
Sermon 4: The Bible: Part 1: Authority
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INTRODUCTION

We are continuing to put forward positive reasons for faith, and today we start a mini-series
looking at the bible as a ground for believing.  The 1689 chapter 1 paragraph 5 reads, ‘We 
may be moved and induced by the testimony of the church of God to a high and reverent 
esteem of the Holy Scriptures; and the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the 
doctrine, and the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole 
(which is to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man's 
salvation, and many other incomparable excellencies, and entire perfections thereof, are 
arguments whereby it does abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God; yet 
notwithstanding, 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.’  This paragraph is stating that there are many inward evidences in the 
bible which give evidence that the Bible is in fact the word of God.  We are going to be 
exploring a few of these in order to show the reasonableness of Christian faith.  We will 
handle the major objections to the handle in some of the things we say but will also address
them later on when we get to the major objections to the faith.  

There is a standard way to prove that the bible is God’s word.  You lay out all the evidence 
that makes it seem reasonable that the bible is in fact what it claims to be.  You would 
traditionally lay out the prophecies of the Messiah and show them fulfilled; the wonderful 
way in which the Scriptures were written and preserved; the unity of the storyline of the 
whole bible; the superior morality of the Bible; and the astounding beauty of the gospel; the
agreement of the Bible with experience, etc.  We are not going to take the traditional 
approach.  In fact we have a bone to pick with the traditional approach.  We want to begin 
answering the question ‘How do you know the Bible is the word of God?’ in a different way. 
We begin by making this statement, the bible is the word of God because it says it is the 
word of God.  We hope to show that this is the only place one can faithfully begin, and then 
in following messages we will also lay out the other arguments which confirm this 
statement.  

Circularity and authority

There are two basic ways among Christians to prove that the Bible is God’s word.  On the 
one hand we have what is called the evidentialist approach.  The picture that you need to 
have in your mind is the picture of a bible supported by a number of pillars.  These pillars 
substantiate the claim that the bible is in fact the word of God.  These pillars would be 
things like fulfilled prophecies, its impact on history, it morality, its unity, the high standards 
of its preservation etc.  This is the way that the bible is most often defended today.  There 
are problems with this approach.  Firstly, the bible which is the highest authority is made 
subject to and dependent upon other authorities for its own authority.  This methodology is 
self-contradicting.  Secondly, this method proceeds upon the philosophical premises of 
evidentialism/scientism/verificationism; it has had many names.  The modern unbeliever has
a hidden assumption in their way of proving things to be true.  They hold that things cannot



be true unless proven scientifically.  The trouble with this view is that there is no scientific 
proof that this is the only way to know truth.  It is caught in its own trap.  Sadly, Christian 
apologists are accepting this epistemological foundation as a given without questioning it 
and submitting to it thereby denying the bible’s own authority.  At worst it amounts to 
listening to a ‘did God really say’ style temptation.  And just as Eve was asked to accept the 
authority of her own thinking above the authority of God’s own statements so this method 
of apologetics is asking us to rely on what we can verify and grant as reasonable, not on 
God’s own words.  The third problem with this approach is one of making the unbeliever the
judge and God being the one in the docks.  To allow this approach gives the false 
impression that God is at the mercy of our approval, and not that we are the sinners who 
are under judgement who should be silent and repentant before a holy God.  It is not the 
bible that is to be weighed and found wanting, it is us.  

Therefore we must take another approach, one that sounds ludicrous but is necessary given
what the bible actually is.  The bible as the word of God can make no appeal to an authority
higher than itself.  In the same way in which God who could swear by no one higher than 
Himself, swore by Himself (Heb. 6:13).  So God’s word can be certified as God’s word by 
nothing higher than God’s word.  This has been accused of begging the question.  In other 
words assuming what you want to prove.  However, it is always the case when seeking to 
prove an ultimate truth claim, that the claim is necessarily but not viciously circular.  We 
must pursue the one who will not allow for this to be the case.  We must expose the 
assumptions and commitments of their own prejudices to show that they cannot accept it 
because of their own pre-commitments, not because it is not reasonable/rational/logical.  
Having begun this way we can then look at all the other evidence that confirms and 
demonstrates this claim.  This is the proper order.  Paragraph 4 of the 1689 puts it this way,
‘The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, depends not upon the
testimony of any man or church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself), the author 
thereof; therefore it is to be received because it is the Word of God.’   

The Spirit and authority

We have established the logical priority of the bible’s authority, but this is not to imply that 
we can’t actually know that the bible is in fact the word of God.  We can know that the Bible
is the word of the God the 1689 put it this way, ‘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.’  Once again this will prove to be a very
dissatisfying argument for the unbeliever who seeks some sort of objective proof.  But the 
scriptural proof put forward is verses like 1 John 5:9-10a, ‘If we receive the testimony of 
men, the testimony of God is greater, for this is the testimony of God that he has borne 
concerning his Son.10 Whoever believes in the Son of God has the testimony in himself.’  
There is a form of knowledge that is subjective, what we mean by that is that it can only be 
known by the knower.  This is not to say that it arises from imagination but rather that it is 
experienced in the inner recesses of our hearts as confidence and conviction.  The same 
Holy Spirit who wrote the Bible helps us to recognise it as God’s word.  Calvin put it this 
way: ‘the testimony of the Spirit is more excellent than all reason.  For as God alone is a fit 
witness of Himself in His word, so also the Word will not find acceptance in men’s hearts 
before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit.  The same Spirit, therefore, who 
has spoken through the mouths of the prophets must penetrate into our hearts to persuade 
us that they faithfully proclaimed what had been divinely commanded.’ (1.7.4)

There are two extremes here that we need to avoid and a little church history will help us 
get a clearer picture.  At the time of the Reformation there was a rejection of the dogma of 



the Roman Catholic Church and a return to the bible as the authority for faith and life.  This 
was articled in the well-known phrase, Sola Scriptura.  The Roman Catholic Church 
responded to this resting on the bible with a particular response.  They said, the bible did 
not create the church but the church created the Bible, therefore you should listen to the 
church and its authoritative interpretation of the bible.  Modern Roman Catholic apologists 
use this argument against Protestants.  But here is the key difference.  The witness of the 
Spirit does not confer authority upon the bible, but rather confirms and reveals that which is
the word of God.  Christians with the help of the Holy Spirit received and recognised those 
writings which are God’s word, they did not go up to various writings and confer an 
authority upon them.  The Canon of the bible, in other words, those books which are in fact 
the word of God were received in this fashion.  Now we must not think that we are making 
every Christian a personal Pope who stands above the bible and who decides what they 
think should be included in our bibles.  Our confidence is not in our experience of the Spirit 
but the Spirit who points us to the word.  It is …’not so much the final ground of faith, but 
rather the means of faith.  The final ground of faith is Scripture only, or better still, the 
authority of God which is impressed upon the believer in the testimony of the Scripture.  
The ground of faith is identical with its contents, and cannot be separated from it.  But the 
testimony of the Holy Spirit is the moving cause of faith.  We believe the Scripture, but 
because of but through the testimony of the Holy Spirit.’1    

If we are of reformed convictions this reality of recognising the word of God by the Spirit is 
a very natural thing to accept.  The narrative of the bible is that we are sinners who are 
confronted with the truth of God’s existence in nature, but that we suppress it in 
unrighteousness.  We willingly deceive ourselves and believe the lies we fabricate rather 
than the truth.  We know that unless God by His Spirit caused us to be born again, unless 
He drew us to Himself we would not be saved.  He chose us we did not choose Him.  He 
opened our eyes to believe, He granted the gifts of faith and repentance.  He enabled our 
acceptance of the truth because agreement with God’s truth is impossible for the natural 
man, and spiritual things are spiritually discerned.  There were many true things before us 
that we refused to acknowledge until the Holy Spirit took a hold of us, and it is the same 
way that we come to see the bible as the word of God.  

The apostles and authority

But how do we know that this book that we call the bible ought to be seen as God’s word?  
Do we have an argument from reason that says, if there is a God and He made us He must 
communicate therefore He would have written something down and preserved it as the best
way of communicating?  The answer is no.  Once again the bible itself tells us to expect it.  
There is ample evidence in the bible which attests to its nature and gives us categories for 
knowing what is God’s word and which books should be seen as God’s word.  We will focus 
our attention on the NT for now and look at the role of the Apostles and how they are used 
by God to help us expect a bible and know which books are to be in it.  

It all begins with Christ.  He is the living word of God, the living incarnation of God who 
explains God to the world.  But Christ gave His authority to the 12, and he gave them a 
message about the kingdom, Matt. 10:1, 6.  They were to become the foundation for the 
new expression of the international people of God, Eph. 2:20.  There are a number of very 
important verses in John’s gospel which help us anticipate a bible.  

1 Berkhof, p85.



John 14:26, ‘But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will 
teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.’

John 15:26-27, ‘But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the 
Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about me.27 And you 
also will bear witness, because you have been with me from the beginning.’

John 16:13-15, ‘When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he 
will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare
to you the things that are to come.14 He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and 
declare it to you.15 All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is 
mine and declare it to you.’ 

Many of us are guilty of reading these verses wrongly.  We look into the upper room 
discourse and we automatically appropriate those verses for ourselves.  We rip them out of 
their redemptive historical context and trivialise them by personalising them.  John 14:26 is 
made out to teach that the Holy Spirit is our personal bible memorisation helper.  Instead of
seeing it as being first and foremost an indication of the ministry of the Spirit to the apostles
to aid them in recording the gospel for the church we reduce it to a personal devotional tool.
We are being told in this verse that the Holy Spirit will supernaturally guard the memories of
the apostles and preserve supernaturally their memories of Christ that they can preach and 
write about them.  No doubt it is true that the Spirit will bring Scripture to mind, but this 
verse ministers to us by assuring us of the supernatural way in which information about 
Jesus was preserved in the minds of the apostles.  

John 15:26-27 is misappropriated to merely teach that we have the help of the Spirit when 
we go out evangelising.  This is a promise first and foremost to the apostles.  They were 
given the primary task of witnessing to which was added the signs of the apostles (2 Cor. 
12:12; Heb. 2:3-4).  John was self-conscious of the aid of the Spirit when he writes about 
the gospel he has written, John 21:24, ‘This is the disciple who is bearing witness about 
these things, and who has written these things, and we know that his testimony is true.’  
Our confidence in the historical account he gives rests on the Spirit who aids John in his 
witnessing.  

John 16:13-15 is not merely describing how the Spirit helps the young Christian discover 
truth; nor is it a prooftext for the ongoing gift of prophecy.  This is a verse which tells us 
that those profound and mysterious things we find in the epistles that are not discussed in 
the gospels are from the Spirit.  They are not made up by Paul and Peter, but taught by the 
Spirit.  We are told that the book of Revelation and the other prophesies about end times 
are from the Spirit.  We are told that the full content of God’s provision will be made 
available to the apostles in their task.  

So when the apostles write a letter or a gospel, or when another takes a record of their 
account, these writings are expected to be the product of the Holy Spirit.  Christ is building a
church and this is His ongoing provision for her.  The bible itself leads us to expect the bible.
The guarding of the deposit and the committing of these things to other faithful men was a 
recognition of a message given by God.  

The bible is not the product of a group of politicians or religious leaders trying to impose an 
agenda upon the Christians.  It was the natural outgrowth of the apostolic ministry and 
received and recognised as such.  It was not the conferring of authority by an arbitrary 



authority, but the recognition enabled by the Spirit to see recognise what the Spirit had 
done through the apostles.  

This is not an evidence we can use as an argument and others will irresistibly agree.  No, 
this is something that the Spirit does while we are talking about Christ and sin and our only 
hope for salvation being through faith in Him.  We will show that this claim that the bible 
makes for itself stands up to scrutiny but it does not depend for its authority on any clever 
arguments.                         


