited to become actors in their own right. “The authority of
>ripture” is thus a sub-branch of several other theological topics: the mission of the church, the work of the Spirit, the ultimate future
ope and the way it is anticipated in the present, and of course the nature of the church. Failure to pay attention to all of these in
iscussing how scripture functions is part of the problem, as we can see when people, hearing the word “scripture,” instantly think of
lle-book—and then, according to taste, either assume that all the rules are to be followed without question or assume that they can
l now be broken.

The question addressed in Work’s book, however, remains the right one: What role does scripture play within God’s
ccomplishment of'this goal? It is enormously important that we see the role of scripture not simply as being to provide true
iformation about, or even an accurate running commentary upon, the work of God in salvation and new creation, but as taking an
ctive part within that ongoing purpose. If we are to discover a fully rounded—and itself biblicall—meaning of “the authority of
sripture,” it will be within this setting. Short-circuiting the question of biblical authority by ignoring these opening moves is one of the
yot causes of our continuing puzzles and polarizations. Scripture is there to be a means of God’s action in and through us—which w
iclude, but go far beyond, the mere conveying of mformation.

‘ranscending “Revelation”

I this alerts us to the fact that scripture is more than simply “revelation” in the sense of “conveying information”; more even than
livine self-communication™; more, certainly, than simply a “record of revelation.” Those categories come to us today primarily from
n older framework of thought, n which the key question was conceived to be about a mostly absent God choosing to send the worl
ertain messages about himself and his purposes. That usurped the richer biblical picture of a present, albeit transcendent, God,
slebrating with the rich dynamic life of his creation and grieving over its shame and pain.

Of course, there is a much older notion of “revelation,” according to which God is continually revealing himself to and within th
rorld he has made, and particularly to and within his people Israel. This would accord much better with the richer image [ have in
iind. But m much post-Enlightenment thought this gave way to a shrunken version of the idea, namely a picture of God merely
onveying true religious, theological, or ethical information. That, in turn, gave birth to the alternative hypothesis, popular not least
rthin existentialist movements, that scripture was simply the “record” of a revelation which had taken place elsewhere, presumably i
vents in the life of God’s people, or in their personal religious experience. This then gave rise to the false antithesis of seeing scriptur
ther as a convenient repository of timeless truth, a vehicle for imparting “true information,” or as a take-it-or-leave-it resource, itself
t one remove from the reality of which it spoke, some of which might come in handy from time to time within a strategy whose
utline, purpose, and energy derived from elsewhere, but which could be dispensed with, at least in part, if it seemed unhelpful for
10se purposes. A fully Christian view of the Bible includes the idea of God’s self-revelation but, by setting it in a larger context,
ansforms it. Precisely because the God who reveals himself'is the world’s lover and judge, rather than its absentee landlord, that
slf-revelation is always to be understood within the category of God’s mission to the world, God’s saving sovereignty let loose
irough Jesus and the Spirit and aimed at the healing and renewal of all creation.
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“the Bible is not simply “revelation,” neither is it simply a devotional aid, even the primary devotional aid. It does of course play that
ble within many traditions, including my own. Indeed, I cannot conceive of daily communion with God without scripture at its center.
here have been many different traditions of using scripture as the fuel and raw material of personal prayer, adoration, meditation, an
) on. The monastic lectio divina, the evangelical “quiet time,” and the increasingly popular “Ignatian” meditation all provide
kamples. In those communities that use a daily office, there is often a time of silence following one or all of the readings, designed to
llow for prayerful reflection. Such uses of scripture, I fully believe, embody something which is vital for healthy Christian living.

But all this is not primarily what is meant by “the authority of scripture.” Confusion can arise at this pomnt, not least within the
rotestant emphasis, articulated afresh in some circles today, that “God speaks only through scripture.” This arises, I think, in relatior
articularly to questions of personal guidance, where a warning is being given not to believe or follow ideas and mpulses which do nc
ome from, or at least cannot be backed up by, scripture itself.

But it is wrong to confuse devotion with authority. All sorts of things happen in prayer, not least when it is based on scripture
‘onnections are made as sparks jump to and fro between a passage of scripture and one’s own life and circumstances. Sometimes
iese are deeply compelling. But by itself this process is neither a sufficient nor a necessary part of letting scripture be authoritative -
1e church. The flying sparks of prayerful mterpretation can still, alas, lead us astray. Self-deceit remamns a powerful and dangerous
ossibility (as Wittgenstein said, “Nothing is so difficult as not deceiving oneself”’). Those individuals and churches which have “heard
iod speaking” through a passage of scripture, and have acted accordingly, tend to be those where division is most apparent. Equally
1e strong testimony both of scripture itself and of Christian (and other) experience is that God speaks in many and various ways,
icluding through creation itself (Psalm 19; Romans 1:20; 10:18), and supremely through the Living Word, the word become flesh
lohn 1:14; Hebrews 1:1-2).

God does indeed speak through scripture. But we cannot either reduce God’s speech to scripture alone, or for that matter
more the fact (which much recent writing has emphasized) that “speech” must itself be thought of in terms of “speech-acts,” the
eeds which are performed by the fact of speaking at all, in particular saying certain types of things (“I promise,” “I find the defendan
mnocent,” and so on). And we must not confuse the idea of God speaking, in this or any other way, with the notion of authority.
wuthority, particularly when we locate it within the notion of God’s Kingdom, is much more than that. It is the sovereign rule of God
wveeping through creation to judge and to heal. It is the powerful love of God in Jesus Christ, putting sin to death and launching new
reation. It is the fresh, bracing and energizing wind ofthe Spirit.

In particular, the role of the Bible within the church and the individual Christian lif¢ indicates three things which are of central
nportance as we proceed. To begin with, it reminds us that the God Christians worship is characterized not least as a God who
veaks, who communicates with his human creatures in words. This differentiates the God of the Old and New Testaments from
»me other gods known in the worlds of the time, and indeed today. It means that the idea of reading a book to hear and know God
not far-fetched, but cognate with the nature of God himself.

Second, it is central to early Christian instruction that we be transformed by the renewal of our minds (Romans 12:1-2). In
ther words, it is important that God’s transforming grace is given to us not least through enabling us to think in new ways. Again, th
ieans that the idea of reading a book in order to have one’s life reordered by the wisdom of God is not counter-intuitive, but is
ognate with the nature of Christian holiness itself.

Third, it reminds us that the God we worship is the God whose world-conquering power, seen in action in the resurrection of
3sus, is on offer to all those who ask for it in order thereby to work for the gospel in the world (Ephesians 1:15-23). The idea of
;ading a book i order to be energized for the task of mission is not a distraction, but flows directly from the fact that we humans ar

ade in God’s image, and that, as we hear his word and obey his call, we are able to live out our calling to reflect the creator into his
orld.



