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<REVIEW>


A.  Up to this point we have said that in order to demonstrate that the Bible is indeed the Word of God, not merely the words of men we need to show that 1) the biblical writers themselves believed and taught this, and 2) that the biblical writers are trustworthy as teachers of truth.


1.  We have already shown point #1.  There is no question that the biblical writers themselves claimed that all Scripture is breathed out by God, and that by “Scripture” they included the sacred writings of the Old Testament, but also the writings of the Apostles in the New Testament which was under development at the time. 


2.  And last time I only wanted to make one observation about the second point, whether or not the biblical writers were trustworthy.  The point was that one must decide either-or.  One can say that either the biblical writers were completely trustworthy in all they wrote or they were utterly incompetent in what they wrote, but that you must not say that they were partly trustworthy.  They, themselves, would not allow it.  Paul says, for instance, does not say that if he was wrong on the resurrection of Christ, then some biblical teaching was still pretty good.  He says that if he was wrong on that, then the Christian faith is “in vain:” worthless, useless, to be utterly abandoned.   And the fact that the biblical writers everywhere claim to be speaking for God, and if in fact they are mistaken on this central point, if we cannot trust them in this, then we cannot trust them in anything.  


And, before we go any further, we are left with a choice.  Is it more reasonable to you to assume that the Bible is altogether a fabrication, completely the product of fools, or liars, or worse, or that the Bible is in fact what it everywhere claims to be—the very words of the God who reveals himself in the Bible, and so the absolute authority over all of life?  That’s where we must begin—utter rejection or absolute acceptance.  There is no middle ground, and the attempt to find one is an exercise in absurdity, which urges us to trust “some” of the affirmations of the greatest fools and/or liars in the history of our race.  


B.  And at this point, you might expect me to then supply evidence for the reasonableness of trusting the biblical writers.  

1.  You might expect me to start talking about the documentary manuscript evidence for the New Testament which is exponentially better than the existing documentary support for any other ancient book.  You might expect me to mention that the old copies we have of the gospels and letters of the New Testament are far more numerous and far more ancient than what we have for any other literature arising out of the ancient world, so that we can be sure that we have what the authors themselves wrote.  But I won’t say that.


2.  Or you may expect me to point out that virtually almost all of the writers of the New Testament were eyewitnesses of the events they described, and that the balance of them based what they wrote on a careful examination of the testimony of multiple eyewitnesses.  But I won’t do that either.


3.  Or you may expect me to mention that all of the New Testament writers wrote within a generation of the events themselves, certainly during a time when there would be enough eyewitnesses alive to refute them if they wrote anything in error, and that there was no such refutation, none whatsoever.  In fact, from early Jewish literature of this time we have a statement that Jesus was a sorcerer who performed powerful miracles by the power of the devil, but no allegation that he did not actually live or that he did not perform miracles.  But I won’t mention that either.


4.  Or you might expect me to remind you that the belief that what the biblical writers gave us was in fact the very words of God has been universally attested by the whole church from the very beginning, and has only, relatively recently been challenged by others.  But I won’t tell you that.


5.  Or you might expect me to indicate the vast number of people who have testified throughout the ages that they indeed hear the voice of God in the pages of this book (me included).  But I will make no mention of that, either.

C. Why am I hesitant to try to convince you that the Bible is the Word of God on the strength of lines of evidence such as these?  I’m reluctant because all we could do through this method is to bring you to the point of probability, perhaps even likelihood, beyond reasonable doubt.  But in order to be saved, God requires neither probability nor likelihood, but certainty.  And certainty cannot be produced through reasoning, argumentation, or disputing.  Certainty, which is required for saving faith, is only created by the power of the Holy Spirit. 


That’s what we find in the Westminster Confession of Faith in its first article, paragraphs 4 and 5:  

“4. The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or Church; but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author thereof: and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God.”  So the authority of the Scriptures does not depend even on the testimony of the biblical writers themselves.  Just because John claimed to be an eyewitness and solemnly swears that what he has written is true, that is not the basis of our confidence and assurance.  Rather, it is because the Bible is the Word of God and God says that it is true.  And how can we be sure, absolutely sure that when God says in the Bible that the Bible is his Word, that God is actually speaking in the Bible?


“5. We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverend esteem of the Holy Scripture. And the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, 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, the many other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it doth 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.”

In Matthew 16:17, Jesus asked his disciples, “Whom do you say that I am?”  And Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  Now how did he know this? Was it the result of careful observation, coupled with thoughtful analysis, yielding the appropriate conclusion? Did he reason it out for himself? Did he take someone else’s word on it?  No, Jesus said, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.”  

In fact, no less than John Calvin pointed this out for us.  He writes:  “(T)hose who wish to prove to unbelievers that Scripture is the Word of God are acting foolishly….” (1.8.13).   Why is this so?  


One common method in apologetics is to give evidence for the reliability of the Bible, the Old and New Testament documents.  And this is done on several fronts.  There is the historical accuracy of the documents themselves.  You can demonstrate how history has borne out, rather than refuted the facts that are presented in the text:  the events, the chronologies, the leading figures, and so forth.  Similar to this is the appeal to archaeological discoveries, all of which tend to confirm rather than dispute the historical events as they are described in the Bible.  


Added to this is the manuscript evidence, that we have manuscripts or portions of manuscripts of New Testament documents that are very old, some only a matter of decades after the New Testament events.  And in these thousands of documents there is very wide agreement.  The New Testament is one of the most reliable of all the ancient documents we have.  


And from this evidence, all of it true, people are supposed to be convinced that the Bible is the Word of God and then put their faith in Christ.  If this is so, then why does John Calvin call trying to convince people of this “acting foolishly”?  


Three reasons, all of them quite serious.

I. IT IS DEFICIENT TO THE TASK.



A.  All of this evidence combined is certainly weighty, but it is not enough to cause someone to believe in Christ in a saving way.  It may cause them to have a greater respect for the Bible or even to adopt some of the Bible’s teachings.  But it is deficient for producing true and saving faith in Christ.  Calvin observes this:  “even if anyone clears God’s Sacred Word from man’s evil speaking (that is, answers all objections to it), he will not at once imprint upon their hearts that certainty which piety (or saving faith) requires.” (1.7.4).  


B.  Remember that saving faith is never simply the believing or acknowledgment of certain facts, even acknowledgement of biblical facts.  James reminds us (2:20) that the devil is an eminent theologian who believes every word of the Bible to be stone sober truth (partly because he was eyewitness to all of it).  So even if we could convince an unbeliever that the Bible is true in every word, cover to cover, we would still have an unbeliever who was no better than the devil.  Calvin says that even though he did not “excel either in great dexterity or eloquence” he was reasonably sure he could demolish the arguments of even “the most crafty sort of despisers of God, who seek to appear shrewd and witty in disparaging Scripture” in the end, he would only have a silenced unbeliever.    


Saving faith requires not only knowledge of God’s truth, but a heartfelt agreement with it, and an embracing trust in God’s truth.  So trying to convince unbelievers that the Bible is true is deficient.  It’s not really the task at all.  


But secondly, and more seriously,   

II. IT DISHONORS GOD’S WORD.


A.  The Bible is true because it is the Word of God.  It is God’s Word.  God said these words, therefore they are as true as God is true.  This is God’s own testimony.  It is as though God stepped into the witness stand and spoke all these words.  


Now after God has testified, who would you call as a witness either to confirm or to dispute his testimony?  Whose testimony could be greater?    And would not even the act itself of calling another witness to the stand dishonor God by questioning his truthfulness?  If a father solemnly explained some point to his children, would they not dishonor him if they refused to believe him unless their friends agreed?  


B.  The basis or ground of our trusting God’s Word can never be in archaeology or the testimony of history or in rational proofs, because then we would be trusting in archaeology or the testimony of history or in rational proofs, and not trusting in God’s Word.  This may seem like a subtle distinction, but it is not.  The Bible is God’s Word, therefore it is true.  So the simplest answer to our original question, “How do you believe the Bible is true?” is this:  I know the Bible is true because it is God’s Word, and only a complete and utter fool would doubt God’s Word to be truthful.  As Calvin puts it:  “When that which is set forth is acknowledged to be the Word of God, there is no one so deplorably insolent—unless devoid also both of common sense and of humanity itself—as to dare impugn the credibility of Him who speaks.”   


C.  At this point you should be shifting uncomfortably in your seat.  You should have the awkward and unpleasant feeling that I have pulled a fast one on you, or more precisely, that I have engaged in what is known as circular reasoning.  I have said, “We know the Bible is true because it is the Word of God and the Word of God must be true”, which is to say, “We know the Bible is true because the Bible is true.”      


But the only basis for our believing the Bible is true is that it is the Word of God, and God cannot lie.  So let’s go one step further and ask the right question:  How can I know that the Bible is God’s Word?  Here we find the third reason why simply trying to convince someone else that the Bible is true is foolish, according to Calvin.  

III. IT DISCOUNTS THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.


A.  Only the Holy Spirit can enable us to believe that the Bible is God’s Word with the certainty required to trust God with saving faith.  It is the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit to us to the Scriptures as God’s Word that is the ground of our certainty.  The Holy Spirit gives us the ability to believe God’s Word with such certainty that we can agree with our whole hearts and put our entire trust in God.  Calvin writes:  


“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)  Now be careful.  The Holy Spirit does not communicate any new information to us in this internal testimony.  We do not receive any direct, new revelation from God.  Rather, the Holy Spirit convinces us of the truthfulness of what the same Spirit has already proclaimed to us in the Word.  


B.  For this reason especially we are unwise to look to other testimonies to prove that the Bible is God’s Word.  The Holy Spirit’s testimony to the Word of God is perfectly sufficient.  Calvin writes:  


“Let this point therefore stand:  that those whom the Holy Spirit has inwardly taught truly rest upon Scripture, and that Scripture indeed is self-authenticated; hence, it is not right to subject it to proof and reasoning.  And the certainty it deserves with us, it attains by the testimony of the Spirit.  For even if it wins reverence for itself by its own majesty, it seriously affects us only when it is sealed upon our hearts through the Spirit.  Therefore, illuminated by this power, we believe neither by our own nor by anyone else’s judgment that Scripture is from God; but above human judgment we affirm with utter certainty (just as if we were gazing upon the majesty of God himself) that it has flowed to us from the very mouth of God by the ministry of men.  We seek no proofs, no marks of genuineness upon which our judgment may lean but we subject our judgment and wit to it as to a thing far beyond any guesswork!” (1.8.5)  


C.  The Spirit’s witness brings certainty.  And it brings great interest in and desire for God’s Word.  Lack of desire for the Word of God signals a lack of the Spirit’s work, a lack of saving faith.  As Calvin observes:  “Consequently, those for whom prophetic doctrine is tasteless ought to be thought of as lacking taste buds.” (1.8.2)  This, more than anything else, explains a person’s faith and trust in God’s Word, and it likewise explains why some refuse to come to Christ.  “Whenever, then, the fewness of believers disturbs us, let the converse come to mind, that only those to whom it is given can comprehend the mysteries of God.” (1.7.5)


Paul writes of this testimony in Romans 8:16  The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God's children.  17  Now if we are children, then we are heirs--heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.”  It is the testimony of God the Holy Spirit and nothing less which is able to make us believe and put our complete trust in God’s Word and promise.    

APPLICATIONS


1.  Proofs for the reliability of the Bible may be helpful to those who already believe.  Those who do not believe cannot be convinced by these proofs, but those who do believe can be encouraged by them.  Calvin writes:  “Unless this certainty, higher and stronger than any human judgment, be present, it will be vain to try to fortify the authority of Scripture by arguments, to establish it by common agreement of the church, or to confirm it with other helps.  For unless this foundation is laid its authority will always remain in doubt.  Conversely, once we have embraced it devoutly as its dignity deserves, and have recognized it to be above the common sort of things, those arguments—not strong enough before to engraft and fix the certainty of Scripture in our minds--become very useful aids.”  (1.8.1)  Calvin lists several reasons why Scripture proves itself:  the grandeur of its subjects, its great antiquity, its utter honesty in refusing to make heroes of his main characters like Moses, its miracles, fulfilled prophecy, its faithful transmission to us along with God’s preservation of the text all these long years, its simplicity and heavenly character, the consent of the church throughout the ages, and the examples of the martyrs who died for Scripture doctrine.  All of these encourage those who believe, and we should be encouraged by them.  


2.  The ground of our faith is in the secret and prior work of the Holy Spirit.  Let me quote Calvin again:  “Scripture will ultimately suffice for a saving knowledge of God only when its certainty is founded upon the inward persuasion of the Holy Spirit.   Indeed, these human testimonies which exist to confirm it will not be vain if, as secondary aids to our feebleness, they follow that chief and highest testimony.  But those who wish to prove to unbelievers that Scripture is the Word of God are acting foolishly, for only by faith can this be known.” (1.8.13)


3.  This demonstrates our utter dependence prayer.  Let me remind you what evangelism is:  It is presenting an unflattering message to unwilling people who are unable to believe it.  Which is to say that in evangelism we are utterly dependent on the power of God.  


And the reason for this is plain to see.  It is so that in evangelism, as in everything else, all the glory goes to God alone.  We are only instruments in his hands.  We’ve had several surgeries in our church lately, not terribly serious surgeries, but necessary nonetheless.  In all of those surgeries, I have heard much praise to God, much commendation of the skilful surgeons.  But I have never heard any glory given to the scalpels.  And that is because they are merely instruments in the hands of the gifted.  


And that’s evangelism and apologetics.  We are God’s instruments, we must share the message.  But we have no hope of success without God, and so all the glory goes to him.    
____________________________________________________________________________________________


