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“THE UNIQUE AND AUTHORITATIVE WITNESS”

The Confession of 1967 about the Bible (BC 9.27-30)


The first creed written by American Presbyterians within The Book of Confessions is the Confession of 1967.  Church leaders in that last third of the twentieth-century felt a need to restate our faith in more contemporary terms and to address a number of social issues.  The entire statement is based around the theme of reconciliation which was particularly appropriate for the late sixties with our society in turmoil due to among other things the civil rights movement and the controversy surrounding the War in Vietnam.  The key verse around which the confession was written is 2 Corinthians 5:19 – “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.”  


The confession first focuses on God’s reconciling act in Jesus Christ.  It then talks about our need for such reconciliation in light of our sin which alienates us from our Creator and other people.  The question then becomes, “How do we know this to be true?”  Through Holy Scripture.  The section on the Bible has four paragraphs.  Let me read slowly through the statement commenting as I go.  

This section about the Bible falls under the category of the Holy Spirit’s ministry.  It reminds us that the Spirit acted in the past to inspire and guide the writers of Scripture and acts in the present to provide illumination to modern readers to help us understand and apply these words to our lives.


The first paragraph addresses the authority and character and purpose of Holy Scripture.  The statement begins “The one sufficient revelation of God is Jesus Christ, the Word of God incarnate.”  A capital “W” alerts us that “word” in that context has a special meaning.  The Word of God is God’s will in action.  It accomplishes its end by being expressed.  For example, in Genesis chapter one God said, ‘Let there be light’’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3).  The psalmist commented, “By the word of the Lord the heavens were made” (Psa. 33:6).  In those examples God’s Word is the same as God’s deed.  In chapter one of John’s Gospel we heard about the divine Word “which became flesh and lived among us.”  Ed Dowey, a professor at Princeton Seminary and chair of the committee which produced the Confession of 1967 commented, “The speech (speaking) or word of God at this point took an unexpected action and became flesh.  The divine word at this point is a human person, inhabiting ordinary history. . .  Jesus Christ, then, is God’s talking deed or acting word” (p.99; Dowey, Ed; A Commentary on the Confession of 1967 and an Introduction to the Book of Confessions; c.1968; Phildelphia; Westminster Press).

As the incarnate Word, Jesus Christ is God personally speaking for God’s self, interacting with humankind!  Not mediated through a prophet or priest or a king, Jesus was God disclosing Himself to us!  Jesus is not something about God, but God himself in the act of self-revelation.  The Letter to the Hebrew suggests this when it begins, “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. . . He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being” (Heb. 1:1, 3).  


“. . . to whom the Holy Spirit bears unique and authoritative witness through the Holy Scriptures, which are received and obeyed as the word of God written.  The Scriptures are not a witness among others, but the witness without parallel.”  So the Scriptures are the witness to Jesus.  In that way the Scriptures get their authority in borrowed manner from Christ to whom they bear witness.  As Luther expressed it, “the Bible is the cradle which holds the Christ.”  Jesus affirmed this when he said, “You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that testify on my behalf” (John 5:39).  The uniqueness and authority of Scripture is emphasized as the singular trustworthy witness to Jesus.  As Karl Barth said, this means that we do not look over the Bible’s shoulder to correct its teaching, rather it looks over our shoulder to correct us!  
Christian faith means to trust in Jesus Christ.  The Bible is the instrument through which faith’s encounter with Christ takes place.  As the hymn expresses it, “Jesus loves me, this I know; for the Bible tells me so.”  So the Bible is the reliable, trustworthy and faithful witness to Jesus Christ.

The final sentence of the first paragraph focuses on the purpose of Scripture in our lives.  “The church has received the books of the Old and New Testaments as prophetic and apostolic testimony in which it hears the word of God and by which its faith and obedience are nourished and regulated.”  What is the goal of Scripture?  To feed and inform our faith and to encourage our obedient response to its teaching.  The Bible is not intended to answer all our speculative questions about science or history; it is a text about theology – about what we believe and how we act out our faith in daily life.

The second paragraph summarizes the teaching of the Old and New Testaments as they related to the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, the OT by anticipation and the NT by fulfillment.  It contends both Old and New Testaments are indispensable for a clear understanding of God’s saving activity in Jesus Christ.  “The New Testament is the recorded testimony of apostles to the coming of the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth, and the sending of the Holy Spirit to the Church.  The Old Testament bears witness to God’s faithfulness in his covenant with Israel and points the way to the fulfillment of his purpose in Christ.  The Old Testament is indispensable to understanding the New, and is not fully understood without the New.

The third paragraph provides 2 principles for interpreting Scripture.  The first is contained in the first sentence - The Bible is to interpreted in the light of its witness to God’s work of reconciliation in Christ.”  In other words, Christ Jesus’ reconciling work is the center, the very heart of Scripture.  While  all passages are inspired by God and all contain God’s truth, not all have equal value because of their relative proximity to or  distance from the saving message of and about Jesus Christ.  For example Paul’s statement at 2 Corinthians 5:19, “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us” has more value than Genesis 10:1 which describes the genealogy of Noah or obscure legislation about dermatological diseases from the Book of Leviticus.  So all parts of the Bible are inspired but some are more central while others are more peripheral to the message of Christ.

The second interpretive principle is that we try to understand the historical context in which a passage was written as well as its literary genre.   “The Scriptures, given under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, are nevertheless words of men, conditioned by the language, thought forms, and literary fashions of the places and times at which they were written.  They reflect views of life, history, and the cosmos which were then current.  The church, therefore, has an obligation to approach the Scriptures with literary and historical understanding.  Because the Scriptures were not initially addressed to modern but ancient readers, we must do our homework to understand their author’s intended meaning and their original readership, so as to better apply them to our situation today.  This investigation of language and thought forms and literary fashions will help us to separate what is culturally time-bound and specific for a particular context, from that which is essential and universally applicable to all cultures at all times.  According to OT scholar David Allan Hubbard, “Scripture is not a collection of infallible rules to be laid willy-nilly on the church without regard to setting, context, and purpose:  promises given in specific circumstances cannot be generalized for the whole church; proverbs used for raising children in an ancient society are not automatically binding on Christian youth today; testimonies of personal experience in the Psalms may not always be reproduced in the lives of God’s people; apostolic teachings directed to the need of the early church cannot always be applied as law in our situations without some modification” (p.170,1 Biblical Authority; edited by Jack Rogers; c.1977; Waco, TX; Word Books).

Paragraph 3 ends with a sentence about God’s ability to speak to ours and to every culture today through the Scriptures God inspired long ago.  “As God has spoken his word in diverse cultural situations, the church is confident that he will continue to speak through the Scriptures in a changing world and in every form of human culture.”  


The final paragraph is a sentence  about how God continues to speak to us through His Word today –through biblical preaching and the reading of Scripture, as people are dependent on the Spirit’s illumination and approach the text with an open and teachable attitude.  God’s word is spoken to his church today where the Scriptures are faithfully preached and attentively read in dependence on the illumination of the Holy Spirit and with readiness to receive their truth and direction.”

What is your view of Scripture?  Are you in the process of making friends with the Bible?  Is it a book you read at all?  And when you do, are you listening for God’s Word, God’s message to you today in your present situation as well as a record of what happened long ago to God’s people?


If you’re frankly a skeptic of the Bible’s authority and value for your life, then I lay down this challenge.  Get a modern translation of the Bible, read the entire NT, beginning with the gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, then Paul’s letters and then the rest of the NT.  Approach it as openly as you can and see what happens.  Let the Christ of the New Testament win your respect, love, and trust!  And if you have questions about the Bible, speak to Nick or Amanda or me!  We love talking about the Bible and would be happy to advise you in any way we can!


One last thing – you learn more reading and studying Scripture in the company of other Christians.  Opportunities this Fall for Bible study include: Carol Dacquisto’s Sunday 9 a.m. study, Nick’s 10:30 a.m. Youth Study, my Monday morning and evening class on prayer in which we’ll use the Bible a lot, the Wednesday morning Men’s Group, the Wednesday morning ecumenical Women’s Bible Study Fellowship, and Carol Dacquisto’s Thursday morning Bible Study.


Let us pray:  Gracious God, thank You for Jesus Christ, Your Word enfleshed for us.  Thank You Loving God for the gift of the Scriptures and for the light they shed on the human predicament and upon Your saving response in the life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Christ.  Give us Your Spirit that we might become eager students, hungry for the spiritual nourishment Your written Word alone can bring.  Illumine us O Spirit that we might understand clearly and respond decisively.  Through Christ the Word made flesh we pray.  Amen. 
