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STUDY NINE:  CONTEMPORARY OBJECTIONS/MODIFICATIONS TO THE AUTHORITY OF SCRIPTURE (2)

Church attendance today in much of Europe was 1-3%.  Why is that? 

REVIEW


In the present-day church there are three basic understandings of the doctrine of Scripture.  


1.  The historic, orthodox view.


2.  The 19th century liberalism view.


3.  The 20th century neo-orthodox view

Let me illustrate each.  This illustration is not original.  


A.  The Historic, Orthodox View of Scripture.  Suppose you go to a garage sale and one of the items offered is a 1000-piece jigsaw puzzle in a plain, brown box.  And you think, this is a wonderful challenge because I have no picture.  So you ask the proprietor of the garage sale, “Are all of the pieces in the box?”  They assure you that they are.  So you buy it.  


But they did not tell the truth.  When you finish putting the puzzle together you find that there are some missing pieces.  Now most of it’s there.  You can see the big picture and many of the fine points.  But there are some questions about some of the details.  And since you see most of the picture you can make some guesses as to what the rest of it may be.  


This is an illustration of the historic, orthodox view of Scripture.  God has spoken in the Bible and all of his words are true and trustworthy.  But God has not told us everything.  We can be sure about what he has said, and we can make some educated guesses about other matters.  This historic view is summarized in the Westminster Confession of Faith which says in part:  “The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for his own glory, man's salvation, faith, and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men.”

B.  The 19th Century Liberalism View.  Now the view of Nineteenth Century Theological Liberalism is also that the person at the garage sale lied, but in a more extensive way.  Not only were not all the pieces in the box, but there were many other puzzle pieces mixed in.  These were not a part of the true puzzle, and so your task becomes more complicated.  You have to sort through all the pieces, discard those which are not true puzzle pieces, and then try to put the rest of the pieces together.  

According to nineteenth century liberalism the Bible is a mixed bag with some truth but a lot of error.  At this time in Germany numerous books were published with the word “wessen” or “essence” in their title.  “What is the essence of the Christian faith?”  Not, “what do God’s Words in Scripture teach us?” but “If we strip away the husk and keep the kernel of truth in the Bible, what is its essence?”  About this same time scholars introduced the science of comparative religion, which taught that all religions are basically the same, and so we need to look for that which is common to all.  That is the essence of religion (which explains why many Christian colleges that used to have a theology department [for study of the Christian faith] now have a “religion” department [for study of comparative religion]).  

But notice what happens to Scripture in this.  Any of God’s Words that don’t seem to fit the template of what you consider the “essence” of religion get discarded as husk or chaff or mere human observations, clouded by the patriarchal culture of biblical times.  With this view of Scripture, the Bible can support whatever I already believe, and whenever it contradicts what I think, I can dispense with it as “husk” and not “kernel”.


Nineteenth century theological liberalism was very optimistic and envisioned all religions pulling together and rallying around the essence of the universal fatherhood of God and the universal brotherhood of man.  Then came a world event that shattered all its naïve and simplistic optimism:  the raw brutality of World War I.  

C.  The Neo-Orthodox View.  The neo-orthodox (or “new orthodox”) view of Scripture was devised in a reaction to liberalism.  Its chief proponents were the Swiss theologians Karl Barth and  Emil Brunner.  Barth read deeply in the writings of the reformers Luther and Calvin.  He concluded that the only thing that could explain our world was that sin had radically affected our race and that our only hope was through an encounter with the risen Christ.  This was not the old orthodoxy, however.  Barth attempted to keep the traditional themes of sin and salvation through Christ, but also to appreciate the insights of modern scholarship.  

So, using our jigsaw puzzle analogy, in the neo-orthodox view, the puzzle pieces are ALL false.  Scripture is entirely the fallible word of human beings.  But somehow, through the Scriptures we have an existential encounter with the living Word of God, Jesus.  The Bible is not the Word of God, only Jesus is.  The words of the Bible only matter insofar as they mediate Jesus, the living Word, to us.  


This view is quite common in our day.  I would suggest you will find remnants of this view on local college campuses and churches.  

The main problem with neo-orthodoxy is that it is entirely subjective.  Since its truths cannot be verified because its main document is admittedly fallible, who’s to say it’s true or false?  And what about those who claim to have encountered God through other religions or who understand God in another way?  Who’s to say they’re wrong and you are right?


But there are even more modifications to the authority of Scripture among those who claim to be evangelicals today.  (Most of what I’ll say I’m taking from David Wells’ book, The Courage to be Protestant:  Truth-lovers, Marketers, and Emergents in the Postmodern Word.
I.  UPDATING OBJECTIONABLE IMAGES.  


A.  Wells points to the evangelical I. Howard Marshall’s 2004 book, Beyond the Bible:  Moving from Scripture to Theology. In this book Marshall considered ways that Christianity has “developed” across the ages.  The important point was that Marshall asserted that “some of the images Jesus used to speak of God in the parables are simply unacceptable today, such as God being compared to a jailer (Mat. 18:34) and presiding over a hell (Luke 16:25, 28), or killing people (Luke 19:27).  These images are incredible to us now, even if Jesus did use them, and the reason is that the Spirit has been enlightening our minds since then.  The Holy Spirit himself is liberating us from some of the very revelation he gave in the course of history!  In this sense, under the Spirit’s leading, biblical truth is evolving.  We are, in some ways, moving beyond the New Testament, he argues.” (85)


B.  So, in terms of our jigsaw puzzle illustration, the puzzle pieces were all true pieces at one point.  But now, after we put the puzzle together, we have a duty to pull out some of the sections of the puzzle and replace them with new images.  The puzzle maker has been updating the picture, and we need to adjust it accordingly.    


This view suffers from the same problems as theological liberalism and neo-orthodoxy.  The Bible is no longer the standard by which we assess our thinking and believing, but our thinking and believing becomes the standard by which we update the Bible.  
II. FINISHING THE STORY GOD STARTED.

A.  David Wells then discusses the views of evangelical New Testament Scholar, N.T. Wright.  He says that he is more adventurous than I. Howard Marshall since he “disengages the authority of God from the authority of Scripture rather more radically.  In different ways and in different places he mocks the idea that Scripture contains timeless, unchanging truths or that it was ever meant to do so.  The authority of God today is experienced as something other than the authority of Scripture.  This was his thesis in The Last Word:  Beyond the Bible Wars to a New Understanding of the Authority of Scripture.  Wright offers a baffling illustration to make the point.  Suppose a lost Shakespeare play were found today.  Four of the acts have survived but we know that originally it had five acts.  What would we do?  Would we not try to create the fifth act as faithfully as we could so that the play could run its course?  That is our situation in the church today.  We do not have the fifth act of God’s revelation, the one for our present moment.


“The problem with this, of course, is that the fifth act to Shakespeare’s play could be written in any number of ways with any number of outcomes.  So it would be with Scripture had God left us to our own wits.”  (85-86)  

B.  So back to our jigsaw puzzle illustration.  When we put the pieces together, we don’t get much of a picture.  But that’s OK because we already have a good idea of what the picture is too look like.  So we can fill it out for ourselves.  And in this image, the authority of God’s Word is not really in the puzzle pieces (the Scripture), but is found somewhere else.  The Scripture is not really an authority any more.  

III. SCRIPTURE AS SPRINGBOARD TO SOMETHING BETTER. 


A.  Next, Wells examines the views of emergent church leader, Rob Bell.  “Bell’s (book) Velvet Elvis, for example, distinguishes between Scripture as a trampoline and Scripture as a brick wall.  The doctrines of Scripture are like the spring sin a trampoline that propel us upward in our journey with God.  However, as trampoline jumpers know, the direction in which they are propelled is a tad unpredictable.  So it is in life.  We can say only what ‘seems’ to be right in terms of what we should believe and do.  We have to make our way in our own way, having been projected by Scripture.


“Scripture, to change the image, is not about living in a brick world where nothing changes and where one brick dislodged in the doctrinal wall may threatened to bring down the whole edifice of Christian life.  It is not about having one painting, to change the image again, that we carry all the time.  No. It is, Bell says, about making our own paintings through our own explorations as we move along.  So, to go back to trampolines, would it matter if we took one or more springs out?  Such as the Trinity and the virgin birth of Christ, for example?  Clearly not, he thinks, so long as there are still enough springs to get us airborne.” (86)


B.  In terms of our jigsaw puzzle illustration, the individual pieces in the box are not of great importance, nor is the completed puzzle.  What is of importance is that some of the pieces inspire us to go on and paint our own picture.  It’s hard to see how this could be called ‘evangelical’ any more.  It would seem that this goes beyond even neo-orthodoxy, since neo-orthodoxy affirmed a common core of theological beliefs even if it had no foundation for them.  This view of emergents like Bell would seemingly create a personalized religious experience, largely unrelated or disconnected from others.  This would play well to the extreme individualism of postmodernism, but the “church” that results from it would hardly be a church in the biblical sense of the word.  
IV.  A CHURCH FOR THOSE WHO HAVE ABANDONED TRUTH.


A.  Wells interacts with one of the founders of the emergent movement, Brian McLaren.  “Neo, the hipster in McLaren’s A New Kind of Christian, indulges in the generational conceit that the world when it was modern in a the 1960s was adolescent whereas by the 1990s it was all grown up.  What evangelicals believed then, they can no longer believe now.  This would be fine if the only thing that Neo, a McLaren look-alike in the book, was rejecting was Enlightenment rationalism.  But it is not.  Neo wants a whole new framework in which we ask, not which religion is true, but which religion is good.  Elsewhere McLaren has said that theology is all about the searching, not about the finding.  Once we understand, he says that we cannot know truth in an objective way, our whole perspective on life changes.” (86)  To this last point Wells heartily agrees.  


B.  Here is where our jigsaw puzzle image takes a bizarre turn.  It doesn’t really matter whether the pieces of the puzzle are true or spurious because the goal has changed.  No longer is the goal to put the puzzle pieces together in the way they belong, to assemble the pieces in order to lead to the picture.  There is no picture to be assembled.  Individual puzzle pieces may be selected from this puzzle or from any puzzle, provided that we judge the pieces themselves to be good puzzle pieces, and provided that we never really try to put them all together into some kind of unified picture.  There is no picture.  The point is in selecting the pieces and discussing the pieces.  What matters most is my picture.  
CONCLUSION  


Wells draws the connections between these new views of Scripture.  “A line connects Marshall and Wright to Bell and McLaren.  It is that the authority of God functions separately from the written Scriptures.  Marshall thinks the Spirit has liberated us from some who what is in Scripture; Wright thinks the Scriptures never were to function as absolute truth in our world in the first place; Bell thinks the Scriptures simply send us on our way to do our own thing; McLaren thinks historic faith needs to be deconstructed for postmoderns so that the baggage of enduring truth can be dropped.


 “The common thread across this broad front is that Scripture cannot be fully authoritative at the level of its functioning in the life of the church today.  We are in fact autonomous, freed from its language and constraints as we shape our own understanding, in  our own way, in the postmodern world.  At the end of the day Christianity is about filling out my story, being propelled into the (post) modern world.  It is not about our fitting into the Bible’s narrative.  It is not about seeing it as an objective framework of truth.  Why not? Because that does not sit well either with the (post)modern autonomous self or with the (post)modern world.  Here is the postmodern preoccupation with the self into which the whole of reality has been contracted, the self at the center of the universe and, despite all the Christian words that are spattered around, actually refusing to be part of God’s objective narrative.” (
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