The authority of Scripture
Here begins a series of six on how the Bible holds together. We shall be doing a number of different things through 2011, this 400th anniversary year of the Authorized Version (King James) of the Bible. I would like to start with the question of authority. 
As a term, “authority” and “authorized” are obviously related, but my aim will not be here to say very much about translation. That will come perhaps another time. Rather, I want to pick up what for many people is an immediate issue when it comes to faith or to Christian doctrine, namely, why should I bother? What does a set of ancient texts from one world faith have to say to today’s world? How accurate (or, how flawed) is the Bible? All of these questions matter, and others besides – questions of authorship and coherence alongside those of relevance and truth. What I say can only be by way of introducing how we might as Christians talk about the authority of the Scriptures.
Let’s first of all linger just a little longer on the problems we face in this area.  Let’s take it that Scripture has been authoritative in ordering the life of the Church and of Christians, in shaping what is to be believed as Christian orthodoxy and in suggesting who might take on leading roles. All churches over the course of Christian history would give Scripture a privileged place in this regard – although with variations of course as to what books were to be counted as Scripture and in definitions of that privileged place. But there have always been other sources of authority. Chronologically we might name “tradition” as the first of these. Paul in writing his epistles refers to tradition, that which had been handed down (even if not written down), and to an extent all churches have lived with tradition or traditions. Although it is famously an element in Roman Catholic understandings of what matters in the life of the church, it is not only a Roman Catholic issue! Traditions not strictly speaking Scriptural shape us, whether we are aware of that or not. Think through everything involved in the practice of Holy Communion! Then there is “reason”, the workings of the human mind upon the things of God. Again we would have plenty to say about the role of reason even within the Scriptures themselves; likewise, for churches living with the Scriptures, there has been a recurring desire to understand and to follow indeed where reason takes us. In the modern period, especially after the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, there have been frequent suggestions that reason stands over and against Scripture – how could Jesus have walked on water? How could there have been a Virgin birth? It is not a necessary move, but it is certainly possible that we believe only what we can get our heads around. Finally, there is “experience”. As it mattered to the first Christians to reflect on what had happened even in their midst, so experience has always been a source of authority. But as with all of the sources named in this paragraph, the question is how much authority belongs here? Do I believe above all what feels right, or what works? So there’s one area that is problematic, i.e. needing to be chewed over.  How do we relate Scripture, tradition, reason and experience? And if you know where Bible studies then lead, we have raised all the questions for example about what Jesus truly said and did, what the connections of Old and New Testaments, and what in the Bible is so to speak past its sell-by date.
If that’s not enough (!), the recognition that many in today’s world have moved beyond modernity is reckoned to have thrown up various newer issues. Thus, instead of being in a thought-world where there are (competing) meta-narratives, perhaps we live in a world where this enterprise is in itself suspect. Take the big (“meta”) question, what is life: will the Bible help explain this, or will science, or perhaps neither of these? Is life rather just “what you make of it”? Or, on another tack, what is truth? Is this something objective on which everyone can agree and be convinced, or is it wiser perhaps to consider “what seems right to me”? Some might look for truth in the Bible, or in the stories of the Buddha or in some compelling non-religious direction, but others might feel the search is in vain. Uncertainty, or “whatever” might seem more pragmatic. And finally, what about another large question, namely, where are we heading? What does the future hold? If some have thought there are pictures to be constructed, whether in religious terms or not, others may prefer just not to think about it, thank you. Perhaps fate will sort it out, or maybe me. “Who knows?” It’s a triad which will suit my argument yet to come – life, truth, way – because Jesus spoke about this in John 14:6, but it’s not self-evident that people are even interested nowadays to hear about the one who said he was the way, truth and life.
Well, enough about where we could go; where the problems lie. I am persuaded that the productive way to talk about the authority of Scripture is not least to listen to what Scripture itself has to say. Alas, rather much of the time the dismissals of Scripture are second-hand and ill-informed. If we are going to make a case in favour, we would do well to read well! And then it emerges rather powerfully from Scripture that authority does not rest in the first instance with Scripture, certainly not final or ultimate authority. Rather, it rests with God. It may be a fine distinction in that of course we then regularly will find ourselves speaking of the word of God, but it is a distinction nevertheless worth making. For an initial range of texts one might cite, consider Isaiah 40: 8; Isaiah 55: 11; Hebrews 4: 12; Psalm 33: 6, Jeremiah 23: 29, Deuteronomy 30: 14; Romans 13: 1; John 19: 11; Matthew 28: 18; Philippians 2: 9-11. Before we even get to the claims of prophets talking about the word of God coming to them, texts such as these speak of the power – the authority – of the word of God or of the person of Jesus Christ. Remember how in the early chapters of Mark’s gospel, Jesus was recognised as one who spoke with authority. It matters for us to engage with this. The point is that our move, as Christians taking up the subject of authority, is to acknowledge perhaps not so much what Scripture is full stop, and rather what use God has for Scripture; to reflect on how we are not the people of the book but the people of God; and that the climax of revelation was not that the word was written down, but that the “Word became flesh”. The tenor of the opening chapter of the letter to the Hebrews or the exchanges through John ch.8 is given its note by the authority entrusted to Jesus Christ, the Son of God.
Like many theologians, I have been involved in much debate and thinking around this for years, but for what I am offering tonight I am drawing quite a lot from N.T. Wright who, as a Biblical scholar and bishop, has been keen (cf. his book The Last Word) to locate the authority of Scripture where it belongs, namely a shaping and renewing word from God, God always being the source of authority. And what I take from this is that rather than spending time on modern and diversionary questions of how God has spoken through Scripture in a technical sense, i.e. by what means of inspiration, with what degree of infallibility?, we should rather allow Scripture to do what it is given to do, namely to shape and order life, to reveal truth and to open up a way. The big story of Scripture, Wright teaches us, is alive and kicking! It is that big story that the world needs to hear, and not least the church.
“Story” is a carefully chosen word which in itself deserves thinking about. The story, the narrative, what happens from beginning through middle to end, is as helpful a way as any to sum up what Scripture offers to us. Scripture does not offer to us a set of rules just. Indeed, some rules in Scripture we would now wish to regard as not in fact that helpful at all (by that, following the lead of Jesus and New Testament figures!), but above all it misrepresents Scripture to think of it as a rule-book. Relegate that thought. Relegate also any thought the Scripture offers us “timeless truths” – in the sense that this again would be a misrepresentation. If timeless truths emerge, they emerge very much within time, and that’s rather important! Our faith in God is not out of this world, out of space and time; it is born and lived and grows through human lives on this planet. So the story tells us. And relegate the thought that Scripture is a repository of information just. To treat it as, say, merely a historical source, an insight into the thought-worlds of societies now dead and gone, would be to lose sight of its dynamic power. By attending to the story, we are ourselves drawn into the story, or rather the story touches where we are. It is a story of salvation. It will rescue us and lead us on, by grace, through faith.
So, there is a big story to Scripture, and that story is a story of how God and our world of time and space connect. In the story – and let there be no doubt, stories are not all fabricated; stories might as well (as in this case!) tell it as it was and is and shall be – God will hear the cries of His people and rescue them, and so will fulfil the purposes of creation, intended to be good. Evil will not have the last word; God’s good word takes us elsewhere. Thus the Scriptures offer to us how life is to be found, how truth is to be proclaimed, how a way is open to us as we have faith. This is a word to ordinary human beings – for whom a fundamental part of human being is to be in relationship with God.
Taking it beyond a compelling, inspired and inspiring story inviting us to participate in our own time, N.T. Wright suggests that we might now helpfully break the Bible down into five acts, as if in a five-act play. The thought is that just as in such a play, act two doesn’t make much sense without act one and so on, this gives a picture for the wholeness of Scripture and the appropriate understanding of its constituent parts. There will always be an issue to understand particular passages and furthermore an issue to see how these passages fit into a wider whole. In broad terms, then, think of it as in five acts – which begins with Creation; moves on in Act Two to the Fall; then at some length has Act Three focused on Israel, people and land, before Act Four is played out with Jesus in full flow on the stage. Finally there is Act Five, which might be named as the time of the Church and which, with good reason, we might take – as far as Scripture is concerned – to be as yet unfinished. We in the twenty-first century have a basic connection with the first-century folk of the book of Acts and the epistles (not to mention others since); and like them we have been given clues as to the end, and asked to participate in anticipating it. 
I shall take up these various acts in these coming five weeks to explore this further. So, for tonight we are almost finished. By God’s grace, the Bible opens up to us the way, truth and life through an integrated and as yet incomplete story. In its detail it is multi-layered and complex, and we shall have to be most resourceful with all the tools available – both scholarly and deriving from tradition, reason and experience – to handle this. The Scriptures have a rather unique place, however. They are not on the same level as tradition, reason and experience. As witness to God’s action and purposes, they are, as has regularly been taught over centuries, to be searched for understanding, but let us not suppose either that they will yield everything or indeed be entirely within our grasp. We go to them, expecting transformation, of self, of neighbour, of world. We shall not be disappointed any more than those disciples were to whom Jesus said, “come and see” (John 1: 39: the text I preached on this morning). And while we need to be attentive to detail, we hold with that the sense that we are no longer in the situation of the world as it was created in the beginning; nor are we people who know only of the Fall and the life of sin; we are not in the place of God’s people Israel, nor are we contemporaries or equals with Jesus of Nazareth. We are the people of the church, to a degree in communion with all faithful people who have gone before, though ourselves now in the twenty-first century in Inverness. No other perspective on the authority of the Scriptures will do but thankfully to “go out with joy and be led forth in peace” (Isaiah 55: 12). Or to quote another text, this time from the Authorized Version, with its language gender-dated but capturing the sense of how the Scriptures move us towards completeness in our humanity: consider what has been “given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works”.  (2 Tim. 3: 17)






