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Preface
The Office of Theology and Worship is responsiblefor keepingbiblical, theological, and worship issuesbefore the church. As part of this responsibility, the office seeksto engagethe church in
continuing exploration of the authority and interpretation of Scripture. Thus, the unit and the Office
of the General Assemblyare providing Presbyterianswith two major church documentsthat address
the Bible's place and function within the community of faith.
Presbyterian Understandingand Use of Holy Scripture was adopted by the 123rd General
Assembly (1983) of the Presbyterian Church in the United States as a position statement of the
General Assembly on the interpretation of Scripture.
Biblical Authority and Interpretation was received by the 194th General Assembly (1982) of
the United Presbyterian Church in the United Statesof America. Its guidelineswere adopted by the
General Assembly.
The two papers were written in responseto the need for a commonbasis in a diverse church
for understanding and using Scripture. The Office of Theology and Worship believes that they
remain important resourcesfor the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).

1. INTRODUCTION
That Holy Scriptureis the "rule of faith and life" is a basicprinciple of the Refonnation. This confessionalaffinnation, in somefonnulation,is a structuralelementof all theRefonnedconfessions.It is stated and developedin the introductorychapt,e!of the WestminsterConfessionpfFaith. Therefore,we might
be inclined to assumethat it representsa focal point of unity, a sign of commonality,amongPresbyterians
who areheirs of this Refonnedtradition.
A~

Variations on a Theme

The truth is that this affirmationis held and practicedamongPresbyteriansin a variety of ways.The
authority of the Bible is understooddifferently by different groupsand individuals. Different approaches
are takento the interpretationof the Bible.
Such variety can be stimulating and illuminating, but where the differences become too great, the variety is the source of suspicion, conflict, and theological paralysis. Since Holy Scripture is the principal criterion of judgment in taking positions and making decisions, radical differences among us in the way we
understand and use Scripture as the rule of faith and practice can weaken our ability to live and work as a
community of faith. Especially in the case of the theological and ethical decisions that the courts of our
church must make corporately, the diversity has become an important source of difficulty in deliberation
and agreement.
In the debates over issues of doctrine and ethics that have taken place in recent years, quite personal
and individual orientations to Scripture appear.Theological inclinations and the fe~ling about Scripture that
they involve are not simply a matter of intellectual history. They are shaped by personality, experience,
training, interest, and the like. Observation of Presbyterian constituencies reveals a range of stancestoward
the question of Scripture. The following descriptions are only simplified illustrations of such stances:
.The point of view that regards Scripture's inerrancy as the hinge of theology and the foundation of
faith's certainty and for which every issQe is likely to be taken as a question of the doctrine of
Scripture, especially the question of the basis of its trustworthiness.

The point of view that doesnot reflect technicaltheoriesof inspirationbut which regardsthe Bible
as a supernaturalbook, a collection of divine oracles,that conveysmessagesdirectly from God to
the reader.
The point of view that has evolved from one close to inerrancybut which now has as its primary
~oncema moderatingposition, maintainingthe authorityof Scripturebut avoidsa rigid conceptof
merrancy.
The point of view thathasdevelopedfrom a more conservativeheritage(partly on the basis of historical criticism), which is primarily concernedto defend againstany approachthat would undermine the appropriateness
of historicalcriticism.
The point of view arrived at from a somewhatundefinedorientationunderthe influence of twentieth century reformulationsof biblical authority and interpretation,which has special <;:oncem
to
maintainthe importanceof Scriptureagainsttheologicalprogramsandpositionsthat seemto dimin'ishits authoritativeuse.
.The point of view that may respectScriptureasone of the revereddocumentsof the churchbut does
not seriouslyexpectit to be illuminating or determiningfor importantissuesof eith~rfaith or life in
the presentday.

.The point of view that interprets~cripture one~sidedlybecauseof a primary identification with a
stance on one of several social
ues to faith.

or political

issues, a stance that is believed

to reflect

the primary

val-

The point of view that looks to Scripturefor a~thoritativeguidanceon mattersof religious doctrine
and personalmortality, but overlooksits teachingswhich have direct and indirect ~aring on communallife.
With suchdiversity, how do we readthe Bible together?And how do we hearthe word of God when
decisionsmustbe madein the courts of the churchon pressingcontemporaryissues?
The presence of different theological positions and of many individual orie~tations is, of course, not
a peculiar new feature of our time and church. But it poses the question whether we see or can find a common way that allows us to believe and decide as a community in our use of the Bible as the rule of faith
and life.

B.

Issuesof Authority and Interpretation

While none of the opinionsjust illustratedis an instanceof one distinct, systemati9theology,closer
analysisreveals that two issuesare presentthroughout.One issueis that of the authority of the Bible. It
concernswhatkind of a rule for faith andlife Scriptureis takento be. For example,is Scripturea rule that
governseverypossibleissueof truth, whetherit be religious,moral, or scientific?Again, are the words of
the direct revelationof God, or are thesewords the revelationof God that actuallyoccurredprior to its
beingrecordedin Scripture?It is importantto note that to answerthesequestionsin oppositeways is not
to choosefor or againstthe authorityof Scripture;it is ratherto chooseone or anotherconceptionof the
authority of Scripture.Whicheverway one answers,the authorityof Scriptureis being affirmed, albeit in
differentforms.
The second, closely related issue present in this range of opinion is that of theri~t interpretation of
the Bible. It concerns the determination of what a text of Scripture in the original actually says and the judgment of how what is said is properly used for governing faith and practice. For example, the sixth commandment reads in many familiar English translations "Thou shalt not kill" (Ex. 20:13; Deut. 5:17).
Careful attention to the original languages and the common usage of terminology in ancient Near Eastern
culture reveals that the text actually says something more precise than to do no killing. The text actually
says that unlawful, high-handed killing is forbidden. Thus several contemporary translations become more
specific, translating the commandment as prohibiting murder. Next, the right interpretation of the text proceeds to the forming of a judgment about how the text is properly used in ruling faith and practice. Should
it rule out all taking of human life, some of it, most of it, or none of it? Should it furnish any other kind of
guidance for faith and practice?
The first clue is rightly sought in how the believing comm,unity has used the text to govern its life in
the past. Two contrasting factors emerge. For while the believing comm,unity has not used what is said by
the text to prohibit all acts of taking life, it has used it to promote the obligations of doing no harm and of
looking after the welfare of one's brothers and sisters. This is illustrated by the fact that from Israel on, the
believing community has not regarded all taking of life as murder, and by the fact that from Jesus' Sermon
on the Mount on, the community has understood the commandment to have a positive (not merely a negative) point of seeking reconciliation with one another (cf. Matt. 5:21-24). While this text is used as a general prohibition against taking human life, it has not usually been used as an absolute one. Furthermore,
what the text says has beenused to guide faith and life far more thoroughly than on the relatively few occasions when taking life is at issue.
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On the basis of this broad,positive usageof what the commandmentsays,proper interpretationwill
proceedto form a judgmentaboutits properusagein governingissuesof faith andpracticefacingthe present believing community. What is importantto note about such proper interpretationof a text is that
exactly what it says can never be carelesslytaken for granted, nor can its proper use be arbitrarily
invented.
In one degreeor another,the issuesof both a~thorityand interpretationare implied in eachillustration of divergent opinion currently evident amongPresbyterians.While the illustrations often are most
explicit aboutthe issueof authority,they are inevitably allied to sometype of interpretation.In comingto
grips with the differencesamongPresbyterians,it is importantto note that while the problemis often
voiced as one of authority,the more basicandpressingissuemaybe one of interpretation.

c.

The Relationship of Authority and Interpretation

Interpretationmaybe regardedasthe more critical issuebecauseit is the functional expressionof the
Bible's 1authority.The authorityof the Bible is realizedin its use,and apart from this interpretativeuse of
it, its authorityhas no expression.Indeed,the authority of Holy Scriptureis only recognizedwhere the
churchhas understoodthe testimonythe Scripturesbear to God and God's self.;testimonythroughthem~
The power of Holy Scriptureis experiencedwhen throughit the word of God is heardand receivedby
believers.
Thus the church needs always to remember that the use of Holy Scripture is more important than
debates about its authority. Theories about authority of Scripture, which are not vindicated and validated in
its use in Christian faith and life, become ends in themselves. All theories of the authority of Scripture are
tested by the effectiveness and usefulness of the interpretation that they involve. On the other hand, the
most serious denial of Holy Scripture is manifest; not so much in doctrine, as in the failure to find a faithful and joyful employment of Scripture as the rule of faith and life. The authority of Holy Scripture is made
real in human life when it is employed in reverence and hope and the word of God is heard and received.
As a consequence,the weight of this study falls upon the matter of interpretation. The issue of authority will not be overlooked, but neither will it be assumed that agreements about conceptions of biblical
authority will be sufficient to insure the proper role of Scripture as the rule of faith and life. It may not even
be necessaryto achieve theoretical agreement about Scripture's authority, before reaching consensus about
principles that guide its interpretation. If some headway can be made in the latter direction, Presbyterians
may find a functional authority of Scripture more impressive than all their doctrinal formulations about
Scripture.

D. The Scopeof This Study
In light of these comments, the primary point of this study is to seeka common understanding of how
Presbyterians might go about the task of using Scripture as the rule of faith and life. It aims to formulate
principles by which to guide the interpretation of Scripture principles clearly rooted in the confessional
documents that define the Reformed tradition. This approach holds promise of enabling Presbyterians to
regain a common ground for the use of the Bible as the rule of faith and life.
Such a common set of guidelines, especially for employment by the courts of the church as theological and ethical decisions are made, is not intended and should not be expected to result in unanimity in
every respect. One set of guidelines cannot account for the variety of perspectives-theological, social, and
personal-that believers in our church bring to the process of interpretation. But a common agreement
about principles can set the limits and lines for the practice of interpretation in the community. This agreement would not necessarily result in or guarantee a single conclusion to any interpretative problem. The
process of reaching convictions about what Scripture leads us to believe and do is beyond any method; such
3

E.
A.

convictionsare given throughthe Spirit's work in the community.But a commonunderstandingof what
we are aboutcan strengthencommunityin the task of seekingthe guidanceof Scripture.
Besidesits nonnative use in deciding theological and ethical issues in the courts of the church,
Scripturefunctionsas the rule of faith andpractice.The Bible is employedon numerousoccasionsin the
church'slife and in the life of believers.We scarcelyever recall at one time the extentto which Scripture
accompaniesthe whole life of the church.Sentencesand passagesfrom the Bible are used in liturgy for
invocations,benedictions,prayersof variouskinds, andresponses.Scriptureis sungin Psalms,paraphrases, andhymns.Textsarereadandexpoundedin preaching.The Sacramentsare accompaniedby the reading of Scripture.Biblical passagesareread in the rites of the church, suchas marriageand funerals.Holy
Scriptureis the primary textbookof nurture and Christian educationat all levels of the church'swork. It
providesthe material for personalandcorporatedevotion.It comesto bear on the processof churchdiscipline andjudicial procedure.It is consultedin controversiesof faith and practice.It is a meansof examinationand confessionin the ordinationof all churchofficers. It is the primary sourceandsupremenonn of
our confessionand our order.
In all these various uses as "the rule of faith and life," Holy Scripture functions in a variety of interconnected and overlapping ways: as source and resource, as means of grace, and as norm and standard for
our believing and obeying. By it we are informed, strengthened,and guided. Such functions cannot be neatly separated in the many uses of Scripture, but are rather interrelated, one function coming to the fore at
one time and then another on a different occasion. Because the normative function, that which guides our
judgment on matters of belief and obedience, is so important in the controversies of the past and the present, our reflection on the authority and the interpretation of Scripture may tend to overlook other functions. It is important to acknowledge that the Bible proves itself as the rule of faith and life only when all
functions are given their full and rightful place. While this paper focuses on principles intended to help us
regarding Scripture's normative function, we need to recall that the vitality of this function is intimately
related to the vitality of others in the life of the believer and the community.

Summary and Prospect
Despite a common commitment among Presbyterians to the assertion that the Bible is to serve as the
rule of faith and practice, a remarkable and sometimes troubling variety of expressions of this principle has
been noted. Special difficulty has been cited where the nonnative function of Scripture in the courts of the
church is an issue. We have suggested that the underlying issues finding voice in the variety include both
the authority and interpretation of the Bible. We have also identified the appropriateness of focusing primary attention on the matter of interpretation, since it is in the actual employment of Scripture through
interpretation that it truly has its authority. Thus the primary aid of this study has been established as that
of fonnulating principles to guide the interpretation of Scripture among Presbyterians.

D. GUffiELINES FOR INTERPRETATION
The Motives of TheseGuidelines
Although we confessthat Holy Scriptureas a whole is the rule of faith and life, this way of describing its role doesnot meanthat eachpassageis to be readas a kind of law that setsrequirementsfor belief
and obedience.Any interpretativeapproachthat turns the entire Bible into a depositof legal precedentsis
a theologicalmistake.Also, suchan approachignoresthe characterof the Scriptures,which arecomposed
of narratives,psalms,visions,letters,proverbs,andprayersas well as commandsandlaws. The variety of
materialin Scriptureis almostaswide asthe variety of literatureitself. Scriptureis "rule" for us as a whole
and in the way that a literature of suchrichnessand diversitycan speakto us.
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Scripture is not to be treated merely as a collection of documents from the past. Though the books of
the Bible were written in the past across a period of centuries, their value to the church is far more than that
of a record of its beginnings. The significance of these books is not confined to the times about which they
speak or in which they were written. The Bible has a unique and abiding authority. The God to whom
Scripture points is the living and true God whose word and work are the supreme reality of the present.
Scripture is also to be treated in interpretation as the Holy Scripture of the church. It is the literature
that makes known God's identity and God's way with the world. It influences our thinking, imagination,
and emotions and it shapes our consciousness and convictions as believers. It is the primary tradition
through which the community of faith knows whom it worships, what it is, and how it exists as the body
of believers. We call the books of the Bible "Holy Scripture" because of the continuous experience of the
church that God by the Holy Spirit confronts us and communicates with us through them. Therefore, guidelines for the interpretation of Scripture are a matter of flfst importance to us.

B. The Purpose of TheseGuidelines
These guidelines are an attempt to describe in an orderly fashion the Presbyterian approach to interpretation. They are drawn from the several areas that ought to be considered in such an approach to
interpretation: principles of interpretation that are consistently stated or assumed in the Reformed confessions; the historical developments that occurred in the course of interpretation in the Reformed tradition;
what has been learned about biblical literature in the study of its character and history; and the general character of interpretation. They do not provide detailed instruction about procedures that belong to exegetical
and theological training, but rather set goals for what is to be undertaken.
As already indicated, these guidelines are proposed primarily for use on those occasions when
Scripture is appealed to for guidance in making decisions about specific questions posed in the courts of
the church. On such occasions, the questions are usually not general inquiries about what the church is to
believe and do; rather, they concern the evaluation and development of specific positions on believing and
obeying. This use of Scripture makes special demands upon the practice of interpretation. The entire range
of Scripture's witness must be brought to bear on the question in an accurate and appropriate manner. If
appeal is made to only one text or a selected few, rather than to the whole of Scripture, conclusions may
lack adequate foundation or qualification. If the process of deciding does not consider the relation of the
question at hand to the faith of the church expressedin its confessional statementsand to the sharedknowledge of the culture, responses will likely fall short of authenticity and relevance.
The demandsmade by this use of Scripture exceedthose involved in many other of its uses in the community of faith. In liturgy, devotion, and education, Holy Scripture may well function without the range of
interpretative procedures appropriate to its use as a critical norm. The purpose of such guidelines as those
proposed below is not to set unnecessary and burdensome requirements on the believer's direct and personal use of the Bible or even to hint at limits on the freedom of the Holy Spirit to work through the witness of Scripture in various ways. However, whenever questions of faith and life do arise, the
responsibilities of interpretation are the same. What can be said about sound practice in the use of Scripture
as critical norm by the courts can be helpful for many other occasions and uses.

c.

The Developmentof TheseGuidelines

The use of Holy Scripture for guidance and direction requires the interpretation of its texts.
Interpretation, as we acknowledged in introducing this study, usually asks two related kinds of questions.
The first asks what the text says and is concerned with understanding its language. The second asks about
the use or value of the text for some questions with which one is confronted. Consequently, the use of
Scripture as a norm for our belief and obedience involves two types of judgment. The first is that employed
in reaching a correct and fun understanding of what texts say. The second is that employed in selecting and
5

using texts for some specific purpose at hand. The first type is composed of the procedures of exegesis; the
second is composed of the procedures of theology. The two are interdependent and in the history of interpretation have often not been distinguished. They cannot be separated completely, but their difference is
important because confusing them can lead to confusion in the use of Scripture. Therefore our guidelines
will be divided into those concerning what the text says and those concerning how the text is rightly read.

A primary interestin the developmentof theseguidelinesis to demonstratetheir continuity with the
Presbyterianand Refoffi1edheritageof biblical interpretation.The foundationsfor the church's view and
interpretationof Scripturewere laid in the earliestperiod of the church's history. The books of the Old
Testamentwere alreadyrecognizedas authoritativewritings in the time of Jesus.The first generationsof
Christiansreceivedandreadthe Old Testamentin the light of their faith in Jesusas the Christ, and developed their faith in him in the light of the witnessof the Old Testament.Gospelsand epistleswritten in the
Christian communitywere recognizedand acknowledgedas the writings that gavethe true expressionto
the breadthand characterof the catholic faith. A complexof relationsbetweenScriptureand the church's
growing doctrinal andliturgical traditionwas developed.
The Refonned churches received, shaped, and extended this heritage of the early church. It has been
transmitted to us through their work. Their version of this heritage is articulated in the confessions of the
Refonned churches. The continuity of theseconfessions with the tradition of the church before the fifteenth
century and their distinctiveness as a fresh expression of it makes them the classic statements of our tradition, the resources for learning and clarifying the central character of our approach to Scripture.

Thereis a remarkableconsistencyin the way the documentsof the Reformedtradition treatScripture.
They deal with the sameissues,usesimilar language,andcome generallyto the sameconclusions.(In the
following discussion,theseabbreviationsare used:Synod of Berne of 1528 [SB], GenevaConfessionof
1541 [GC], FrenchConfessionof 1559[FC], ScotsConfessionof 1560 [SC], Belgic Confessionof 1561
[BC], Heidelberg Catechismof 1563 [HC], SecondHelvetic Confessionof 1566 [2HC], Westminster
Confessionof 1646[WCF] with the LargerCatechism[WLCI andthe ShorterCatechism[WSC], Barmen
Declarationof 1934[DBI, Confessionof 1967[C67], Declarationof Faith of 1976 [DF].)
It is the consistency of these documents in the interpretation of Scripture that we intend to formulate
afresh in these guidelines. To make the grounding of the guidelines in the confessional transparent, a specific discussion of the confessional background material will be introduced in connection with each guideline or each cluster of guidelines. This procedure will help to assure us of the appropriateness of these
guidelines to the Presbyterian family of Christians.

ill. GUIDELINES CONCERNING WHAT THE TEXT SAYS
The Refonners and the Refonned confessions generally rejected the notion that biblical texts are allegories and the procedure of seeking three or four levels of meaning in them. They emphasized the plain or
literal or single sense of the text as its correct meaning. This emphasis led to attention to sound linguistic
and literary studies and to the circumstances of the composition of the text. This approach was the basis for
the development of an exegesis using linguistic and historical discipline in the interpretation of the Bible.
There is a consensus among Presbyterians that the procedures of interpretation in determining what a biblical text says ought to be those generally followed in understanding any written document. The approaches taken to texts and the questions explored in search of a correct and full understanding of them should be
appropriate to the character of the text as language, literature, and document of faith.

A.

The Use of Original Languages

The biblical text in Hebrewand Greekis to be usedin theologicalwork. Translationsare to be tested
by theseoriginal languages.The churchrecognizesno official translation;all the currentEnglishversions
6

are subjectto evaluationin light of the originallanguageswhenbeingusedfor theologicaldecisionsin the
church.While this procedureimplies the importanceof personswith scholarlycompetencein languages,
even the nonspecialistcan engage in the evaluation of translation with the help of appropriate
co~entaries.

B.

The Employment of the BestManuscripts

The text to be usedfor translationand interpretationshouldbe detenninedin the light of an evaluation of the differentbiblical manuscriptsthatrecordthe textualtradition.Thereis a generalagreementthat
the besttext as detenninedby textual criticism is to be usedas the basisfor studyand translations.
ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
While Reformedconfessionalliterature is not unifonnly explicit aboutthe use of the original languagesand the examinationof the textual tradition, the clear statementsof the WestminsterConfession
revealthe concernthat the traditionhas in thesematters:
The Old Testamentin Hebrew. ..and the New Testamentin Greek. ..being immediatelyinspiredby God, andby his singularcare
and providencekept pure in all ages,arethereforeauthentical;so asin all controversiesof religion the Churchis [mally to appealto them.
(WCF 6.008)

Here it is clear that original languages are to be employed, even as it is assumed that God has providentially provided "authentic ai" manuscripts through the textual tradition. This paragraph from
Westminster goes on to speak of the necessity of translating Scripture into the "vulgar language of every
nation." The relevance of these principles of interpretation is all the more evident in light of the fact that
we are now confronted with so many different "vulgar" translations and paraphrasesthat the original meaning of Scripture is sometimes difficult to discern.

c.

The Priority of the Plain Senseof the Text

Various ways of reading and construing Scripture (allegory, second or deeper or spiritual meanings,
free association) have been and may be useful in the many roles that Scripture has in the church. However,
when establishing what the text says for the purpose of doctrinal and ethical deliberations, the objective is
to identify the plain sense of what is said in the text. Three subordinate guidelines help in determining this
plain or literal meaning of the text.

1.

The Definition of Literary Units

The propertexts for interpretationare thoseliterary units into which biblical books can be divided
when attentionis given to the mannerof their composition.Words,expressions,and sentencesshould not
be read in isolation from the contextof which they are an integral part. Meaningis a function of words in
sentencesand of sentencesin paragraphs.Literary units (passages,
paragraphs,pericopes,etc.) are to be
understoodin terms of the relation theybearto the largerwhole of the book in which they stand.

2.

The Recognition of the Cultural Conditioning of Language

The languageof biblical texts is to be understoodin the light of what canbe learnedaboutthe history of their composition.Languageitself is a historical phenomenon.Every text was written by someone,
sometime,somewhere,for somereason,usingthe genresof types of communicationavailablein the cultural setting.The validity of implications drawn from what a text saysand the appropriateness
of using it
for theologicalpurposesdependsuponthe recognitionof its historicalcharacter.
7

3.

The Understanding of Social and Historical Circumstances

The goal of exegesis is to reach a full and accurate understanding of what texts say in the social, historical, and literary contexts of their composition. Reverence for the text as Holy Scripture gives reason for
concern that texts have their say, that the prophets and apostles be truly and faithfully heard in their specific circumstances as witnessesto God and God's way with the world. Thus attentivenessto the social and
historical circumstances out of which the text comes is crucial for determining the plain sense of the text.
It is through these three subordinate guidelines that the plain sense of the text is identified and its priority affIrmed. Their application helps us see that while a particular text may name a subject with which
we are also concerned in the present, the assumption should not be immediately made that the contemporary subject is the same as that addressedin the biblical text or that the circumstances and conditions of the
biblical writer and modem interpreter are similar. Just as clearly, the implications drawn from a text should
not violate its character and purpose. The kind of literary material being interpreted should be respected in
determining what is said. Epic poetry is not historical chronicle; symbolic stories are not science; and
admonition to a particular person or community is not general law. Proceeding in this way to ascertain the
plain senseof what the text says,the discipline of exegesisassiststheological work in maintaining the actuality of the biblical testimony as a real and primary factor in the thinking and deciding of the church.

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
The importanceof the literary and historical contextof Scriptureis readily recognizedin contemporary confessions,but John Calvin and the writers of the confessionsof the sixteenthand seventeenth
centuries also used the literary and historical tools at their disposal to interpret Scripture in context.
Additionally, at leastone of theseclassicconfessionstouchesdirectly on the issue:
But we hold thatintelpretationof the Scriptureto beorthodoxandgenuinewhich is gleaned...(from the nature of the language in
which they werewritten, likewiseaccordingto thecircumstancesin which they were setdown)... (2HC 5.010)

Among contemporary confessions there is a clear awareness of the importance of this

principle.
The churchhasreceivedthe booksof the Old andNew Testamentsas propheticand apostolictestimonyin which it hearsthe Word
of God and by which it's faith andobedienceare nourishedandregulated....The Scriptures,given underthe guidanceof the Holy Spirit,
areneverthelessthe words of men,conditionedby the language,thoughtforms, and literary fashionsof the placesand times at which they
were written. They reflect views of life, history, and the cosmoswhich were then current. The church, therefore,has an obligation to
approachthe Scriptureswith literary and historicalunderstanding.As God has spokenhis word in diversecultural situations,the churchis
confidentthat he will continueto speakthroughthe Scripturesin a changingworld andin every form of humanculture. (C67 SF27, .29)
God haschosento addresshis inspiredWord to us throughdiverseand varied humanwritings. Thereforewe use the best available
methodsto understandthem in their historicaland cultural settingsandthe literary forms in which they arecast. (OF VI.3)

Thus both in the practiceof interpretingScriptureand in the fonnulation of rules for thatpractice,the
Refonnedtradition affinns the needto understandthe literary andhistorical contextof Scripture.
IV. GUmELINES CONCERNING HOW THE TEXT IS RIGHTLY USED
Using the Bible as a critical norm for faith and life involves a process of ordering, evaluating, and
relating what is said in the Bible to the question at hand. The process is an exercise of theological knowledge, experience, and wisdom. It occurs through insight and reflection. Its practice cannot be prescribed by
a set procedure. It can, however, be conducted and tested by a set ofconcems, criteria, and responsibilities
that belong to our tradition of interpreting Scripture.
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A. The Purpose of Holy Scripture
Scripture provides the knowledge of what is necessary for the glory of God and for human faith, life,
and salvation. The subject of the Bible as Holy Scripture is God and God's way with humanity and the
world. Holy Scripture is nonnative with respect to its theological subject. The purpose of Scripture has to
do with questions about the ultimate origin, meaning, and goal of human life in relation to God, all of which
lie behind or beyond the scope of secular scientific and historical disciplines. This guideline means that
Scripture is rightly used with respect to this subject matter.
Conversely, this guideline means that Scripture is not authoritative for any and everything, in any and
every question. It is not an encyclopedia of information about every area of human knowledge and understanding. So, for instance, it is not appropriate to go to the biblical sources for scientific understanding of
such things as biology, astronomy, the structure of the universe, or historical knowledge in general.
This formulation of the purpose of Scripture emphasized its concern both with God and the way of
God's people in the world. It assertsthat the Scripture is misused whenever Christian faith and life are separated, either by emphasizing correct theology to the neglect of obedient Christian life, or by emphasizing
the demands of the Christian life to the neglect of its theological presuppositions and goals. Put another
way, Scripture is not properly used unless we remember the chief end of human life is to glorify God and
seek first God's kingdom of righteousness in the world.

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
The confessional tradition is quite explicit regarding those matters with which Scripture is centrally
concerned. For the confession the Bible is authoritative in matters of faith, life, and salvation. It contains
"all that is necessary for the service of God and for our salvation" (pC V). It sufficiently" teaches "whatsoever man ought to believe unto salvation" (BC VU). It "has the most complete exposition of all that pertains to a saving faith, and also to the framing of a life acceptable to God" (2HC5.002). It is "sufficient to
instruct and make perfect the man of God" (SC 3.19). It gives us "that knowledge of God, and of his will,
which is necessaryunto salvation," and as such is the "rule of faith and life" (WCF 6.001, .002). It is the
"authoritative standard of faith and life" (DF VI.3). Easily discernible here is the emphasis on what we call
"ethics," the everyday life of Christians, as well as on correct theological belief and salvation.

B.

The Precedenceof Holy Scripture

In matters of faith, life, and salvation, Scripture takes precedence over all other authorities. However,
the precedence of Scripture does not call for the disregard of other authorities. There are other sources from
which we can learn something of the matters with which Scripture deals uniquely. Examples of such
sources that deserve our respect include church councils, laws and decrees; ancient and modem theologians
and thinkers in general; and various forms of knowledge and experience. Since the wisdom of all such additional authorities is subordinate to and subject to correction by Scripture, the guideline of Scripture's precedence is best formulated in terms of three subsidiary guidelines.

1.

The Priority of Holy Scripture

The witnessof Scriptureon matterswithin its purposeis authoritativeover all otherknowledge,opinions, andtheories.This priority hasimplicationsfor the way Scriptureis usedin relationto otherfonDSof
knowledgewhen dealing with issuesof doctrineand obedience.While all availablepertinentknowledge
and experienceshould infonn thinking aboutsuchmatters,the priority accordedto what is known of God
throughthe Holy Scripturecannotbe surrendered.
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3.

SinceGod is creatorof all things, respectfor the priority of Scripturedoes not excludebut requires
respectfor the subordinate,relative authorityof suchseculardisciplinesasthe natural sciences,psychology, sociology,philosophy,economicand political research.Yet the priority of Scriptureis compromised
whenScriptureis forced to conform or madesubordInateto personallikes or dislikes; to anypsychology,
political, economic,or philosophicalideology,program,or method;to the authority of humanreasonand
logical consistencyin general;or to personalor collectiveexperience.
The Use of Knowledge
The way in which the biblical testimony should be used needs to be thought out in the light of contemporary claims, insights, and theories that bear on the question. Scripture as norm does not exhaust or
limit what faith needsto know in seeking the most faithful course of obedience and confession. The knowledge generated by observation and researchcan helpfully inform the thinking of faith. It aids the interpreter
of biblical material in discriminating between faith and the world view in which faith is expressed in biblical texts. It helps to define the character and complexity of the problem under consideration, furnishes
resources with which believers can communicate in contemporary culture, and assists in forming responses that engage the real milieu in which the church exists.
Of course it should not too easily be assumed that current conclusions, claims, and theories on any
subject are reliable. All human learning and opinion is tentative and incomplete. Its reliability must be tested with care, and the influence of fads, trends, modes of opinion and the like must be resisted critically. It
is also possible that faith guided by Scripture and available knowledge may conflict. In that case, faith must
hold to the guidance of Scripture while searching for better understanding and knowledge.

The Use of Experience
The use of Scripture in deliberating and deciding questions of faith and life is theological work done
in and for the church. The context is the community of faith. The entire company of believers is both a
resource and a participant in the process. Questions about how faith is to be held, understood, and practiced
arise in the life of believers seeking to be faithful in the lives they live and in the world in which they exist.
Out of their individual and corporate experience members of the church become sensitive to
dimensions of Scripture not previously discerned. These questions and insights, when offered for corporate
consideration, can spur and illuminate the church to different and deeper understanding of Scripture.
Therefore, the church in its institutional life must not discount the experience of its members, but hear
their questions and receive their insights as opportunities to read Scripture again in the continuing search
for positions and patterns of contemporary faithfulness. For their part, individuals and groups should not
allow their own concerns and convictions to isolate them within the community or use them to judge the
church in self-righteousness. Instead, they should bring them patiently and insistently to the church to ask
whether the larger community of believers can confirm or correct or share their understanding of Scripture.

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
Accordingly, first priority to Scripture has its source in none other than God. Reformed confessions
stress that the source of biblical authority is God alone, often specifying that the Bible's authority is not
from humans or the church. Sometimes they speak of God in general as the one who speaks in Scripture
(FC V, 2HC 5.001, WCF 6.064). Often they speak of the Holy Spirit who is active both in God's giving
and our receiving of Scripture as the word of God (FC IV; BC M; WCF 6.002, .005; DF VI.3).
Contemporary confessions tend to emphasize the authority of Scripture in its witness to Jesus Christ (DB
8.05, C67 9.27, DF VI.3). These appealsto God, Holy Spirit, and Christ as the source of authority are not
mutually exclusive but reflect the doctrine of the Trinity. They supplement each other, and a full
description of the Reformed understanding of the precedence of Scripture in interpretation needs all three.
to

The authority of Scripture is not based on anything other than God personally speaking in it. This negative point is important because it rejects all attempts to prove the authority of Scripture either by arguments about it or by characteristics of it. Calvin himself led the way for this negative emphasis in the
Institutes 1.7.4,5:
Thus,the highestproof of Scripturederivesin generalfrom the fact thatGod in personspeaksin it. The prophetsand apostlesdo not
boasteitherof their keennessor of anythingthat obtainscredit for themas theyspeak;nor do they dwell uponrationalproofs. ..we ought
to seekour [conjecture]in a higherplace than humanreasons,judgments,or conjectures,that is, in the secrettestimonyof theSpirit. ..
they who strive to build up firm faith in Scripturethroughdisputationaredoing thingsbackwards...unbelieving menboth wish anddemand
rational proof thatMoses and theprophetsspokedivinely. But I reply: the testimonyof the Spirit is more excellentthanall reason.For as
God aloneis a fit witnessto himself in his Word, so alsothe Word will not find acceptance
in men'sheartsbefore it is sealedby the inward
testimonyof the Spirit. ..Scripture indeedis self-authenticated;
hence,it is not right to subjectit to proof andreasoning.

Calvin then goes on to discuss some elements in Scripture that lend credibility to it: antiquity, miracles, fulfilled prophecies, preservation despite persecution, and consent of the church. But he says that these
arguments are only useful aids and external props. Calvin's position is remarked here in this detail because
it is so dearly echoed in the Westminster Confession, which cites characteristics of Scripture "whereby it
doth abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God." But the Confession goes on immediately to insist
that "our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority thereof, is from the
inward work of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts" (WCF 6.005).
Given this view of the priority of Scripture, the confessions typically acknowledge that there is some
general knowledge of God and God's will apart from Scripture-through creation, providence, the light of
nature, and God's preservation and government of the universe (FC V, BC R, WCF 6.001). Thus they
acknowledge the appropriate use of other fonns of knowledge and experience. But in so doing, they insist
that these other fonns of knowledge or experience are not sufficient "to give that knowledge of God, and
of his will, which is necessary [to] salvation" (WCF 6.001), and are subordinate to the clear knowledge of
God given in Scripture. "We must test any word that comes to us from Church, world, or inner experience
by the Word of God in Scripture" (DF VI.3). The Barmen Declaration is even stronger in its insistence that
God's Word in Scripture takes precedence over all other claims about God's will:
We reject the falsedoctrine,asthoughthe Churchcould andwould haveto acknowledgeas a sourceof its proclamation,apartfrom
andbesidesthis oneWord of God, still othereventsandpowers,figures andtruths,asGod'srevelation. ...We reject the false doctrine,as
thoughthe Churchin humanarrogancecould placethe Word andwork of the Lord in the serviceof any arbitrarily chosendesires,purposes,andplans. (DB 8.12, .26)

Consequently,the confessionaltradition can be said to promote the use of other knowledge in the
interpretationof Scriptureonly in the contextof the clear priority andprecedenceof the Bible.

c.

The Centrality of Jesus Christ

It is in JesusChrist that God dealsdecisivelywith humanityandconstitutesthe church.This affirmation implies that all Scriptureis to be interpretedin light of the centrality of Christ and in relation to the
salvationprovided throughhim. This principle requiresa use of Scripturethat recognizesJesusChrist as
its center,thoughnot one thatregardseverytext as a witnessto Jesus.
No understanding of what Scripture teaches us to believe and do can be correct that ignores or contradicts the central and primary revelation of God and God's will through JesusChrist made known through
the witness of Scripture. Without implying a Word within the Word or a canon within a canon, and without rejecting the authority of the parts of Scripture that are not explicitly christological, this principle insists
that all of Scripture should be understood with reference to the central revelation of God in Christ. At the
most direct level of application, this principle means that any teaching of the Bible on a matter of faith or
life is to be used in a manner consistent with scriptural accounts of Jesus' own teaching and embodiment
of the person and will of God.

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
Calvin himself and many Refonned confessions say that Scripture is to be interpreted in light of the
revelation of God in Christ. "In our reading of Scripture we shall hold simply to that which speaks
clearly and definitely to our conscience and makes us feel that it leads us to Christ" (Calvin in his commentary on John 12:48). How do we have the "right knowledge of God," that knowledge that tells us that
God loves us and desires to be our Father and Savior? "By his Word, in which he declines his mercy to us
in Christ, and assuresus of His love toward us" (GC 13).
The classical and contemporary Reformed confessions comprise a veritable litany on the principle
interpreting Scripture in light of the revelation of God in Christ.
But where somethingis broughtbeforeus by our pastorsor by otherswhich brings us closer to Christ
andwill not limit the courseof the Holy Spirit. ..(SB)

of

we will gladly acceptit

When controversy arises about the right understanding of any passage or sentence of Scripture, or for the reformation of any abuse
within the Kirk of God, we ought not so much to ask what men have said or done before us, as what the Holy Ghost uniformly speaks within the body of Scriptures and what Christ Jesus himself did and commanded. (SC 3.18)
Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust and
obey in life and in death. (DB 8.11)

The Bible is to beinterpretedin light of its witnessto God's work of reconciliationin Christ. (C67 9.29)
JesusChrist standsat the centerof the biblical record. (DF 1.4)

When we encounter apparenttensions and conflicts in what Scripture teachesus to believe and do, the
final appeal must be to the authority of Christ (DF VI.3). It is this insistence on the centrality of Christ that
obliges us to make it one of our guidelines for the right use of Scripture in interpretation.

D.

The Interpretation of Scripture by Scripture

The observanceof this principle involves searchingthe whole of Scripturefor all texts bearingon the
question under considerationand using particular texts or groups of texts in the light of the whole.
Identifying all the texts relevantto an issue under considerationis both a topical and theologicalmatter.
Thus all the particulartexts in which the questionis explicitly addressed
areto be used.However,the general witnessof Scriptureto the largerthemeor subjectof which the particular questionis a part shouldbe
employedto determinethe right use of texts that explicitly addressthe question.Thus textsshould not be
selectedarbitrarily to supporta position in disregardof othertexts that qualify or contradictthe position;
neithershouldone text or group of textsbe usedto authorizea theologicaldecisionwithout consideration
of their relationto the whole of Scriptureand its unfoldingmovement.
A special dimension of this guideline has to do with the interpretation of the Old Testament in light of
the New Testament, as well as the interpretation of the New Testamentin light of the Old Testament. Thus
the New Testament's emphasis on the gospel is not to be understood apart from the Old Testament's emphasis on the grace of the law; and the Old Testament's emphasis on the law is not to be understood apart from
the New Testament's emphasis on the grace of the gospel. Thereby the Reformed tradition of biblical interpretation maintains the entire biblical canon as the context for understanding the fullness of Christian faith
and life.

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
It is sometimes said that this particular principle is the Reformed principle of interpretation. While
that statement is an exaggerated claim, it does point to an important characteristic of the Reformed
tradition- seeking .to understand any given passageof Scripture by comparing it with other passages:

...we hold that interpretationof Scriptureto be orthodox and genuinewhich is gleanedfrom the Scripturesthemselves
expoundedin the light of like andunlike passagesand of many and clearerpassages.(2HC 5.010)

and

All things in Scripturearenot alike plain in themselves,nor alike clear unto all; yet those things which arenecessaryto be known,
believed,and observed,for salvation,areso clearly propoundedandopenedin someplaceof Scriptureor other, thatnot only the learned,
but the unlearned,in a dueuse of the ordinarymeans,may attain unto a sufficient understandingof them. (WCF 6.007)
The infallible rule of interpretationof Scriptureis the Scriptureitself; andtherefore,when thereis a questionaboutthe true and full
senseof any Scripture(which is not manifold,but one),it may besearchedandknown by otherplacesthat speakmoreclearly. (WCF 6.009)
...comparing Scripturewith Scripture
time andplace. (DF VI.3)

we anticipatethat the Holy Spirit will enableus to interpretfaithfully God's Word for our

The implication of this principle of interpreting Scripture by Scripture, particularly for understanding
the Old and New Testamentsin light of eachother, is more often implied than expressed in the confessional
writings. However, the confessions clearly demonstrate the principle in their interpretations of the law. The
coming of Christ, for example, influences how we interpret the will of God for our lives, and requires us
to distinguish between what is permanently binding and what is meant only for a certain time and place.
Likewise, life in Christ is to be understood in light of the promises and blessings of the law.
Besidesthis law [the Ten Commandments],commonlycalled moral, God was pleasedto give to the peopleof israel, as a Church
underage..ceremoniallaws. ...All which ceremoniallaws arenow abrogatedunderthe New Testament....To themalso,as a body politic,
he gavesundryjudicial laws, which expiredtogetherwith the stateof that people,not obliging any other,now,further thanthe generalequity thereofmay require. ...The moral law doth forever bind all, as well justified personsas others,to the obediencethereof. ...Neither
doth Christ in the gospelany way dissolve,but much strengthen,this obligation. (WCF 6.103-.105;cf.-6.106)

Thus both in generaland in the specific form of interpretingthe two Testamentsin light of eachother,
the confessionsarticulatethe principle of interpretingScriptureby Scripture.

E.

The Rule of Love

The fundamental expression of God's will is the two-fold commandment to love God and neighbor,
and all interpretations are to be judged by the question whether they offer and support the love given and
commanded by God. When interpretations do not meet this criterion, it must be asked whether the text has
been used correctly in the light of the whole Scripture and its subject.
Any interpretation of Scripture is wrong that separatesor sets in opposition love for God and love for
fellow human being, including both love expressedin individual relations and in human community (social
justice). No interpretation of Scripture is correct that leads to or supports contempt for any individual or
group of persons either within or outside of the church. Such results from the interpretation of Scripture
plainly indicate that the rule of love has not been honored. This rule reminds us forcefully that as the rule
of faith and life, Scripture is to be interpreted not just to discover what we are to think or what benefits we
receive from God in Christ, but to discover how we are to live.

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
Emphasison the rule of love is found especiallyin the catechismsof the Refonnedtradition as they
give extendedattentionto interpretingthe Ten Commandments.Especially in the WestminsterLarger
Catechism,the commandmentsare applied not only to personalrelationshipsbut also to social-political
relationships.
In addition to theseapplicationsof the rule of love, the confessionssometimesspeak of the rule
explicitly:
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But where somethingis broughtbeforeus by our pastorsor others,which bringsus closerto Christ, and in accordancewith God's
Word is more conduciveto mutual friends andChristianlove than the interpretationnow presented,we will gladly acceptit
(8B)
We hold thatinterpretationof the Scriptureto be orthodoxand genuinewhich
tributesmuchto the glory of God andman'ssalvation.(2HC 5.010)
We dare not receive or admit any interpretation
Scripture, or to the rule of love. (SC 3.18)

which is contrary

to any principle

agree[s]with the rule of faith and love, andcon.

point of our faith,

or to any other plain

text of

In theseaffirmationsfrom within the Reformedtraditionwe find amplewarrantfor our contemporary
formulationof the rule of love as a guideline pertinentto the interpretationof Scripture.
The Rule of Faith
Scriptureis to be interpretedin light of the pastand presentChristiancommunity's understandingof
Scripture.The generalsenseof Scripture's teachingon the principal elementsof Christian faith, held
amongbelieverssincethe beginningof the church, representsa rule of faith. The confessionsand ,catechismsof the Presbyteriantradition arethe particular versionof the rule of faith for us. They are the public and common declarationof how the Bible is understoodamong us as Holy Scripture. Thus all
interpretationsof Scriptureareto be testedfor their coherencewith the classicstatementsof the Christian
faith held by the Holy CatholicChurch,by our confessionalstandards,and by the Reformedtradition that
was the contextin which thoseconfessionalstandardswereformed.
This does not mean that new insights into Scripture by individuals are discounted. Because the guidance of the Holy Spirit is promised to individual Christians who read the Bible, the church does not discourage their attempts to interpret Scripture or refuse to consider the convictions of such individuals
formed under the guidance of Scripture. Nonetheless, since the guidance of the Holy Spirit is promised to
individual Christians for the sake of building up and equipping the community of Christians for its mission
in the world, the church's consensusis likely to be more accurate than the opinions of individual persons.
The Spirit has been at work in the church through the centuries, as well as in the present. Therefore, individual Christians or groups of Christians must not ignore church tradition or refuse t'Osubmit their private
interpretations to the judgment of and possible correction by that tradition.
(

ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
The confessions understand full well that the church's traditional interpretation of Scripture is fallible
and subject always to revision and correction. Nevertheless, they give it initial precedence over the interpretations of individuals, both becausethe understanding of the whole church over time is likely to be more
adequatethan the opinion of individual persons at one point in time and because Christ himself through the
Holy Spirit has been at work in the church.
...listening with respectto fellow-believerspastandpresent,we anticipatethat the Holy Spirit will enableus to interpretfaithfully
God's Word for our time andplace. (OF VI. 3)

An understandingof the guideline of the rule of faith rendersintelligible and otherwiseanachronistic
and authoritariansoundingnote in theconfessions:the emphasison the authorityof preachers.
Becausethesepreachersrepresentthe churchand its rule of faith, not becauseof personalprivilege,
Calvin hasa high view of their role. In the GenevaCatechismhe saysthat "it is not enoughfor peopleto
read [the Bible] privately at [time], without altogetherhearingits teachingin common" (GC 305).Why?
BecauseJesusChrist hasestablishedthis order in His Church(Eph. 4:] I), andHe hasdeclaredthis to be the only meansof edifying
and preservingit. Thus we must keepourselvesto it and not be wiser thanour Master.(GC 306)
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Thus he arguesthatwe needpastorsandthat:
we shouldhearthem,receivingthe teachingof the Lord in humility from their mouth. Thereforewhoeverdespisesthem andrefuses
to hearthem,rejectsJesusChrist, and separateshimself from the fellowship of the faithful (Matt. 10:40;Luke 10:16). (GC 307)

The SecondHelvetic Confessionmakesthe samegeneralpoint in this way:
Whereforewhenthis Word of God is nowpreachedin the churchby preacherslawfully called,we believe thatthe very
Word of God is proclaimed,andreceivedby the faithful. ...The apostlePeterhas said thatthe Holy Scripturesare not of
private interpretation(ll Pet. 1-20),and thus we do not allow all possibleinterpretations....(2HC 5.004,010).
In these ways the Reformed tradition has affirmed the importance of the rule of faith for the right use
of Scripture.

G.

The Fallibility of All Interpretation

Every reading,confession,and theology that refers to Scriptureis subjectto testing by further and
more faithful searchingof the Scriptureto seeif it is genuinelyin accordwith the Bible's witness.Where
interpretationsof Scriptureare in tensionwith the rule of faith, thoseinterpretationsshouldbe examined
carefully and critically out of concernto maintainthe continuity of tradition. On the otherhand,we must
also reckonwith the fact thatthe pastinterpretationsembodiedin the rule of faith are alsofallible and susceptibleto revision on the basisof Scriptureitself. Thus no doctrinal or ethical interpretationof Scripture,
whetherlong establishe'qor new, is to be acceptedas a final word, but is always subjectto possiblerevision and correctionas a result of further studyof Scripture.
ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
As mentionedin discussionof the rule of faith, it is characteristicof Reformedconfessionsthat they
acknowledgethe fallibility of every interpretationof Scripture,including their own. They expressa willingnessto subjecteveryinterpretation(again,including their own) to the correctionof Scriptureitself.
We protest thatif any man will note in this confessionof ours any article or sentencerepugnantto God's holy word, that it would
pleasehim of his gentlenessandfor Christiancharity's saketo admonishus of the samein writing; andwe uponour honor and fidelity, by
God's gracedo promiseuntohim satisfactionfrom the mouth of God, that is, from his holy scriptures,or else reformationof that which he
shallprove to beamiss.(SC Preface)
All synodsandcouncilssincethe apostles'times,whethergeneralor particular,may err, and may haveerred; thereforethey are not
to bemadethe rule of faith or practice,but to usedas a help in both.(WCF6.175)
We subjectto its [the word of God in Scripture]judgmentall
of Faith. (OF VI.3)

understanding[s]
of doctrineandpractice,including this Declaration

This principle of interpretation,source of the permanentopennessto continuing reform in the
Reformedtradition, is perhapsmost succinctlyexpressedin the statementof the Synod of Berneto which
referencehas alreadybeenmade,that"we will gladly accept"newinterpretationsthat are in demonstrably
greaterconformity to God's word. This humility regardingthe resultsof all our interpretive activity is an
abidingfeatureof the Reformedtradition.

H.

The Relation of Word and Spirit

The work of interpretation leads to God's authoritative and convincing word for us only through the
illumination of the Holy Spirit. All interpretation should be undertaken in reverence and prayer for that illumination. This guideline for interpretation is not just a pious platitude. Neither careful rationale nor logical
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deduction,nor use of all the tools or critical-historicalexegesis,can guaranteethe right inte~retation of
Scripture.After we havedonethe bestwe can with all the meansat our disposal,we dependupon God's
Spirit to enableus rightly to hearandbelieveandobey.
Suchfaith in andopennessto the illumination of the Holy Spirit doesnot dependupon anyparticular
theory or doctrine of the inspirationof the Spirit in the writing of Scripture.Sincethe Holy Spirit is a living Spirit who continuesto be active in the lives of individual Christiansand in the church,therecanbe no
faith in and opennessto the Spirit's guiding presenceif we are not readyto discoverfrom Scripturenew
and differentinsightsinto what we have.tosayanddo in our time andplace.
ConfessionalBackgroundMaterial
It is a clear characteristic of the confessions that they acknowledge the right interpretation of Scripture
can only come with reliance on the Holy Spirit and understanding that the work of the Spirit is to enable
us to discern what God has to say to us, here and now. It is the Holy Spirit who enables us to discover the
relevance of this ancient book for our time and place.
...Is all this within our power [to use Scriptureright andprofit by it]? Noneof it; but God works themin us in this way by His Holy
Spirit. (GC 302)
The whole counselof God, concerningall things necessaryfor his own glory,man's salvation,faith and life, is either expresslyset
down in Scripture,or by good and necessaryconsequence
may be deducedfrom Scripture. ..[n]evertheless we acknowledgethe inward
illumination of the Spirit of God to benecessaryfor the savingunderstandingof suchthings asare revealedin theWord. (WCF 6.006)
God'sWord is spokento his churchtodaywheretheScripturesarefaithfully preachedandattentivelyread in dependenceon theillu.
mination of the Holy Spirit and with readinessto receivetheir truth anddirection. (C679.30)
we anticipatethat the Holy Spirit will enableus to interpretfaithfully God'sWord for our time andplace. (OF VI.3)

The ultimate sourcefor the right interpretationof Scriptureis well understoodby the Reformedtradition to residein the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit.
The Use of All Relevant Guidelines
It has been characteristic of the approach to the interpretation of Scripture in the Refonned tradition
that it has been wary of adopting anyone principle of interpretation to the exclusion of others. It has preferred, for example, to hold law and gospel in tension, to maintain the full biblical canon as the context for
the thinking of faith, to seek to know Jesusas Christ both in the Old Testament's anticipation of him and
in the New Testament's memory of him, to pursue theology as a practical discipline on interpreting
Scripture for the glory of God, the salvation of humankind, and the ordering of life, and to cherish the hope
that the sovereignty of God may be given at least penultimate expression by human worship ~d obedience
in the midst of history. As a consequence,no interpretation of Scripture based on a single one or several of
the principles of interpretation we have mentioned is to be accepted without testing it also by all the others
that may apply, or by still further principles of interpretation that may help us in the faithful, honest, and
accurate use of Scripture.

The basis for this last guidelineis found in all the precedingdiscussionsof c()rifessionalbackground
material, takentogether.The severalguidelinesformulatedherehave takentheir origin from the fabric of
this highly consistentmaterial.The cumulativeimpactof our surveyof this materialr~uires us to be mind:ful of the variety and totality of guidelinesthat deserveour careful attentionin interpretation.All of these
oughtto be continuallyconsideredas we faithfully seekthe guidanceof Holy Scripture..
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A.

I. INTRODUCTION
Scopeof the Document

First, it. is impossible to discuss biblical authority without an awarenessof the wider issues of authority and revelation that are raised at so many points within our culture. Yet a discussion of these issues would
have to deal with much more than biblical authority and would require study far beyond the limited mandate given to the task force. While these additional issues are significant, the fact that they are not discussed
here is due to the intentional limiting of the focus of the task force to the specific requirements of the
mandate.

Second,the emphasison the confessionalcharacterof the Reformedtraditionhas beenhighlightedas
the mandaterequested.The intention of the reportis to focus on the way in which the use of Scripturein
the churchis to be guidedby its confessions.So the modelschosenarise from that confessionaltradition.
Third, the task force took with great seriousnessthe General Assembly's instruction that the guidelines be nonrestrictive. For this reason, the report does not assume that by use of these guidelines controversies will be ended or resolved in such a fashion that there will be agreement. Rather, they are guidelines
that allow diversity to continue in the midst of the serious study of Scripture, in the conviction that the
church will be strengthened rather than weakened by this process.

B. Background
Recently,the denominationhas spentconsiderabletime reaffirtning suchbasicdoctrinesas the work
of the Holy Spirit, Baptism,the Lord's Supper,andthe deity of JesusChrist.Therefore,at this point in our
history,we areinvolved in the study of biblical authorityandinterpretation.
In the lastseveralyears,otherdenominations-the Churchof the Brethrenandthe ChristianRefonIled
Church-have alsoissuedmajorreportson the subjectof biblical authority.The PresbyterianChurchin the
United Statesis now at work on sucha report.We canconcludethat the Spirit of God is urging the larger
church of JesusChrist to becomemore radical, that is, to reexamineits roots in orderto developunderstandingsand approachesto contemporarylife that are both faithful to thoseroots and responsiveto the
time which we are now living.
The upheavals of the denomination, including the Black Manifesto of 1968, the giving of money to
the Angela Davis defense fund in 1971, the Kenyon case in 1975, and the debates over the ordination of
homosexuals in 1978, are not isolated occuuences in a stable, harmonious society and world. The late
twentieth century is a time of major social unrest throughout the world. Many people respond to the larger global context with a more urgent demand for the church to stabilize and demonstrate unambiguous
authority. Others in the church are impatient for a time when a total reordering of society will emerge. Some
find any expression of authority to be oppressive; others see rampant freedom as the enemy of civil peace
and churchly purity. Most United Presbyterians, as reported in the Presbyterian Panel to be described later,
experience real conflict between the general culture's understanding of freedom and the biblical notion of
obedience.
The United Presbyterian Church finds itself affirming the Reformed tradition* as interpreted through
its confessions, although many of its members are unfamiliar with its tradition. Fully one third of the
denomination report that they do not know what the Reformed tradition is on the matter of divine inspiration. The challenge is to maintain continuity in the midst of accelerating change, a task that is alternately
exhilarating and exhausting.

*SeeGlossary
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The issue of biblical authority and interpretation is crucial to the life of our denomination becausethe
Scripture has always been considered the one, enduring, trustworthy guide to faith and practice. Such a
commitment is exemplified by the Panel of January 1981,1in which a majority of members reported that
they considered the Bible to be "very important" in informing their decisions. However, the Panel data did
not support this claim, since it documented infrequent reading of the Bible by some of the people who made
their basic appeal to its authority.
As in the 1920s, the denomination is now discussing biblical authority, since adherents of the inerrantist* view of the authority of the Bible have become increasingly vocal. The inerrantist view was the predominant view in the church from the l700s until 1927. At that time the denomination debated the extent
to which the General Assembly had constitutional power to issue binding defInitions of "essential and necessary doctrines" for ordination. In 1927, the General Assembly repudiated earlier declarations that named
five fundamental doctrines as essential and necessary for subscription for ordination (the Deliverance of
1910, again adopted in 1920 and 1923). In its action, the General Assembly permitted theological diversity within the limits of the confessions. Thus, the view of biblical authority and interpretation that was held
from the mid-1700s gradually made room for new theological perspectives, fIrst as moderate liberalism in
the 1930s, then as strong neoorthodoxy in the 1940s and 1950s. From the 1960s to the present, new currents, such as process,* liberation,* and other theologies, have provided additional perspectives.
All through these changing currents, the denomination has affirmed its conviction that the Scripture is
"the word of God written." It has adopted a Book of Confessions by which it promises to be guided in its
interpretation of the Scripture. And yet, the church is still troubled with tensions that were not totally set to
rest in the action of the 139th General Assembly (1927), the purpose of which was to preserve the denomination's unity and to assure its peace by restoring a latitude with limits. In 1929, four Princeton Seminary
faculty members withdrew from the seminary. Later these, with others, formed a separatedenomination.
Not all of those who espousedthe orthodox* or inerrantist position* withdrew from the denomination with
these spokesmen.Recently, their theological heirs have raised strong voices again within the denomination.
The present inerrantists continue to assertthat theirs is the view of Scripture articulated in the Westminster
Confession, taught by Calvin, and held by the early church.
Recent debates in the denomination over the mission of the church, the role of women, language about
God, the nature of the Lord's Supper, and a scriptural view of homosexuality have highlighted conflicting
views. All claim to base their views on Scripture. It is in the context of these events and the longerstanding debate over orthodoxy (whether conceived as between Old School* and New School* or fundamentalists* and modemists*) that this task force was created to do its work. The Advisory Council on
Discipleship and Worship and the members it chose for the task force sense together that the time is right
to address again the basic question of biblical authority and interpretation.

ll. AUTH0 RITY

A.

Sampling the Denomination

In order to study the different ways of understanding biblical authority now prevalent, the task force
sampled the denomination's thinking and practices as a whole by use of the Presbyterian Panel. The Panel
is an instrument that is distributed to a representative sample of lay members, elders, pastors, and clergy in
specialized ministries. With the help of the ResearchDivision of the Support Agency, the task force developed a questionnaire in the summer and fall of 1979, which was then sent to 3,694 persons. The questionnaires were returned by 2,990 and the results were analyzed by and for the task force.

*"SeeG 10 SSary
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In authorizing the Panel, the task force was following the directives of its assignment. However, it
wants to make clear in reporting its observations that it is not implying a "majority rules" mentality in
the matter of biblical authority. Scripture itself and the confessions of the denomination, not the greatest
number of respondents on an opinion poll, determine the standards. Rather, its purpose. in gathering
information was to gain a clearer understanding of where the people were in relation to the $tandards and
tradition, not to reset the standard or to change the tradition. The task force offers these findings as useful
information to those involved in the teaching and preaching tasks of the denomination.

Panelistswere fIrst askedto choosefrom five positions the one that best representedtheir understandingof the nature of divine inspiration.The five positions, with the numberof respondentsand percentageof the whole, are describedin Figures1 and 2. The choicesof the respondents,as noted by the
numbersandpercentages,
produceda slightly skeweddistributionin favor of positions 1,2, and 3, rather
than a pure bell-shapedcurve with equal distribution on both sides of the middle. It is noteworthythat
almost half of the respondentsreportedthat they had changedpositions during their lifetime, most frequently moving awayfrom positions1 and 2 in the direction'of positions2 and 3.
Of special significance for the denomination is that about one-third reported that they "do not know"
what the Reformed tradition on the inspiration of Scripture is. Another one-third identified position 3 as the
Reformed position; 23 percent opted for position 2; and 9 percent chose position 1. As for habits of individual Bible study, one-fourth reported engaging in daily Bible study; one-half studied between several
times a week and several times a month; and one-fourth studied several times a year or less. There was
broad acceptance of the tools of biblical study and analysis described later in Section lli.
Figures 1 and 2
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The Bible, though written by individuals, has been so controlled by the Holy Spirit that it
is without error in all it teaches in matters of science and history, as well as in matters of
theology.
The Bible, though written by individuals and reflecting their personalities, has been so
controlled by the Holy Spirit that it is trustworthy in all it teaches in matters of theology
and ethics, but not necessarily in matters of science and history.
All of the Bible is both the inspired Word of God and at the sametime a thoroughly human
document.
Portions of the Bible, including some of its theological and ethical positions, may not be
the inspired Word of God.
The Bible is merely a record of the moral and religious experiences of Hebrews and
Christians.
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In the section of the Panel on resources used for decision making, 87 percent reported that they considered the Bible "important" or "very important" in deciding contemporary social issues. A majority saw
that "present cultural views of personal freedom work against the biblical understanding of obedience."

Of considerableinterestto the taskforce was a finding that a slight majority of the panelistsrejected
the view reportedlycited to the Committeeon Pluralismand Conflict that the major sourceof conflict in
the denominationhas beenthe diverseways of viewing the authorityand interpretationof Scripture.Only
a slight majority of thoseholding position1 agreedwith the Committeeon PluralismandConflict's report,
whereasmore in all the otherpositionsdiffered with it.
While reflecting on the Panel findings, the task force recalled the strong affmnation of the Bible as
the word of God written in the whole Reformed tradition and more recently in the Confession of 1967. The
Panel made the same affmnation in a variety of ways, insisting once more that the Bible has a central and
ultimately decisive place in the ongoing life of the church and the whole Christian community. The Panel
was almost unanimous in assertingthe divine inspiration of the Bible while a mere 4 percent ruled out such
a component in favor of regarding the Bible as purely human composition. There was a fairly wide range
of opinion concerning the nature and extent of the divine inspiration of the Bible and its relationship to the
equally recognized human elements. The five positions were seenas describing a range from a maximum
recognition of divine inspiration and control in position 1 to a minimum of no divine inspiration in position 5, with a corresponding scale for the human element.
Other aspects of the PaneZ:SO
selection and distribution need to be noted, however; positions 2 and 4
were essentially efforts to define the divine and human elements in the production of the Bible. They
offered compromises at different points in the scale so as to allow for adequate affirmation of the divine
and authoritative aspect of the Bible, while also acknowledging clearly human and fallible elements in the
extant and resultant text. That such solutions are not entirely satisfying to the church as a whole was clear
from the fact that barely over one third of the respondents approved such statementsand two-thirds opted
for a different resolution. At the right end of the spectrum, 14 percent affirmed the divine aspectto the practical exclusion of any human role. At the other extreme, 4 percent stated that the Bible is merely a record
of the moral and religious experience of the Hebrews and Christians, thus limiting it to a human .record.
But an overwhelming 82 percent maintained that the two components should both be affirmed in spite of
the obvious and difficult problem of sorting them out.
More compelling and important is the implication that 48 percent of the total Panel, more than double any other group, held the view that the Bible is an indivisible mixture of the divine and human. Position
3 affirmed, in contrast to positions 1 and 5, that justice is not done to the Bible if either the divine or the
human component is emphasized to the exclusion of the other. While position 3 may be logically questionable and leaves open to debate the central issue of the way in which the divine-human aspectsare related and interwoven, it represents the solid center of the church and its insistence upon the mystery of the
inspiration of the Bible as a divine instrument permeated by human characteristics.
The Panel clearly leans in a conservative direction when it comes to the inspiration of the Bible.
Position 2 was supported by twice as many (23 percent) as position 4 (11 percent). In other words, if an
effort is made to rationalize the relationship of divine and human elements in the composition of the Bible,
then greater emphasis should be placed on the divine, even at risk of slighting the human. When this is coupled with the even greater imbalance between position 1 (14 percent) and position 5 (4 percent), it is clear
that the Panel, speaking for the church constituency, affirmed that the Bible is indeed the written word of

God.
At the same time, the Panel accepted in the finished product an important human component with all
of its ambiguities and ambivalence, even though it has been the subjec,tof inquiry, debate, and controversy from earliest times to the present. There are two major implications:
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1. Since the Bible is a thoroughly human document, continued critical examination and investigation of the Bible as a literary-historical work is not only permitted, but encouraged; and
2. Since the Bible is considered uniquely authoritative for the church, proposals, arguments, and
conclusions drawn from or based upon the Bible have an important place in the life and work of the church.
The clear recognition by the Panel of the Bible as the unique authority in the life of the church should
lead to greater use of the Bible in discussion and debate. It may even increase controversy. Such a dynamic role for the Bible should be welcomed. Controversy is inevitable, and the more biblically centered the
better. The purpose of this report is to suggestways in which controversy can be used creatively and constructively. The first step is to recognize the preeminent role of the Bible and deal with it appropriately.

B.

Exploring the Reformed Tradition

Findingsrevealedthat somepeopletendedto identify their own theologicalposition with the historical stanceof the church, especiallythosewho embracedpositionsone,two, or three.
Others believed that the position they personally espousedwas different from the Reformed tradition.
It is not clear whether they were not informed about the Reformed tradition or whether they were informed
and defended different positions. A further examination and clarification of the historical tradition of the
denomination seems warranted and is requested by the referral from the 190th General Assembly (1978)
(Minutes, UPCUSA, 1978, Part I, pp. 40, 293).
As the Christian faith took root in different countries, it necessarily incorporated some of the distinctive features of the culture, the period, and the temperament of those who proclaimed it. The early creeds
of the church, Nicene and Apostles', were attempts to articulate the basic facts of the Gospel to which all
Christians agreed. There were, and are, symbols of the unity of the church.
At the time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century the words Reformed, Evangelical, an,d
Protestant were initially used interchangeably to designate those who sought radical renewal in the
church-a return to the good news of the gospel. As the Reformation developed indigenously in various
parts of Europe, varying emphasesproduced traditions that became denominations. The Swiss branch of
the Reformation came to be designated as Reformed in contrast to the Lutherans, the Anglicans, and the
Anabaptists. The early Swiss Reformers were perceived to be more stringent than the Lutherans in applying biblical principles to the life of the church. Wh~reas the Lutherans recommended not disturbing,
medieval church practices unless forbidden by Scripture, the Swiss contended that positive biblical warrant
was required if a church practice was to be retained. This caused Queen Elizabeth I in a letter to refer to
the Swiss churches as "more Reformed."
The Swiss Refonnation spread eastto Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland and west through France,
in the Huguenot community, into the lowlands of Gennany, Belgium, and Holland, and into Scotland and
England. Protestant refugees from these countries came to Geneva for sanctuary and study and carried
home the distinctive attitudes and interpretations of the Swiss Refonners. The sixteenth and seventeenth
century Refonned theological confessions, adopted in the Book of Confessions, evidence three characteristics of this developmental period. First, our confessions are catholic, acknowledging their agreement with
the ancient creeds affinned by the church universal. Second, the Refonned confessions are Protestant,
affinning that the church must be refonned, and ever reforming, according to the word of God attested in
canonical Scripture. Third, these confessions are evangelical, recognizing the centrality of the gospel of
Jesus Christ as the life-renewing and culture-shaping power of God that continually creates and sustains
the church in its ministry and mission to the world.
In keeping with this foundational commitment, the Reformed confessions emphasized such biblical
themes as the covenant, divine election, the sovereignty of God's grace, and human sinfulness. The
Barmen Declaration (1934) reasserted the sole Lordship of Christ in the church against the intrusion of
totalitarianism. The Confession of 1967 carried the spirit of the Reformed heritage into confrontation with
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specific contemporary moral and social issues.Moreover, the theological tradition has generated a distinctive Reformed ethos constituted by basic attitudes toward worship, education, wealth, and the relationship
between church and state.
To say that we are Refonned Christians, therefore, is to claim distinctiveness but not uniqueness. It is
to acknowledge the heritage in which we live, as represented by our confessional tradition, by utilizing it
as a creative resource in our contemporary life of obedient faith and faithful obedience, along with those
ecumenical Protestant and catholic resources that we share with other believers.
The purpose in presenting this historical survey must be clear. In the first place, the task force was
instructed by the General Assembly to "include an exploration of our theological heritage in the Reformed
tradition and an analysis of the confessional standards that guide our interpretation of Scripture." As the
task force pursued such an exploration, it realized that a second aspect of the referral was intertwined with
this one, namely, "a study of the diverse ways of understanding biblical authority and interpreting the
Scripture that are now prevalent in our denomination" (Minutes, UPCUSA, 1978, Part I, p. 293). In many
cases,the way people understand the history of the Reformed tradition is inextricably bound up with their
theological position. Perhaps that is true for all who wish to be related to their theological roots.
Conversations with contemporary theologians and experts in the history of Reformed doctrine convinced
the task force that significantly different readings of the Reformed tradition are possible and are currently
articulated by scholarly persons in the denomination.
A variety of perspectives on biblical authority have beenidentified. Three of theseperspectives, called
Models A, B, and C, represent major points of view. These models, each with historical roots and theologicalliterature, are operative currently in our denomination.
In the following section, the report points to some of the distinctive features of each of these three perspectives and suggestsfactors that account for these differences.
In describing the three models as historical perspectives and offering guidance from the confessions
on the matter of the authority and interpretation of the Scripture, the task force wishes to acknowledge
again the fact that significantly different reading of the Reformed tradition are possible. It also wants to
underscore that models are never the same as the reality they depict, but are interpretations that select certain features and omit others to provide a meaningful pattern. Even the construction of a model may be
effected by the bias of the interpreter.
Perhaps by looking at the past through the three models, facets of the Reformed heritage that might
otherwise be overlooked will become apparent.The task force's concern is to encouragethe use of the theological and confessional past as a resource on which to draw as members attempt to live as Christians
today "in obedience to Jesus Christ, under the authority of Scripture, and continually guided by our
Confessions" (Book of Order, UPCUSA, 1978-79,47.074,49.044).
MODEL A: THE BIBLE AS A BOOK OF INERRANT FACTS

With the founding of Princeton Seminary in 1812, the Presbyterian church gained a center for its theological training. Its first professor, Archibald Alexander, intended that the seminary should train pastors to
refute the deism that had been influential in the Anglo-Saxon world and to resist the biblical criticism that
was just beginning to rise in prominence. For his curriculum, he chose the systematic theology of the seventeenth century Swiss Reformer Francis Turretin and the philosophy of the Scotsman Thomas Reid. In
1872, Turretin' s work was replaced by the systematic theology of Charles Hodge, a scholar who was completely committed to Turretin's systematic structure and to the epistemology* of Scottish Common Sense

*SeeGlossary
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philosophy as represented by Reid. Succeeding generations of Princeton Seminary graduates thought of
themselves as followers of Calvin and subscribed to the Westminster Confession and catechism. Their reading of Calvin and Westminster was shaped powerfully by the writings of Turretin and Reid.
Turretin had succeeded Calvin in Geneva at a time of external and internal assaults on the young
Reformed movement. The Roman Catholic Counter-Reformation, the extreme rationalism of antiTrinitarians, and the rise of textual criticism of manuscripts also came in this generation after Calvin.
Turretin perceived all of these developments as a threat and subsequently argued for the absolute
inerrancy of the original autograph* of the text and even assertedthe divine inspiration of the vowel points*
in the Hebrew manuscript, or at least of the sounds of the vowel points. The completed apparatus of the
vowel points was a medieval addition to the original Hebrew.
For Turretin, the authority of Scripture was not only a doctrine to be received by faith but also a formal principle* upon which a technical, systematic theology could be erected. The authority of Scripture
came to depend not only on its messagebut also on the claim of a verbal perfection in the autographs. Not
just the religious content but also the literary form of the Bible were assertedto be supernatural. Across the
English Channel, a generation after the Westminster divines wrote their Confession and somewhat before
Turretin's work, the British scholar John Owen also adopted a position that the vowel points were an
ancient, sacred, and inspired (though nonverifiable) part of the Hebrew text. Owen combined the earlier
emphases of Calvin and Westminster with later scholastic additions similar to those that Turretin later
developed on the continent.

The first recordeduse in Englishof the word "inerrant" occurredin 1652in the field of asttonomy.It
was usedto describestars,which were fixed (inerrant),in conttastwith planets,which were wandering
(errant).In usingthis word to describethe Scriptures,British theologiansof the eighteenthcentury drew
upon the Newtonian* notions of perfectionand the Lockean* notions of reasonableness
that dominated
their culture. They thus adopteda mathematical,mechanicalmodelby which the Bible was to be judged.
The subsequentskepticismof David Hume threatenedto undo empiricism.* ThomasReid counteredby
claiming thatthe mind directly and certainlyknewthingsas theywere in themselves.Reid's assurancethat
his senseswere neverdeceptivewas validatedfor him by an intuition that gave him certainty.This confidencein the mind's directknowledgeof reality providedthe Princetontheologianssuchas CharlesHodge
with confidencein the certaintyof theirknowledgeof the Bible. Hodgecontendedthatthe Bible wasto the
theologianwhat naturewas to the scientist.It containedfacts that fit the nature of God and God's laws.
Thesecould be known directly withoutproblemsof interpretation.Reid's CommonSensephilosophygave
Hodge and his generationassurancethat they could know all of the Bible facts and fit them into a theological systemlike that of Turretin.
Reid's CommonSensephilosophydominatedthe intellectual milieu and found wide supportamong
learnedpeople in this country in the first seventy-fiveyears after independence.
At midcentury,however,
thingsbeganto change,signaledby the publicationin 1859 of CharlesDarwin's The Origin ofSpecies.
Whereas leading scientists changed their position to that of a developmental approach, the Princeton
theologians clung to the notion of a static universe. Even more directly threatening to Presbyterian biblical
interpretation was the Civil War. The Presbyterians split into two denominations. Old School Presbyterians
appealed literally to Romans 13 to justify obeying the government. Confederate Presbyterians in 1861
appealed to the absence of any specific literal statement in Scripture condemning slavery..The Princeton
theologians, led by Charles Hodge, had to agree that on their literal reading of the Bible, slavery was not
wrong as such but only when its power was abused.

*See-Glossary
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After the Civil War,the PrincetontheologyofTurretin andHodgewent on the defensive.The sonand
successorof CharlesHodge,A. A. Hodge,shifted awayfrom his father'sinsistenceon the inerrancyof the
traditional text in use to the inerrancyof the (lost) original autographs.A. A. Hodge with B. B. Warfield
coauthoredthe definitive statementon the Princetondoctrine of Scripture, summarizedin an 1881 article
on "Inspiration":
Neverthelessthe historical faith of the Churchhas always been that all the affirmations of Scripture of all kinds,
whetherof spiritualdoctrineor duty,or of physicalor historical fact, or of psychologicalor philosophicalprinciple,arewithout any error,whenthe ipsissimaverba* of the original autographsareascertainedand interpretedin their naturalsense!

When Benjamin B. Warfield succeededHodge as professor of Theology at Princeton, he identified the
Princeton position with that of the Bible itself and claimed that the church had always held to the Princeton
particularities. Such an assertion brought him and the seminary into violent conflict with the rising discipline of biblical criticism. An ecclesiastical struggle over the new methods of biblical criticism ensued
between B. B. Warfield and Charles A. Briggs. Briggs' charge that the Princeton theology was postReformation scholasticism was rejected at that time by a majority in the Presbyterian church. The theological controversy sharpened other tensions that had long been part of the Presbyterian context.
Union Theological Seminary (New York), where Briggs taught, represented New School Presbyterian,
which had long been associated with revivalism and innovation. Princeton, where Warfield taught, stood
for Old School Presbyterianism, with its emphasis on doctrinal correctness and tradition. Briggs' advocacy efforts toward church union were also responsible for opposition to him. Controversy centered on his
view of Scripture, no doubt because he was perceived as the person most responsible for positively recommending the new German historical and literary criticism of the Bible. After a widely publicized twoyear ecclesiastical trial, Briggs resigned from the Presbyterian ministry to avoid suspension.
Until the mid-1920s, the Presbyterian church treated the Hodge-Warfield view on the inerrancy of
Scripture as confessional. Conflict increased, however, until the 139th General Assembly (1927) accepted
the Report of the Special Commission of 1925. That action loosened the hold of the Princeton theologians
on the whole denomination but did not alter the fact that many, then and today, believe that the old
Princeton theologians held a view of Scripture articulated in the Westminster Confession, taught by Calvin,
and held by the early church.
MODEL B: THE BIBLE AS A WITNESS TO CHRIS1; THE WORD OF GOD

Just at the time when Presbyterians opened the doors to a moderate liberalism by the action of the
1 39th General Assembly (1927), new theological winds were blowing from the European continent. Under
the influence of Karl Barth and Emil Brunner, theological interest was revived in both Europe and America
on the basis of quite different attitudes toward metaphysics. This new way of thinking, called Crisis
Theology, developed as a reaction in Europe to the idealism of evolutionary progressivism, which had been
shattered by World War I. Confidence in human goodness and the inevitability of scientific progress gave
way to Kierkegaard's "infinite qualitative distinction" between God and humanity. Such a shift stood in
stark contrast to the seventeenthcentury orthodox attempt to know God in the inerrant words of the Bible.
Kierkegaard saw instead the possibility of knowing God and reality only in the moment of crisis when God
breaks into our history and we are confronted with Christ in a personal encounter.

The Bible's authoritywas its poweras the original witnessto Christ, the word in and throughand
with which the living God continuesto speakhis savingword in the midst of the Christiancommunity of
faith. So this communitymust constantlygatheraroundthe Bible's messageandpursueits expositionand
application.
Thesetheologiansfound this emphasison the centrality of Christ in their readingof Calvin's doctrine of the Holy Spirit. They understoodCalvin to teachthat the inspirationand authority of Scripture
were a corollary of faith, and not the basis of faith. Faith was seenas a single realiry that included the
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experience of the saving power of Christ and the authority of Scripture through which this saving experience came.

This distinctive Christocentricemphasisof Barth and Brunnerwas welcomedat Princetonin the late
1930safter JohnMackaybecamepresident.It providedan alternateto liberalism and the older Princeton
scholasticism.The doctrinal affirmationsof Scripturecould be aftinned without denyingits literary flaws.
Barth continued to develop those perspectives, but in a new format, in his Church Dogmatics from
1932-59. He held fast to his Christocentric emphasis but also developed into a major expositor of Scripture,
which he viewed as "the concrete bond of peace" that ties the church together in every age and place. The
absolute interdependence of the saving act of God toward us in Christ and the authority of the Bible as the
word of God was seen by many as a way beyond the older scholasticism with its insistence on verbal
inerrancy of the biblical text.

The basic tenet of this view of the Bible's authority is that revelationdoes not consistof ideas or
propositionaltruths aboutGod but consistsof God's own act of self-revelationto humanbeings through
his coming once in the flesh of JesusChrist and his coming ever again to succeedinggenerationsin,
through, and with the testimonyof Scriptureto JesusChrist. This is the work of God, the Holy Spirit.
Therefore,the entire canonof Scripture,as the providential gift of God to the church,continuesto be the
instrumentof God's self-revelation.The object of faith, however,is not the book itself but the redeeming
graceof God working throughoutthe covenanthistory culminatingin JesusChrist.
The years during the introduction of this neo-Reformation theology into Presbyterianism saw many
changes. A worldwide ecumenical movement with strong Presbyterian participation came into being with
the founding of the World Council of Churches in 1948. As the 1950s gave way to the 1960s, Presbyterians
became progressively aware of social problems, such as race relations, poverty, and war, that the church
needed to address.
By the early 1960s, it seemed that the denomination had once again a well-established working theological consensus in a developed neoorthodoxy, which found expression in the proposed Confession of
1967. This new confession was to be a brief contemporary statementof faith to the 177th General Assembly
(1965). In its section on the place of the Bible, the new confession displayed the developed Barthian view
in place of the old Princeton scholasticism. The writers described the fIrst draft of the Confession of 1967
as a "revision of the Westminster doctrine, which rested primarily on a view of inspiration and equated the
biblical canon directly with the Word of God. By contrast, the preeminent and primary meaning of the word
of God in the Confession of 1967 is the Word of God incarnate."JThe committee preparing the confession
sought support in other confessional documents that they believed were historically older, nationally broader, and more representative of the Reformed tradition than the Westminster Confession. They thus created
a Book of Confessions, which they proposed would guide the denomination's interpretation of Scripture.
The committee included the Westminster Confession as representing the standards that had prevailed from
the denominations's founding in America.
When the work of this committee was opened to the denomination for its review, various groups organized to express their concerns. One group in particular, Presbyterians United for Biblical Confession
(PUBC), proposed changes to effect a clearer affirmation of the inspiration and authority of the Bible. In
1966, the 178th General Assembly approved some changessuggested.As a result, the Bible was recognized
not only as the witness to the incarnate Word of God but also as the word of God written. The distinction
between the incarnate Word and the written word was maintained, however, by use of a capital "w" when
referring to Jesus Christ and a lower case "w" when referring to the Bible.

Despitethe oppositionof somegroups,especiallythe PresbyterianLay Committee,Inc., the required
two thirds of the presbyteriesof the denominationvotedapprovalof the confessionalchange.In 1967,delegatesto the 179thGeneralAssemblyvoted approximatelyfour to one in favor of the new confession.
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MODEL C: THE DNINE MESSAGEIN HUMANFORMSOF THOUGHT

New theological trends began to wax and wane quickly as the general culture experienced change substantially more rapid than in previous generations. Soon other than confessional matters preoccupied the
denomination. Disagreement over social issues rent the United Presbyterian Church. Strife over American
involvement in the Vietnam War, escalation of the struggle for civil rights of minorities, and heightened
awareness of unequal opportunities for women preoccupied the attention of many Christians. Many concluded that none of the previous theological systems adequately addressed these problems. Theology
became issue oriented, and a diversity of approaches rather than a confessional consensus prevailed.
Liberation theology, developed in the Third World, employed the social sciences to expose the political
concerns of those groups whose interpretation of the Bible was viewed as a justification of human oppression. Others gave a higher priority to the need for clarity of philosophical concepts and consistency with
scientific criteria than to continuity with confessional traditions. Some Presbyterians were attracted to
Process theology, founded on the thought of the late mathematician and philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead. Processtheologians developed a view of reality based on Whitehead's understanding of modern scientific insights.

Theology,as it moved from the 1960sto the 1970s,demonstrateda desireto clarify its own methodology andconcerneditself with makingits philosophicaland social commitmentsexplicit. Later eventsof
the 1970sevidencedthe lack of any working agreementon the natureof Scriptureor appropriatemethods
of biblical interpretationin the denomination.Controversiesover the ordination of homosexualsfound
United Presbyteriansin oppositionto oneanother,holdingpositionssimilar to thoseof the fundamentalistmodernistcontroversyin the earlydecadesof this century,as well aspositionsreflectingthe newerdevelopmentsof the 1960sand 1970s.
In this situation of theological diversity, new ways appeared that attempted to appropriate the
Reformed tradition. The Dutch theologian G. C. Berkouwer provided a resource for some who characterized the Bible as a book with a divine message given in human forms of thought and speech. Berkouwer
saw the central New Testament text regarding the inspiration of the Scripture, 2 Tim. 3: 16-17 ("All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work" [RSV]), as accenting the
usefulness or function of Scripture in conveying to people the means to be rightly related to God and to one
another. He received the Bible as authority in the same way that he received Christ as Savior, through faith,
the result of the inner working of the Holy Spirit.

Personswho focusedon a function approachto biblical authorityalso soughtsupportin aspectsof
Calvin's theology.They focusedon the dimensionof Calvin's thoughtthat stressedthat the knowledgeof
God the Scriptureyieldedwas not theoretical,but practical,leadingto reverence,worship,and right living.
Suchknowledgecould not be authenticatedby evidencesof scienceor reasonedarguments,but only by the
inner workings of the Holy Spirit.
Researchon Calvin that focusedon his training as a lawyer at a time whenmethodsof studyemphasized textual, linguistic, and historical approachesas meansof probing the intention of the ancient law
codeswasfound helpful. Calvin wasimpressedwith the relevanceof variousacademicdisciplinesin order
to understandthe historical context of the ancientworld. He was not primarily concernedwith the origin
of words, but rather with discerningthe intention of the authorin order to get at the natural and "plain
sense"of the Scripture.
Calvin sawGod's revelationin JesusChrist, in the Incarnation,asthe modelof God's communication
to humankind.Calvin wrote that "in Christ, God, so to speak,makeshimself little in orderto lower himself to our capacity."4
Augustinehad a similar image for the Scripture,as a motherwho walks at the pace
of her child and who stoopsto the child so as not to leavethe child behind.sGod's accommodationto our
limited capacitybecomesfor Calvin, accordingto T. H. L. Parker,"the completelynecessarycondition"
for our hearingGod's word.6The sometimescrude and unrefined languageof the Bible, the not-too28

scrupulous use the apostlesmake in quoting Scripture, the protoscientific descriptions of nature in the Bible
did not undermine Scripture's authority for Calvin. Rather, they were merely the means by which the
Creator addressedlimited creatures in time and space in order "to represent himself to us not as he is in
himself, but as he seemsto US."7For Calvin, to know God as God relates to us is sufficient to bring humans
to salvation, worship, and obedience.
In this third perspec.tive,the accent falls on the saving messageof Scripture as the word of God. This
word of God is understood only by the closest attention to the human words and to the historical and cultural context in which they were originally written. Opennessto the Holy Spirit's leading, as well as the
tools of scholarship, implemented in faith and love, must be operative to yield the application of the message, especially in areas of controversy.

Model A DistinctiveCharacteristics:
TheBible as a Book ofInerrant Facts
1. The rational procedureof mathematics,empirical science,and CommonSensephilosophyare
usedin approachingthe Bible as a collectionof true factsanddoctrinalpropositionsthat canbe organized
into a logical systemtruly representingthe mind and will of God.
2. Eachword of the Bible is considereddivinely chosen,and it is inerrant in all things, including
scienceandhistory.
3. In all regards,the Bible is consideredto be thejudge of humanthoughtand in no way is it to be
judged by us.
Model B DistinctiveCharacteristics:
The Bible as Witnessto Christ,the Word of God
1. Faith relationshipreplacesdependenceon rational procedures.God can be known not by the
mind alone,but by faith encounterwith JesusChrist, God incarnate.
2. The Bible is the word of God becauseby the Holy Spirit it is the instrumentby which God in
Christ encountersa person.The Bible is not diminished in its power by the presenceof archaic and
superseded
conceptionsof pasttimes andculturesin mattersof scienceand history as well as in religious
and ethicalrealms.
3. The major emphasis is on God's act of self-revelation rather than on the process by which
Scripture was written. The inspiration of its authors is not denied, but the stressis on the impact of the Holy
Spirit on the readers of Scripture.

Model C DistinctiveCharacteristics:
A Divine Messagein Human ThoughtFonns
1. The socialsciencessuchaspsychology,sociology,and anthropologyprovidecrucial insightsfor
a thoroughunderstandingof Scripture.
2. The accentis on the Bible's function as communicatinga divine messagein human fonDSof
thought.The messagespeaksto the needsof peoplein all culturesdespiteits particularhistorical context
of ancientNear Easternculture.To understandthe divine message,one must paythe closestattentionpossible to the humanwords, neitherpresumingthe meaningto be obviousnor forcing meaninginto arbitrary
harmoniesor a preconceivedtheology.
3. Human, relational metaphors,ratherthan scientific or propositionalstatements,aptly describe
God's communicationwith his peopleandprovideus with invaluableattitudes,approaches,
and analogies
by which peoplecan cope with contemporaryproblemsin a Christianperspective.
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Theseare not the only viewpoints on biblical authority operativein the Refonned tradition today.
Otherperspectiveswill emergeasthe churchcontinuesto refonn its thoughtsandpractice.Thesetoo will
require examinationand dialogue.
GuidanceOfferedby the Book of Confessionson Scripture
Within the Book of Confessions, one finds a general harmony, a broad consensus, and a functional
unity to which one can appeal. Even though the creeds and confessions do not display one voice in all matters, one can find coherence in the following general areas of agreementin all the confessions from the sixteenth century to the Confession of 1967. These areascan help direct us into the guidelines that we seek as
the third part of the referral.

TheAuthority ofthe ScriptureIs ClearlyAffinned
The natureof the authorityis practical.It attachesto the written word, the canonof sixty-six sacred
books, sufficientguidancefor the purposesof salvationand living the life of faith. No newrevelationsare
needed.The locus of the divine message-the gospelmessage-is not in the barewords, but in the meaning. Only by the inward working of the Holy Spirit can a personbe assuredthatthesecanonicalScriptures
are the authenticword of God.
2.

Six Basic Rulesfor the Interpretation ofScriptureFound in the Confessions

First, JesusChrist, as our Redeemer,is the centralfocus of Scripture.
Second,our appealshouldbe to the plain text of Scripture,to the grammaticalandhistoricalcontext,
ratherthan to allegory or subjectivefantasy.
Third, the Holy Spirit aidsus in interpretingand applyingGod's message.
Fourth, doctrinal consensusof the early churchas summarizedin the Apostles' Creed,the Nicene
Creed,and the Definition of Chalcedon*is the rule of faith that guidesus.
Fifth, all interpretationsmust accord with the rule of love, the two-fold commandmentto love God
and to love our neighbor.
Sixth, interpretationof the Bible requireshuman scholarshipin order to establishthe best text, to
understandthe original languages,and to interpretthe influence of the historical and cultural context in
which the divine messagehascome.

3.

Latitude Is Allowed Within Clear Limits

The confessions establish limits within which they may be invoked as guide and outside of which one
may no longer be operating within the Reformed tradition. For example, we may not claim as confessional the position that the Bible is an inerrant account of technical information on matters of science. Nor, on
the other hand, may we claim confessional support if we treat Scripture only as an account of ancient religious history. One is not confessional in arguing that God is revealed by the Spirit in contradiction to
Scripture. One cannot find confessional support for the claim that only human reason, without reference to
Scripture, is a reliable spiritual guide. One would be as contraconfessional in asserting either that the Bible
has no normative relevance for contemporary conduct or that the Bible provides absolute and detailed laws
for every act in human affairs.

* SeeGlossary
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A.

4.

There Is a Center to the Scripture

The confessionstakenas a whole showthe centerof Scriptureto be the nonnativemessageof how
we may be reconciledto God and to one another.The confessionscall the people of God to be dynaInic
confessingChristiansratherthan woodentraditionalists.The churchrecognizedthat the confessionsare
standardssubordinateto the authorityof JesusChrist, theWord of God, as the Scripturesbear witnessto

him.
ill. INTERPRETATION
The question of the relationship of biblical authority to biblical interpretation is an important one. In
the Reformed tradition "authority" recognized as "biblical" belongs to God, while "interpretation" is a
human endeavor dependent on that authority and assisted by the Holy Spirit. The authority of the Bible is
exercised effectively only furough biblical interpretation. Whether the interpreter be a layperson reading
the Bible devotionally or a pastor preparing a sermon or a scholar doing technical exegesis, the maxim
holds: Without interpretation, the authority of Scripture may remain merely formal and not functional or
practical.
The task of interpretation involves a number of dimensions, both explicit and implicit. Explicit dimensions include biblical scholarship to determine the "plain sense" of the text and its meaning and application. More implicit dimensions include personal, social, and cultural factors, which often have significant

impactonthe courseof biblical interpretationandits applicationto contemporaryissuesby individualsand
groups.
Contemporary Approachesto Biblical Study
Methods currently used by biblical scholars in and out of the denomination across theological persuasions were the subject of one of the working papers. This study revealed that whatever one's theological preunderstandings, eachbiblical scholar has as her or his primary obj'ective to determine the plain sense
of the text and, by inference, the basic intention of the author. To this end, scholars use a number of different approachesthat have gained wide acceptancein this century. These include low~r criticism (to determine the best text) and higher criticism (literary and historical considerations of which form, redaction,*
and canon criticism are newer developments).
For most scholars, these methodologies have produced a "corpus of assured results," but their findings have not been without opponents. Some liberal scholars who agree with the presuppositions and methods of modern scholarship differ regarding the results. Some conservation scholars raise objections on the
basis of a priori* theological grounds, as well as differing with the results. When one goes beyond the plain
senseof the text to the areas of interpretation and relevant application, variations and shifts of emphasis are
introduced.

Somebiblical scholarsthereforefocus their inquiry into the Bible on what it revealsof ancientlife.
They intend to understandthe text as one who read the original in the sametime and place would have
understoodit. The bulk of scholarlywork from this perspectiveis nonpartisan,with a consensusof meth~
ods, approaches,
principles~and inferences.Amongthoseworking in this field thereis widespreadacceptanceof the Bible as authoritative,eventhoughthereare differentviews of biblical authority. (For the full
discussionof "Methods of Biblical Study" seeSectionV.)

* SeeGlossary
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B.

Current Issuesin Interpretation

When moving from inquiry into the Bible as a primary source document on ancient life to the Bible
as a source of contemporary guidance and authority, one enters the current debate of hermeneutics* (from
the Greek verb, "to interpret"). Hermeneutics is the theory and practice of interpretation, which is the
process whereby one achieves understanding of the meaning of a biblical text.
The issue of interpretation is primarily one of scope. Is interpretation limited to the question of what
a text meant originally? Or does it include the question of what that text means presently? Put otherwise,
is the task of interpretation that of establishing the author's intended meaning? Or is it also that of discerning the meaning of the text for the interpreter? Traditional hermeneutics (interpretation theory) focused
upon the historical question of the author's (or the editor's) intended meaning in the context of the author's
life situation. In biblical studies, the so-called historico-critical method that is guided by this goal has dominated interpretation for two hundred years. More recently, however, newer hermeneutical methods have
expanded the scope of mterpretation to include both the historical and the existential questions, asking not
only what a text meant then and there, but also what it means here and now. The task of interpretation is
defined in terms of translating not only the language of biblical texts, from Hebrew and Greek into a modern language like English, but also translating the meaning of those texts from their original life situation
into our own.
The Reformers rejected the elaborate interpretive methods of the medieval church, especially the allegorical interpretation, which opened the way to an endless variety of meanings. They emphasized rather
the plain sense of Scripture that sought to establish a single basic meaning of a text in an objective, scholarly manner.
Since the Reformers assumed that their own world was essentially similar to that of the biblical writers, they easily transferred the meaning of the ancient text to the contemporary situation. This assumption
underlies and explains the general harmony of the different Reformation confessions on the interpretation
of the Scripture, creeds that in other respects are often diverse.
Because of the Refonnation conviction that the Scriptures bear one "plain sense," which is the grammatical sense of the text, henneneutics concerned itself with matters of grammar, vocabulary, and syntax.
The study of language, however, led to the insight that the meaning of tenns in discourse depended upon
their usage in the cultural framework reflecting particular times and places. The task of interpretation thus
was understood to include the determination of the historical meaning of biblical literature.
This development in the methods of interpretation was deeply affected by the dawning of the so-called
modem era, the period since the Enlightenment, with its corresponding awarenessof human historical consciousness.The seventeenthcentury marked a turning point that has produced the present senseof an intellectual gap in consciousnessbetween antiquity and the modem world. A sense of historical alienation from
the past has created a gulf between the time of the origin of the biblical texts and the time of their current
interpretation. The strangenessof the biblical way of thinking and speaking has become not only evident
but problematical. One example would be Rudolf Bultmann's celebrated claim that ancient people thought
and spoke mythologically, while modem people think and speak only scientifically. Thus, while they are
able with certain degrees of successto think their way into the world of ancient people and their texts, and
thus to understand those texts historically, they are still left with the problem of contemporary meaning.
In the study of a biblical text, one needs to distinguish between meaning and understanding. While the
terms are closely related, they are not the same. Meaning is the foundation upon which understanding is

* SeeGlossary
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Figure 3
UNDERSTANDING

MEANING

In order to illustrate these concepts, let us examine a familiar text from the Gospels, ". ..The time is
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel" (Mark I: 15).

At the flfst level of meaning,one needsto look at biblical scholarsto establishthat this translation
accuratelycapturesthe grammaticalsenseof the text. To understandat this level, the needis only to comprehendthe meaningof the words and their grammaticalrelationship.
At the second level of meaning one asks what a phrase such as "the kingdom of God is at hand" refers
to. At this point, the need is to find many differences of interpretation emerging even in the understanding
of the original hearers. For example, some hear that God's reign has begun in Jesus' presence among them.
What the prophets had hoped for but had not seen is realized, at last. Others hear "God's kingdom is at
hand" to mean that it is still ahead, about to break in, and Jesusis announcing God's perfect justice to come.
The impact of the text, its appropriation, differs substantially depending on whether the reference is to
Jesus' presence among people or to God's ultimate Kingdom.

At the third level of meaningfor this particulartext, the significancewas explicitly stated:You areto
repentand believe.The extentto which one repentsand believesis a measureof the third level of understandingof this text, applicationto one'slife.
People may well agree on the senseof a text, but are less and less likely to agree as interpretation goes
beyond its senseto its reference and then to its significance. In the church's use of Holy Scripture, interpretation includes the full process of comprehending its sense, appropriating its reference, and applying its
significance.

c.

Scripture in RecentGeneral Assemblies

In the 1981 summer issue of the Journal of Presbyterian History, a number of scholars studied the
way by which American Presbyterianshave actually used the Bible as the rule of faith and practice in dealing with several important issues of the twentieth century. In an interdisciplinary study, they sought to
evaluate Presbyterian involvement in the biblical theology movement, the way in which biblical authority
has been understood in recent confessional debates and changes, and the way the Bible has functioned in
denominational discussions about mission, poverty, race, human sexuality, observance of the Sabbath and

the ordinationof women.Membersof the taskforce alsopreparedworking paperson the use of Scripture
by the denominationin mattersof civil rights, Sabbathpractices,preparationof Christian educationmaterials, and writing the report on homosexuality.
In the areasstudied,the authorsreachedsimilar conclusions:
1. Sincethe shift from the inerrantistposition,decisionsmadeby the GeneralAssemblyevidence
less explicit appealto scripturalauthoritythan previouslywas the case,exceptwhenproviding supportfor
different understandingsandemphasesfor the broad missionof the church.
2. A shift of the locus of biblical authority has been away from the specific text (i.e., proof texting)
to the broad messageof Scripture, often considered in its historical and social context.

3. One can detect what might be called a henneneuticalspiral in which cultural changespress
Presbyteriansto searchthe Scripture for guidance that might then effect further cultural change.
Controversialsocial issueshave both im~lled Presbyteriansto a reexaminationof the scripturalbasesof
actionand fueled new controversyoyerthe correctinterpretationof whatthe Bible teaches.
4.
In matters where biblical texts can be found to support alternate concepts or understandings for
example, the scope of evangelism, it appears that the writers of Scripture were as diverse as present-day
Presbyterians.

IV. GUlliELINES
This final section includes guidelines to the General Assembly for a positive and nonrestrictive use of
Scripture in matters of controversy. The earlier sections of this report reveal to the reader the dynamic
nature of theological understanding. Those understandings have been continually shaped and reshaped as,
with the aid of the Spirit, members have interacted individually and corporately with the written word. One
should not expect it to be otherwise in this day. The equilibrium of the church is always dynamic, never
static. As the tightrope walker maintains balance by movement along the wire and by continuous shifting
of the balance pole he or she carries, so the church and individual Christians maintain equilibrium as
shifting forces bear upon them by adjusting, in a dynamic way, their understanding of the written word
under the continuing guidance of the Spirit.
Interpretations of Scripture are never once and for all, but must be continually renewed in the context
of changing circumstances. The dynamic nature of faith thus requires a regular and continuing study of the
written word and an opennessto finding in that word new meanings in response to the new questions that
life presents.
Such a dynamic process is not without pain, however. One grows accustomed to viewing the meaning of the word in one way, becoming familiar with its content and its demands. Faithfulness to God is
bound up with an individual's faithfulness to what is understood to be God's word. When presented with
evidence contrary to one's view, one may tend to ignore it or accommodate it as much as possible. At some
point, however, one may discover that one's understanding is seriously deficient, and faithfulness demands
the difficult process of coming to a renewed understanding of what God is saying.
In times such as these, when revolutionary changesare occurring in both the theological and practical
life of the church, there is need for an abiding trust in the biblical God who sovereignly acts thro~gh individual lives as well as through historical events. Only when such trust permeates the church and its members can one be released from the fear that paralyzes dynamic interactions and from the despair that makes
one give up the attempt to work toward a fresh unity in the Spirit. There is need to hear from God as well
as from each other and from the world at large. Personally and corporately, there is the need to allow God
to confront and correct distortions and incomplete views of the Scripture, the church, and its mission.
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g.

One cannot expect to use the Bible in a positive way for guidance and direction in the midst of controversy if one is not accustomedto using it for guidance and direction in daily lives, both individually and
corporately. In fact, a more faithful and constant reading of Scripture might provoke more and not less
controversy. Nor should this be something to be afraid of. Controversy is a part of life and growth; it may
give us the experience of struggling together with Scripture in an authentic and helpful way. For these purposes, the following guidelines are offered.
1. Be guided by the basic rules for the interpretation of Scripture that are summarized from the
Book of Confessions.
a. Recognize that JesusChrist, the Redeemer,is the center of Scripture. The redemptive activity of God is central to the entire Scripture. The Old Testamentthemes of the covenant and the messiah testify to this activity. In the center of the New Testamentis JesusChrist: the Word made flesh,
the fulfillment of Israel's messianic hope, and the promise of the Kingdom. It is to Christ that the
church witnesses. When interpreting Scripture, keeping Christ in the center aids in evaluating the significance of the problems and controversies that always persist in the vigorous, historical life of the

church.
b. Let the focus be on the plain text of Scripture,to the grammaticaland historical context,
ratherthan to allegory or subjectivefantasy.

c.

Depend upon the guidance of the Holy Spirit in interpreting and applying God's
message.
do

Be guidedby the doctrinalcon~ensusof the church,which is the rule of faith.

e. Let all interpretationsbe in accordwith the rule of love, the two-fold commandmentto love
God and to love our neighbor.
f. Rememberthat interpretationof the Bible requires earneststudy in order to establishthe
besttext and to interpretthe influence of the historical and cultural contextin which the divine messagehascome.
Seekto interpreta particularpassageof the Bible in light of all the Bible.
2. Recognizethat individual perceptionsof the truth arealwayslimited and thereforenot absolutely authoritative.
3. Realizethat points of view are conditionedby points of viewing. Try to seethe issuesfrom the
perspectiveof others.Seekto identify what eachone is trying to preserveand defend.Ask whetherthese
elementscould be preservedin ways that would leadtoward mutual understanding.
4. The preachedword must inform the studyof the written word. The searchfor truth includesthe
life of public prayerand worship.

5.

In the immediate situation when controversy arises, locate areas of agreementand disagreement:

a. Is thereagreementasto whatbiblical passages
arerelevantto the contemporaryissues?
If not, can all passagesbe dealt with by all the partiesconcerned?

b. Is there agreementasto the meaningof thosetextsin their original setting?
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c. Is there agreementas to how thesetexts shouldbe appliedto the presentsituation?If not,
discussthe meansby which the variousapplicationshave beenmade.Are there differentmethodsof
interpretationbeingused?Are there differentpresuppositionsthatneedto be discussedand clarified?
d. Is there agreementas to what the Christian tradition in general and the Reformed tradition
in particular, as reflected in the Book of Confessions, have taught concerning this issue?Are different
points in the traditions being used?

6. When there are potentially long-tenn controversies,covenanttogetherto study the Bible in
regardto the issue.PlanBible studygroupswhereopinionsdiffer.
The following proceduremay be used.
a. To ensureopennessto hearingthe whole Bible as it speaksto the whole issue,hold one session where all participantsintroducea passagefor discussionthat they feel is relevant. Bring contempora,rymethodsof Bible studyto bear on the issuesby usingspeakersand otherresources.Study
the complexity of the issuein today'ssociety,usingsecularas well astheologicalmaterials.
b. To ensurethatthe Bible is heardin depthandleadsto decision,encouragesubgroupsto specialize in one biblical passage,theme,or book as it relatesto the issues;structurea debateor forum
wheredifferencesof interpretationcanbe clarified; decidewhat actionswill be takenindividually or
by groupsandplan how to supportthis action.
When approaching a biblical passage:

(I) Studythe sensethat the languagemakes.Look at the words used,the sentencestructure, the kind of writing (story,debate,poetry,etc.).
(2) Considerwhat the passagerefersto in thatparticularhistorical situation.
(3) Considerwherethere maybe an analogoussituationtoday.
(4) Look for the significanceof the text for the presentsituationthat correspondsto the
meaningof the text in its original situation.
7. Togethertry to determinethe rangeof options that are opento the churchfor speechand action
in regardto the contemporaryproblem.
8. Rely on the democraticprocessesof the denominationin assemblies.Use the establishedchannels of communicationand the processof voting to expressconviction, eitheraspart of the majority or as
part of the minority. Be willing to acceptdecisionsand welcomethe continuing advocacyof minority

views.
Endnotes
1.
The PresbyterianPanel is a product of the Office of ResearchServices,PresbyterianChurch
(U.S.A.). Seethe January1980 questionnaireon "United PresbyterianViews on the Nature of Biblical
Authority and the Use of Scripture."

2.

A. A. HodgeandB. B. Warfield,"Inspiration," PresbyterianReviewNo.2 (April 1881),p. 238.

3.
Report of the Special Committee on a Brief ContemporaryStatementof Faith to the 177th
GeneralAssembly,The United PresbyterianChurchin the United Statesof America, May 1965. (Minutes,
UPCUSA, 1965,Part I, pp. 303ff.)
36

6.

4.
Commentaryon 1 Pet. 1 :20, cited in Ford Lewis Battles,"God WasAccommodatingHimself
to HumanCapacity,"Interpretation,xxxi, No. I (January1977),p. 38.
5.
JohnCalvin, Institutes ofthe ChristianReligion,ill, xxi, 4 (hereaftercited Institutes).Edited by
JohnI. McNeil. Translatedby Ford Lewis Battles.(Philadelphia:WestminsterPress,1960.)
T. H. L. Parker, John Calvin,. A Biography (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), p. 77
7,

Calvin, Institutes,I, xxvii. 13.
Glossary

* A priori: those things, if any, that are in the mind before any information from outside is added.
* Autograph: in the context of biblical studies, the handwritten copy done by the original writer of a
biblical book in distinction from later manuscripts.
*Definition of Chalcedon: the statement of the Council of Chalcedon in A.D. 451, which states that
Jesus Christ is fully human, fully God, and yet one person.
*Empiricism: a form of epistemology (see below) that holds all knowledge is based on sensory experience. It can also involve the refusal to accept as truth anything that cannot be verified by experiment.
*Epistemology: the study of how human beings come to know what they know.
*Existentialist: characteristic of a theological and philosophical development from the nineteenthcentury Danish theologian, Soren Kierkegaard. In the twentieth century there have been both Christian and
atheistic forms of existentialism. Usually, Christian existentialists emphasize the awesome responsibilities
of the individual standing before God.
*Fonnal Principle: when applied to a doctrine, this tenD implies that the doctrine is basic and foundational for the rest of theology.
*Fundamentalist: refers to a movement that developed in the United States in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. It called certain doctrines "fundamental" and essential to the faith. These included biblical inerrancy and the acceptanceof the miracles recorded in Scripture.
*Henneneutics: the discipline and methodology of interpreting the biblical texts.
*lnerrantist position: a main tenet of most Calvinist orthodoxy that holds that the Bible is free from
error of fact in all that it states.This includes matters of science and history as well as ethical and doctrinal statements.
*Ipsissima verba: "the very same words"-when
the exact words of the speaker.

used in connection with biblical studies, it refers to

*Liberation Theology: a theology of recent development that stressesthe interpretation of Scripture
and the experience of God by those who are oppressed and/or marginalized in a society.
*Lockean: a philosophical view stemming from the work of John Locke, who was the first great figure of British Empiricism.
*Material Principal: when applied to a doctrine, it refers to the actual content of that doctrine rather
than to its effect or lack of effect on the rest of theology.

*Modernists: refers to those Protestants in the late nineteenth I:Ifid early twentieth centuries who
believed in using scientific method for dealing with religious issues. they regarded Scripture as an account
of religious development. Some fundamentalists included all liberals in this category, though many would
not have agreed to being so classified.
*New School: a branch of the Presbyterian church in the 1830s.It stressedhuman experience and was
more open to human ability than was the Old School (see below.)

*Newtonian: a view of the universestemmingfrom the work of IsaacNewton, which seesthe world
as a predictablesystemgovernedby unchangeable
laws.
*Old School:a branchof the Presbyterianchurchin the 1830s.It wascharacterizedby a stresson traditional Calvinist orthodoxy.
*OrthodoxPosition: in the contextof this paper,orthodoxrefers.tothe position of Calvinist theology
as systematizedin the seventeenth
century,
*ProcessTheology: a theologythat hasdevelopedin the tWentiethcenturybasedlargely on the philosophyof Alfred North Whitehead.
*Redaction: the proce,sswhereby various sources-c:-writtenor oral-.-are put together or edited to fonn
a unified piece of writing.

*Reformedtradition: a broad term for the theologythat stemsfrom the SwissReformation,notably
JohnCalvin and Ulrich Zwingli. Along with the Lutheran,theAnabaptist,andtheAnglican, it is one of the
major churchfamilies ti)at developedat the ProtestantReformationin the si;x:teenth
c~ntury.
*Vowel point: the written form of the Hebrewlanguagedid not originally haveindicationsof vowels.
In the medievalperiod, long afterthe Old Testamentwas written and after Hebrewwas no longera living
language,small marks were addedto the Old Testamenttext by the Jews in orderto indicatethe vowels
that were to be used.At the Reformation,Protestantsusedthe Hebrewtext with vowel points as the basis
for translations.
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