Editorial Note: This article is the first
in an extended series (throughout 2003
and 2004) that seeks to express the ele-
ments of the faith of Seventh-day
Adventists in a Christocentric way.
Throughout this series Ministry will use
the statements of belief found on pages 5
to 8 of the 2002-Yearbook of the Church.
The first belief of Seventh-day Adventists
discusses the Bibfe. ft soys:

“The Holy Scriptures, Old and New
Testaments, are the written Word of God,
given by-divine inspiration through holy
men of God who spoke and wrote as théy
were moved by the Holy Spirit. In this
Word, God has committed to humanity the
knowledge necessary for safvation. The
Holy Scriptures are the infallible revelation
of His will. They are the standard of char-
acter, the test of experience, the authorita-
tive revealer of dactrines, and the
trustworthy record of God's acts in history.”

R hy do Christians insist on the
§ R § 7absolute” nature of the
- Bible? The question involves

a precise appraisal of the fundamental
assumptions and parameters within
which the many Bible writers wrote.
These are often stated explicitly.

For example, rione of the Bible writers
ever attempts to prove the existence of
God. Without exception, they all assume
He exists. Biblical prophets openly claim
to have real knowledge of an infinite
God. They are absolutely certain God
was speaking through them when they
thundered, “Thus says the Lord!”

Fleming Rutledge is correct: “The
witness of the Bible is that every other
god under the sun is a product of
human consciousness except only the
God of the Old and New Testaments.
Whether we believe this or not, we must
admit that it is an awesome claim, | am
more convinced than ever that the
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Scriptures set before us something, or
rather some One, who Is far beyond
anything the unassisted human imagi-
nation could dream up.”’

God’s self-disclosure

Moreover, all the Bible writers believe
that God is truly who He declares
Himself to be. For example, God insists
that He can foretell the future, and that
doing so is a mark of His divinity:
“‘Present your case,’ says the Lord.
‘Bring forth your strong reasons,” says
the King of Jacob. ‘Let them bring forth
and show us what will happen; let themn
show the former things, what they
were, that we may consider them, and
know the latter end of them; or declare
to us things to come. Show the things
that are to come hereafter, that we may
know that you are gods. .- . [ am the
Lord, that is My name; and My glory |
will not give to another, nor My praise to
graven images. Behold the former
things have come to pass, and new
things | declare; before they spring forth
1 telt you of them. . . . Indeed before the
day was, | am He; and there is no one
who can deliver out of My hand; { work,
and who will reverse it?"” (Isa. 41:21-23;
42:8, 9; 43:13, NKJV).

Through the prophets God
announced the great time prophecies
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concerning the history of nations and
also the coming of the Messiah. There
are some who assume God could not be
so precise, and so claim that the prophe-
cies were written after the fact as if they
were predictions. This attitude or view of
God, this questioning of His ability to
predict and control the future, is never
found in any of the Bible writings.

Furthermore, the biblical writers
were absolutely certain that the infinite
God can and does communicate. with
finite human beings. They never argued
that human language was any kind of a
barrier to direct communication from or
with God. in fact, with great frequency
God is referred 'to as the actual Person
speaking through the prophet.

For example, Elijah’s words in 1
Kings 21:19 are referred to in 2 Kings
9:25-26 as the oracle that “the Lord
uttered . . . against -him” (RSV). Elijah is
not even mentioned in the 2 Kings pas-
sage. The message of a prophet was
always considered equivalent to direct
speech from God. In fact, this identifi-
cation of a prophet’s words with God’s
words is so strong in the Old Testament
that often we read of God’s speaking
“through” a prophet, and disobeying a
prophet’s word was tantamount to dis-
obeying God.

In Deuteronomy 18:19, the Lord
speaks of the coming prophet, through
Moses: “Whoever will hot give heed to
my words which he shall speak in my
name, | myself will require it of him”
(RSV). And when Saul disobeyed
Samuel’s command at Gilgal, Samuel
rebuked him: “You have done foolishly;
you have not kept the commandment
of the Lord your God, which he com-
manded you . . . now your kingdom
shalt not continue . . . because you have
not kept what the Lord commanded
you” (1 Sam. 13:13, 14, RSV).
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Direct speech

The Bible writers also record numer-
ous incidents of God speaking directly to
human beings in the Old Testament,
including conversations with Adam and
Eve after the Fall (Gen. 1:28-30; 3:9-19)
and with job (Job 38-41). There is also
the divine call of Abram (Gen. 12:1-3),
the first of several conversations with
him; the burning bush dialogue
between God.and Moses. The civil code

in the Pentateuch is recorded as words
spoken directly.-by God to Moses. The
interchange with Elfijah -at Mount Horeb
(1 Kings 19:9-18) is but.one of many
direct exchanges with the prophets:

- The Old Testarhent prophets are con-
sistently pictured.as. messengers sent by,
God to.speak His words: The repeated
use of the introductory formula, “Thus
says the Lord”—or ifs -equivalent, used
thousands of times, clinches the full
authority of the prophetic message. In
fact, a distinguishing characteristic of
true prophets is that they do-not merel
speak their own words. - '

Throughout the Old Testament, the
point is repeatedly underscored that
prophetic speech came from God. God
said to Moses: “| will be with your
mouth and teach you what you shall
speak” (Exod. 4:12, RSV; cf. 24:3); to
Jeremiah and Ezekiél: “I have put my
words in your mouth” (Jer. 1:9, RSV);

“You shall speak my words to them”
(Ezek. 2:7, RSV; cf. 3:27). And people
who refused to listen-to a prophet were
held accountable for refusing to listen to
“the words of the tord which he spoke”
through the prophet (Jer. 37:2, RSV).

Such extensjve evidence strongly
suggests that biblical prophets experi-

enced something far more than a
“divine encounter” that merely implant-
ed a mystical conviction and/or
admiration for God in their hearts. God
does not just encounter human beings

~ with glorious feeflings but also with actu-
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al information (Deut. 29:29). Indeed, it
is striking that one Person of the triune
God is known as the Word. -

The written Word

Closely connected with God’s direct
speech, one finds numerous accounts of
a prophet writing down the words of
God, which are then taken as fuily
authoritative. A few examples can sensi-
tize us to this crudial reality: “The Lord

said to Moses, ‘Write this as a memorial
in a book.” “And Moses wrote all the
words of the.Lord” (Exod. 17:14; 24:4,
RSV); “When*Moses had finished writing
the words. of this law in a book, to the
very end” (Deut. 31:24, RSV); “jostiua
wrote these-words [statues, ordinances,
and the words-of the covenant rénéwal,
verse 25} in the'book of the law of God”
(Josh. 24:26, RSVy. “Samuel told the peo-
ple the rights and duties of the kingship;
and he wrote them in a book and laid it
up before the Lord” (1 Sam. 10:25, RSV).

Thus even the recording process is
divinely directed with the penman
being "moved” or “impelled” by the
Holy Spirit (2 Peter 1:21). This written
commuhication thereby has divine
authority, as Moses testified: “You shall
not add to the word which | command
you, nor take from it; that you may
keep the commandments of the Lord
your ‘God which | command you”
(Deut. 4:2, RSV).

The nature of God’s revelation is
diverse, In addition to speaking directly
with human beings, God also employed
other supernatural methods: angels
(Daniel); theophanies (Isaiah, Daniel,
Ezekiel, Moses, Paul, john); dreams
(Joseph, Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar);
supernatural writing (Exod. 31:18; Dan.
5:5); a voice from heaven (Exod. 19:9;
Matt. 3:17; 2 Pet. 1:17).

Divine activity
Though closely involving chosen
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humans, divine revelation is never con-
trolled by human beings. It is not a
human achievement, but primarily a
divine activity. What we find in
Scripture is neither a collection of pene-
trating intuitions of divinity nor a
discovery of profound human insights.

Both Testaments consistently testify
that the truth of God is not the end
product of a diligent human search for
the divine, or somebody’s best
thoughts. about lofty matters. It comes
exclusively through ‘God's initiative as
He disclases Himself to humanity. We
are not taught that a prophet speaks
about God. Rather, God spéaks for
Himself through His prophets,. and
human:language is assumed to be
capable .of conveying divine communi-
cation. All-the biblical writers insist that
God made Himself and His acts known.

The-New Testament apostles write
with thesarne absolute authotity as the
Old Testament prophets; insisting that
they speak by the Holy Spirit (1 Peter
1:10-12), to:-whom they credit the con-
tent of their teaching (1 Cor. 2:12, 13).
Significanttly, the same Paul who urges
that believers seek to work together
peaceably, often uses harsh language to
defenid the absolute truth of the gospel
he has preached (Gal. 1:6-9). In fact,
apostolic teaching is very “directive,”
issuing ¢ommands with the strongest
authority (1 Thess. 4:1-2; 2 Thess. 3:6,
12—"we command you").

The prophets and apostles do not
describe how they recognized the
“word of God” when it came, but it is
clear they were certain that God had
spoken. -Even when sometimes God
spoke in ways they did not fully under-
stand, and on occasion even objected
to, they never questioned the divine ori-
gin of the message.

The Bible, however, was not verbally
dictated by God. Human messengers
were divinely guided in the selection of
apt words to express divine revelation,
and thus the prophetic words are called

" the Word of God. The individuality of

each writer is evident, yet the human
and divine elements are virtually insepa-
rable. .

Ellen White offers an intriguing
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insight: “The Bible, with its God-given
truths expressed in the language of
men, presents a union of the divine and
the human. Such a union existed in the
nature of Christ,- who was the Son of
God and the Son of man. Thus it is true
of the Bible, as it was of Christ, that ‘the
Word was made flesh, and dwelt among
us" (john 1:14).2

Continuity and unity in the
Scriptures

A careful reading of the biblical text
also reveals a basic continuity and-unity
in both Testaments. The extensive cita-
tions of the Old Testament in the New
Testament indicate that the Old
Testament writings were considered by
New Testament writers.to be a divine
revelation. o

A few of the hundreds of examples
include:- Isaiah’s words in Isaiah 7:14,
which are cited.as “what the Lord had
spoken by the.prophet” (Matt: 1:22;
RSV); Jesus quotes Génesis 2:24 as
words that God said (Matt. 19:5); He
speaks of “every word that. proceeds
from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4,
RSV). Words of Scripture are said to be
spoken by the Holy Spirit. In quoting
“what was spoken by the prophet Joel”
in Joel 2:28-32, Peter inserts “says God,”
attributing to God the words of joel
(Acts 2:18, 17). Isaiah 9:6 is quoted by
Paul and Barnabas as something that
“the Lord commanded us,” contending
that an Old Testament prophecy placed
moral obligation on 'them also. Paul
writes that the Holy Spirit spoke through
thée prophet Isaiah (Acts 28:25). He also
quotes God's speech in Exodus 9:16 as
what “scripture says to Pharaeh,” indi-
cating an equivalence between what
Old Testament Scripture says and what
God says. ’ :

just as we saw in the Old Testament,
New Testament writers also knew it was
possible for God to speak directly to
people in human language. This is evi-
denced by the account of the baptism
of lesus (Matt. 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke
3:22); the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:5;
Mark 9:7; Luke 9:35; 2 Peter 1:17, 18);
in the conversion of Saul (Acts 9:4); in
instructions to Ananias (Acts 9:11-16); in
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Peter’s vision (Acts 10:13); to Paul oh his

journeys (Acts 18:9-10; 23:11); and in'

the revelation to John (Rev. 1:11-3:22).

jesus’ view of the Old
Testament

jesus Himself insists on numerous
occasions that He speaks the word of
God. For example: “The Father who
sent me has -himself given me com-
mandment what to say and what to
speak” (John 12:49, RSV). Paul claims to
have received a revelation from God: “If
any one thinks that he is a prophet, or
spiritual, he should acknowledge that
what | am writing to you is a command
of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37).

The minds of the New Testament
wrtiters are saturated with the Old
Testament. They refer to it often, and
quote it extensively to undergird their
theological arguments. The four

Gospels make it strikingly obvious that

Jesus Christ submitted unreservedly to
the Old Testament and confirmed its
absolute authorijty for others. In His
teaching and ethics it was foundational.
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Old Testament praphecy was the pat-
tern for His life, as He often declaréd: “It
must be fulfiled,” as it is written. He
rebuked the Jewish theologians of His
time not for studying the 'Old
Testament, but for permitting human
tradition to cloud and even falsify God's
written Word (Mark 7:1-13).

Further, Jesus eéxpected others to
accept the Old Testament as authorita-
tive. Often He would inquire: “Have you
not read what David did . . . have you
not read in the law . . ." (Matt. 12:3-5,
NKJV). When questioned on the issue of
divorce, He answered, “Have you not
read . . .” (19:4, NKJV). His response to
those upset by children praising loudly
in the temple was, “Have you never
read ...” (21:16, NKJV). Once when His
authority was being questioned Jesus
told a parable, concluding it with these
words: “Have you not read this
Scripture . . .7 (Mark 12:10, NKJV).

Responding to a lawyer's question
about salvation, Jesus asked: “What is
written in the faw? What is your reading
of it?” (Luke 10:26, NKJV). The lawyer
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answered with a direct quote from the
Ten Commandments, and jesus said:
“You have answered right "
Answering the Sadducees’ inquiry
about marriage in heaven, He said:
“You are mistaken, not knowing the
Scriptures . . . have you not read what
was spoken to you by God, saying . .."
(Matt. 22:29-31).

The prominent Pharisee Nicodemus
sought Jesus out one night. While dis-
cussing His mission, Jesus questioned
Nicodemus, “Are you the teacher of
Israel and do not know these things?”
When asked about last-day events on
the Mount of Olives Jesus urged His
questioners to read Daniel in order to
understand (Matt. 24:15).

The factual and historical
reliabifity of the Bible

" The apostle Paul intensifies this pat-
tern of referring to the Ofd Testament
and insisting on its authority. For exam-
ple, in his Roman letter, he built a
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powerful argument, showing that the
foundation of the gospel is to be found
in the Old Testament, and in the
process Paul demonstrates the para-
mount principle of listening to what
Scripture says about itself.

Moreover, while it is sometimes
argued today that the truthfulness of the
Bible does not necessarily .include the
historical details, we find Jesus and the
New Testament authors accepting the
historicity of the Old Testament. In fact,
the New Testament writers rely on the
‘historical narratives of the Old
Testament to undergird the certainty of
future actions of God.

Grudem is insightful when he
declares: “Perhaps it has not been stat-

ed emphatically enough that nowhere -

in the Old Testament or in the New
Testament does any writer give any hint
of a tendency to distrust or consider
slightly unreliable any other part of
Scripture. Hundreds of texts encourage
people to trust Scripture completely,
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but no text encourages any doubt or
even slight mistrust of Scripture.”

The aesthetic quality of Scripture is
an integral part of its nature and quality.
The exquisite nature of the ancient
Hebrew poetry has long been extolled.
In the last quarter-century, the literary
quality of the biblical narratives has final-
ly been recognized. it is now acknowl-
edged that these stories were not
written primarily for children, but are
superb theological statements voiced
within a distinctive literary expression.
God utilizes aesthetic values to intensify
His revelation, and even as a part of it.

interpreting and
understanding Scripture

To some readers, the Bible appears as
an enigmatic collection of seemingly
unrelated materials: narratives, poetry,
legal codes, sermons, letters, prophecies,
parables, royal annals, histories, and
genealogies, with all of it bound togeth-
er in one cover, and the question is How
can one make sense of it ali? The issue of
interpretation (hermeneutics) is a contin-
uing topic in theological studies. And
Scripture itself clearly instructs that it is
possible to misread and misinterpret
Scripture. Many of the bibfical writers,
and even Christ Himself, warn against
false teachers and false teaching.

Jesus Himself has provided the key
component in the understanding and
interpretation of Scripture. In exposing
the mistake of the religicus leaders of
His time of coming to Scripture as
though in itself there is some life-giving
power, Jesus instead exposed the revo-
lutionary idea of approaching the
sacred writings with the realization that
they actually testify of Him, and of life
through Him (John 5:39, 40),

The apostle Paul testifies that when
seeing Jesus in Scripture, a veil is taken
away from the eyes (2 Cor. 3:14-16). The
two disciples traveling to Emmaus also
had an authenticating experience in the
correct understanding of Scripture. The
risent Lord interpreted the Old Testament
Christologically for them, thus causing a
“burming” in their hearts (Luke 24:32).

Contemporary Christians, like the
two disciples on the road to Emmaus,
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have read Scripture. They also know of
the death and resurrection of fesus. Yet
some have yet to be persuaded to
accept the Christ-centered nature of
Scripture that the risen Lord presented
on the road to Emmaus. To see Jesus
Christ in the Bible with the eyes of the
heart is to approach its interpretation
and thus to understand it for its true
intent.

The authority and value of the
whole of the Bible

Some take the position that diffefent
pottions of Scripture are of questionable
authority or value. No modern writer
addresses this issue more directly than
Ellen White: “What man is there that
dares to take that Bible and say this part
is inspired and that part is not inspired?
I would have both my arms taken off at
my shoulders before | would ever make
the statement or set my judgment upon
the Word of God as to what is inspited
and what is not inspired. . . . Never let
mortal man sit in judgment upon the

Word of God or pass sentence as to
how much of this fs inspired and how
much is not inspired, and that this is
more inspired than some other por-
tions. God warns him off that ground.
God has not given him any such work
to do. . . . We call on you to take your
Bible, but do not put a sacrilegious
hand upon it, and say, ‘That is.not
inspired,” simply because somebody
else has said so. Not a jot or tittle is ever
to be taken froni that Word.”

God Himself expresses the same sen-
timent: “Thus says the Lord: "Heaven is
My throne, and earth is My footstool.
Where is the housé that you will build
Me? And where is the place of My rest?
For all those things My hand has made,
and all those things exist,’ says the Lord.
‘But on this one will I Jook: on him who
is poor and of a contrite spirit, and who
trembles at My word” (I5a. 66:1, 2, NKJ
emphasis supplied).

The Christian doctrine of Scripture is

- about a Book. Really, more than a Book.

Through its many writers we ‘meet a

T

God who yearns for His children, who is
in earnest to communicate His love to
them and who loves them more than
He loved His ownlife. Fleming Rutledge
expresses my sentiments efoquently:
“Every time | think | am losing my faith,
the Biblical story seizes me yet again
with a life all its own. No other religious
document has this power. | remain con-
vinced in spite of all the arguments that
God really does inhabit this text. With
Job, | say yet again, ‘1 had heard of thee
with the hearing-of the ear, but new my
eye sees thee; therefore | despise my
words, | melt away in dust and ashes’”
(42:5, 6) i ,
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