TRUTH AND SUFFICIENCY - THE BIBLE IN A POSTMODERN AGE

This plenary session is about the truth and sufficiency of Scripture, both as the ultimate authority under God
for dl Chrigtiansat dl times, but dso with particular reference to our postmodern age.

David (Peterson) and | will speek in dternate blocks. | will focus primarily on the theme of scripturd truth
and David on scripturd sufficiency.

However our shared intention is to contribute to a Church of England which not only believes Scripture,
but which aso obeysit!

My firgt section istitled

SCRIPTURAL TRUTH
ON THE FRONT LINE
The Bible has a place of unique authority in the Church of God. John Stott explains this with typica clarity

‘The Bible is a unique book: no other book resemblesit. For it is God s word through human words.” John
Stott

And if it is God's word, from one point of view, who am | to defend it?

Spurgeon's greet saying iswell known, but sill worth repesting.

‘Defend the Bible? | would just as soon defend alion. Just turn the Bible loose. It will defend itsdlf.
But if scriptureitsaf cals usto be ready to give an account for the hope we have in God's Son, his
Incarnate Word. Then it is aso reasonable that we be prepared to give an account for our trust in God's
written word.

Thereis aavitd diginction between:
Our defence of Scripture - which isawaysin response to the chalenges made and questions asked by the
society of our time, and so alway's takes place on today’ s culturd front line, and

The central theologica reasons why we recognize and submit to God' s authority through Scripture.
These hold true, irrepective of our particular cultural context.

For the remainder of this sesson | will focus on our response to contemporary

challenges about Scripture and truth.

So to the front line we must go.

But thefirg thing we find is that during the life time of most of the people in this hdl, the frontline has
moved.

What was the old front line?

The Evangelical movement, as we know it, took its shgpe in relation to the Enlightenment. 1t was forged
in thefires of the Evangdica revivd to establish aform of biblicaly faithful Chridtianity & atime of culturd
change. It had clear continuity with previous forms of Scripture centred Chrigtianity, but also had some
new features.



In other words it was a good piece of Gospel and culture work.
On that front line the enemy was
Enlightenment rationalism, and increesingly scepticism and secularism, which challenged
» Thehigorica trustworthiness of Scripture
» Thecredibility of a supernaturd world view
* The supreme authority of Scripture

These have been the frontline issues for Evangelica apologetics.

And in their defense some key concepts were marshalled
» theingpiration of Scripture by the Holy Spirit
» the sufficiency of Scripture; that no other authority is equd
 British Evangdicas emphasized the infdlibility of Scripture. It could not fail in the greet
purposes for which it was given.
* Whilein the United States inerrancy became a key word.
All of these had ahigtory in previous eras of the church, but they became our key concepts
*  Webattled over these
» At timeswith one another.
And what we need from this conference is a united stance around our core beliefs about
scripture, because

THERE ISSTILL VITAL ACTION to be taken on the old frontier.
» Chridianity isahistory based faith, or it is groundiess
» |If the great saving events of Scripture did not happen - We have believed in vain.
Above dl this applies to the resurrection of Chrigt, ligen to St. Paul in 1Cor. 15
12 But if it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you say that thereisno
resurrection of the dead?
13 If thereis no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised.
14 And if Chrigt has not been raised, our preaching is usdess and so is your faith.
15 More than that, we are then found to be fal se witnesses about God, for we have tetified about God that
he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact the dead are not raised.
16 For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised either.
17 And if Chrigt has not been raised, your faith isfutile; you are il inyour sins.
18 Then those dso who have falen adeep in Chrit are logt.
19 If only for thislife we have hope in Chrigt, we are to be pitied more than al men.
* Reverent biblica and higtorica scholarship remains essentia to our cause. So thank
God for Tyndale House and dl other placeslikeit!

The essentid basis of Evangdicd unity at the old frontier isthis
The complete truthfulness, trustworthiness and sufficiency of ~ Scripture for everything
for which it was given, by theingpirationof ~ the Holy Spirit.



At the centre of which is salvation through Jesus Chrigt.
The boundaries of that we may debate, but there we need to stand united.

David will be speaking later about the purposes for which Scriptureis given, but, | need to move on, because
the battle has moved on.
To illugrate from the 2nd world war, REMEMBER THE MAGINOT LINE!

Determined to learn from the First World War the French creeted a huge defensive line.
Defensive forces were massed.

But the enemy came another way!
In the same way the Baitle for scripturd truth is now on

The New Front Line

What we face is not so much adirect assault on the truth of the Bible, but

A direct assault on the received concept of truth

As Peter Hicks sumsit up
* ‘The 20th century has seen the collgpse of the traditiona concept of truth.” Peter
Hicks

The key issues of the Postmodern Challenge are these
* Languageis seen asindeterminate
* (SoAll redly isinterpretation)
» Truthisaculturd congruct. It isnot discovered it is congtructed
Truth isfluid what we are believing for now (At best)
e Truth daimsare power plays, aform of oppression at worst.
* And, if thisisthe nature of language and of truth, then
Reativiam is sdf evident
We need to address these in turn.

Language is indeterminate?
Hear the American philosopher Richard Rorty

‘We need to make a distinction between the clam that the world is out there and the dlaim that truth is out
there. To say that the world is out there, that it is not our creation, isto say, with common sense, that most
things in space and time are the effects of causes which do not include human menta states. To say that truth
is not out thereis smply to say that where there are no sentences there is no truth, that sentences are e ements
of human languages, and that human languages are human creetions. The suggestion that truth, aswell asthe
world, is out there is alegacy of an age in which the world was seen as the creation of a being who had a

language of hisown.’



There lies the clue. ‘the world was seen as the creation of a being who had alanguage of hisown’. Chrigtians
dill see the world that way.

Language has meaning because we are created by a communicating God.

The philosopher Nietzsche is the intellectud godfather of this whole way of thinking. He once wrote

'| fear we shdl never berid of God, s0 long as we Hill believe in grammar.

To which more recently the Jewish philosopher George Steiner replied

‘Grammar lives because there is the wager on God.'
Human language has meaning because the crestor exists and communicetes.

If we believe that, we cannot claim that

Everything isinterpretation

If there were no God, or if God did not communicate, we might agree with Jaques Derridathat ‘ There is
nothing outsde the text’ Derrida

But there is someone who gave us the ability to create texts. The existence of a God who gives his human
creatures the gift of meaningful language sets limits to the possible range of interpretation — whether of
scripture or any other text.

So istruth a congtruct rather than a discovery?

To an extent, Yes. The search for meaning lies at the heart of what it means to be human. Fallen humans,
made in God' simage, have aways sought the meaning of their lives and congtructed the best philosophies or
theologies they could.

But now we live in aday which has logt its belief in reveded truth or even in objective truth. This reduces us tc
truth creation by pick and mix. The snger Richard Ashcroft said

‘1 think there are millions of us on this planet, going through life with no fixed reigion, no fixed philosophy, but
gathering hits of books, bits of other peopl€'s discoveries over the centuries and putting them together with
their own lives and forming anew rdigion, anew philosophy. It isnt ardigiousthing or aGod thing -- it'sa
persond thing, apersond quest to find enlightenment in me”’

That sort of truth IS fluid. It istruth for now, truth while it suits me. Surfing on the current fashion of truth until
amore attractive wave overtakes me,

Y ou will have noticed the subtle trangition from quoting philosophers to quoting pop stars. Many people share
these views, smply because they seem to be red to life, to be common sense.

Philosophy and popular culture combine to make postmodernism seem obvious:

Especidly to those who have never heard of postmodernism!

If you are continualy bombarded with conflicting messages, how can you decide which seem true?

(U2 VIDEO CLIP)

In an age of communication overload, objective truth quickly becomes a casudty. A profesor of psychology
wrote



‘[t once seemed easy enough to distinguish between truth and falsity, objectivity and subjectivity, good
reasons and bad, and even moraity and immoraity. Y e, those days have largely vanished, astelevision,
radio, books, newspapers, e-mail and passing acquaintances inundate us with differences in perspective,
vaues, and understandings. In what particular words can we place our trust when confronted with infinite
variaionsin the red and the good? Kenneth Gergen

In such aworld ‘ Thetruth’ becomes ‘my truth’ or ‘your truth’.

People are rarely rdativigt in practice, but they find it increasingly hard to judtify truth claims as more than
persona choices, or something that alegedly ‘everybody knows .

Infact it isthose who are mogt sure thet their truth is The Truth who are the objects of the greatest suspicion.
Because,

Truth Claims are Power plays ? aren't they?

"All thought that pretends to discover truth is but an expression of the will to power - even to domination - of
those making the truth claims over those who are being addressed by them." Jon Snyder

‘I bedieve thisistrue’ becomes ‘| want power over you by getting you to accept my truth asthe truth.” If this
were the case even evangelism would be an oppression.

But truth cannot be reduced to power. To quote Anthony Thiselton

‘ Chrigtian theology cannot be compatible with a transval uation of questions about truth into questions about
vaue or power as an ultimate principle’

but

‘A Chrigtian account of human nature accepts the capacity of the sdf for self-deception and its readiness to
use dtrategies of manipulation.

In one sense the new front line has afar better understanding of sin than the old front line.

Of course | know that postmoderns don't redlly believe in sin. But they do know that humans abuse truth.
To sum up:

Postmodernism says -

Truth cannot redly be known.

It iseither adistortion or a congtruct.
At best it isfluid, good enough for now, but dways up for grabs.

Chridtianity says-
We are created for truth,

But we run fromit!

Hereisthe Good News on the New Front Line




We are Made in the image of God
» Made Like God for arelationship with God
» A spesking and listening God crestes speaking and listening people
*  Our words responding to God' s words

Hereisthe Bad News on the New Front Line

We are afdlenrace - Evading truth , running from it or digtorting it.
We have ‘ Exchanged the truth about God for alie’
We have ‘Loved darknessrather than light.’

And ‘If we say we have no sn we deceive oursaves and the truth is not in us’

But there is one thing needed more than a better Christian philosophy of knowledge.

It is the promise of redemption.

What postmoderns need most is not a better theory of truth, but to be set free from the power of sin, which
meakes us run from the truth.

Postmoderns need Scripture, because Scripture reveds Chrigt, ‘ The Truth” who says
“Y ou will know the truth and the truth will make you free. ....

for 'If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.’

+Graham Cray - Sept. 2003



Truth and Sufficiency: The Biblein a Postmodern Age

In my firgt section | pointed out avitd distinction between:-
Our defense of Scripture - on today’s culturd front line - and

The centrd theologica reasons why we recognize and submit to God' s authority through Scripture.

Now it istimeto rehearse those reasons and to address Truth from the Centre

CHRIST ISTHE CENTRE of Scripture, to quote Francis Watson
“The writings of both Testaments converge on the figure of Jesus and on the triune divine identity disclosec
in Jesus, and this convergence isthe basis of their authority and trustworthiness!’

As soon as we gpproach Christ as 'the Truth from the Centre’ we discover an unavoidable interdependence

between Chrigt himsdlf - the Incarnate word of God - and Scripture the written word of God.

Y ou cannot have one without the other.

If the argument is necessarily circular, it is not so much aclosed cirde as

AN OPEN CIRCLE

‘ Scripture, when rightly interpreted leads to Christ; Christ can be properly known only through Scripture.”
Aligter McGrath

Each opens up the other.

The more | am attracted to Christ, the more | turn to Scripture. The more | study Scripture, the more |
discover Chrigt.

And thisis necessarily so because

ULTIMATELY NO EXTERNAL CRITERION CAN VALIDATE SCRIPTURE

Lesdie Newbigin, commenting on the prologue to John's Gospel, described the chdlenge of the evangelist.

Y ou have to gart with some common ground. Some bagisin culture from which Christ can be preached. But
Chrigt isthe basis on which dl cultures are judged. 'In the beginning was the Word'.

Chrig is- ‘The primd truth by which dl ese hasto be confronted and questioned. ... That which in the end
must be accepted as the beginning of dl explanations.” Truth from the Centre
On the old front line Enlightenment rationdity or reeson was treated as the ultimate judge. But as John
Webster says
‘God is not summoned into the presence of reason: reason is summoned before the presence of God...
How isthat presence encountered? ... The revelatory presence of God is set forth in Holy Scripture!
John Webster
Does this mean that the Chrigtian case for Scriptural authority is based on some form of specid pleading?
Only if we believe that falen human reason acts as a sort of accessible spectators galery, which provides a
detached 50/50 vision of what istrue.



But hardly anybody holds that view of reason any more.

We now know that al truth is received through faith
For once the postmoderns and the pre moderns agree.
'I believein order to understand’ (Ansalm, Augustine Etc)

In one sensdll truth is perspectiva
There is no spectators gallery, no view from nowhere.

It is bdief from where we sand.and it is acted on by faith.

But then many postmoderns make alegp and say 'dl truth istherefore relative
But the logic does not follow.

Thisisnot rdativiam.

It does not deny revelation.

Reveation does not depend on where we stand. it depends upon God's willingness to give it, and our
capacity to receive it!

All truths may be perspectiva, but al perspectives do not grant an equa view.

Asavicar in York | could either stland outside my parish church and see a cathedra, a hotel and part of acity
wall, or | could climb to the top of the cathedra tower, and see half way to Hull!

So find the perspective which gives the best view.

Find the best place to stand!
And that takes you to Scripture

‘Scripture is the place to stand when one wants to be in God' s presence and learn of Him. Through the Bible
we can orient ourselves to the objective revelation that has been given, and through the Spirit enter into it
persondly and dynamicdly.” Clark Pinnock

Think with me for a moment about how you came to faith.
At akey moment in the process
» Chrigt was preached perhaps through a persond testimony, but whether the Bible was quoted or not,
Christ was preached
» According to Scripture
Asareault
* Youcametofathin Chrigt
Y ou began to grow in your faith,
* And started to trust Scripture
As Scripture became centrd to your faith in Christ
* You learned the arguments for trust in Scripture



Few of us cometo faith on the basis of believing an apologetic about scripture.
We are more likely to come to trust Scripture through conversion to Chrigt.

So many of uslearned the classc argument
e Chrigisour Lord - our authority
» Helived under the authority of OT Scripture
» Hisview of Scripture should be ours
* Hecommissoned his gpostles
* Hepromisad them the Spirit
Thereisasmple outline of the dassca Evangdica argument for trust in the authority and inspiration of Old
and New testaments, with Christ as key to both.
It is a perfectly reasonable argument, but there is more to say.
For amoment let us explore the relationship between Christ and Scripture.

Hisincarnate life was formed by OT scripture
He was obedient to its commands
Both when tempted by the Devil and in his disputes with Pharisees or Sadducees he quotesiit as his
authority
But above dl heis shaped by its story
Isradl's story becomes his story. God's purposes through Israel become his purposes.
En-route to Jerusalem he says
‘I must be on my way for it isimpossible for a prophet to be killed outsde of Jerusalem.” Lk.13:33
His deangng of the temple re-enacts the destruction of the temple by the Babylonians, as he echoes
Jeremiah's prediction of that event, and continualy regpplies Scripture to his own cdling.
The Old Testament Scriptures shape his life and minigtry.

Heisnot only shaped by Old Testament Scripture he fulfilled OT Scripture
Y ou know hiswords
Teaching on the mountain ‘I have come to fulfil the law and the prophets Mt. 5:17
Asthey arrest him ‘Let the Scriptures be fulfilled.” Mk 14:49
On the road to Emmaus
‘He interpreted to them the things about himself in dl the Scriptures’ Lk. 24:27
Ligten to the story

25 He sad to them, "How foolish you are, and how dow of heart to believe dl that the prophets have
spoken!

26 Did not the Chrigt have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?”

27 And beginning with Moses and dl the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in dl the Scriptures
concerning himself.

28 Asthey gpproached the village to which they were going, Jesus acted as if he were going further.

29 But they urged him strongly, "Stay with us, for it is nearly evening; the day isamost over." So hewent in
to stay with them.



30 When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them.

31 Then their eyes were opened and they recognised him, and he disgppeared from their sght.

32 They asked each other, "Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road and
opened the Scripturesto us?'

33 They got up and returned at once to Jerusalem. There they found the Eleven and those with them,
assembled together

34 and saying, "It istrue! The Lord has risen and has gppeared to Smon."

35 Then the two told what had happened on the way, and how Jesus was recognised by them when he
broke the bread.

36 1 While they were till talking about this, Jesus himsdlf sood among them and said to them, " Peace be
with you."

37 They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost.

38 He said to them, "Why are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds?

39 Look a my hands and my feet. It is| mysdlf! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones,
asyou seel have"

40 When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet.

41 And while they il did not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, "Do you have
anything here to eat?'

42 They gave him apiece of broiled fish,

43 and he took it and ateit in their presence.

44 He sad to them, "Thisiswhet | told you while | was il with you: Everything must be fulfilled thet is
written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”

45 Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures.

46 He told them, "Thisiswhat iswritten: The Chrigt will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day,

47 and repentance and forgiveness of Snswill be preached in his name to dl nations, beginning a Jerusalem.
48 Y ou are witnesses of these things.

49| am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with
power from on high."

He sad 'Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the
Prophets and the Psalms." Each of the three sections of the hebrew Old Testament

And, findly, in John * These are the Scriptures that talk about me.” Jn. 5:39
He was the fulfillment, because otherwise the

Old Testament was a story without an ending?
Prophecies, dashed hopes, styles and traditions hanging loosely like a set of bare wires,
al brought together in Jesus.

Tom Wright put it thisway

‘“When Paul declares that the Messiah died for our Sins according to the Scriptures ... he means that the entire
scripturd story, the great drama of God' s dedling with Isragl, came together when the young Jew from
Nazareth was nailed up by the Romans and Ieft to die’

When the entire scriptural story came together - the New testament was crested.



Jesus Creates New Testament Scripture

The New Testament is the Old Testament fulfilled in Christ

‘As Jesus cannot be understood apart from Jewish Scripture; Jewish Scripture cannot be understood apart
from Jesus” R.W.Moberley

In fulfilling the Old Testament Scriptures he provided the modd for the New Testament writers

The authority of the New Testament lies not just in Christ's commission to the gpostles and his promise of the
Spirit to remind and guide into truth.

It was his example in fulfilling the Scriptures which gave them the key to interpreting the Scriptures as they
wrote.

‘It was the conviction that God' s purposes had been and were being fulfilled in Messiah Jesus that gave Paul
the hermeneutica clue to read and understand the Scriptures.” James Dunn

The same can be said of Matthew, of the writer of Hebrews, and the rest.
So Chrigt isindeed

THE KEY TOALL SCRIPTURE
‘Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days,
he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he gppointed heir of dl things.” Heb.1:1-2

+Graham Cray - September 2003



