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The Bible’s Authority

One Christian’s Approach

Charles W. Allen

Even if we or a messenger from heaven should proclaim to you a Gospel contrary to what we proclaimed to you, let that one be accursed!—St. Paul, Galatians 1:8
Every God-breathed writing is also useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness—2 Timothy 3:16
The plenitude and end of the Law and of all the Sacred Writings is the love of a Being which is to be enjoyed and of a being that can share that enjoyment with us … If it seems to you that you have understood the divine scriptures, or any part of them, in such a way that by this understanding you do not build up this twin love of God and neighbor, then you have not understood them. If on the other hand you have made judgments about them that are helpful for building up this love, but for all that have not said what the author you have been reading actually meant in that place, then your mistake is not pernicious, and you certainly cannot be accused of lying.—St. Augustine of Hippo, On Christian Doctrine (1.35.39, 1.36.40)

All Scripture sets forth Christ …What does not teach Christ is not apostolic, not even if taught by Peter or Paul. On the other hand, what does preach Christ is apostolic, even if Judas, Annas, Pilate or Herod does it.—Martin Luther, “Preface to James and Jude,” (Accessed from: http://matt1618.freeyellow.com/preface.html) 

Whatsoever is spoken of God or thinges appertaining to God otherwise than as the truth is; though it seeme an honour, it is an injurie … so we must likewise take great heede, lest in attributing to scripture more then it can have, the incredibillitie of that do cause even those thinges which indeed it hath most aboundantly to be lesse reverendly esteemed—Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, 2.8.7
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Following Paul (Gal. 1:8), I judge all thought and action first and foremost by the Gospel: The Communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ embraces each and every one of us just as we are, in all our finitude and brokenness, and draws us to embody that communion for all the world. We’re welcomed to find our lives by letting them go into God’s common life. Paul is clear that the Gospel’s authority stands above anything else that might come to us from his own hand or from any heavenly messenger.

I am a Christian because this Gospel seems to claim me just as insistently as anything else I take to be true.  As a result, I also fundamentally trust the overall “traditioning process” which makes that witness available to me today.  Scripture plays a pivotal role in that process (indeed it is that process in its earliest stages), but the Gospel came first and still does. It wouldn’t be Scripture if we had not heard the Gospel proclaimed through it.

In popular terms I might be called a liberal Christian.  That’s misleading, because there was a movement called “theological liberalism” that flourished in the 1800s which is now out of favor just about everywhere. But in popular terms I would still be called a liberal, because it does seem to me that the writers of Scripture frequently lost track of the message they were called to proclaim.  

But isn’t that precisely what their message would lead us to expect of them? Just as God accepts us in spite of all we do (more than because of it), so God communicates with us in spite of our error-prone, self-centered ways (more than because of them). This is only confirmed when Scripture portrays God’s chosen messengers as never perfectly faithful. Furthermore, nowhere does any Scripture writer clearly guarantee that God will preserve them from all unfaithfulness when they’re writing (yes, there are isolated passages that could be taken to mean that, but only if you assume that they have to mean that).  It’s only later, when some Church Fathers were trying to win arguments, that such exaggerated claims were made about Scripture.

The purpose of Scripture is to present us with the Gospel and form us in its pattern.  It needs to be consistent enough, and accurate enough in other matters, for us to continue to trust in and live by that Gospel.  And that’s all.  I do find it consistent and accurate enough for that purpose; to expect more sounds suspiciously like idolatry.

I admit this means that we can’t cite isolated passages of Scripture to win arguments anymore, but we never should have.  Scripture guides us only as we listen to it and wrestle with it in a community that holds itself accountable to the Gospel before all else, even Scripture.  It’s a fallible process at best, and we are bound to disagree frequently, but if the Gospel is true we shouldn’t have to worry much: God is still at work in us no matter how far we drift, which is why we also need to keep listening to one another even when we can’t agree.  All of these (Scripture, tradition, our faith community, ourselves) are human testimonies through which God calls us to grow in the Communion of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ.

The most important thing Scripture does, more important than trying to prove our pet doctrines, is form us after the pattern of God’s common life made flesh in Jesus Christ. For that reason we should read it daily and let it sink into our lives. But even then, we should never let any passage of Scripture lead us to doubt the fundamental truth of the Gospel, that we are welcomed just as we are to find our lives by letting them go into God’s common life.
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