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The Authority of the Bible

By James D. Willeford November 22, 1953

“At the council of Trent, Bishop Nachianti, . . . maintained
that Scripture was the only final authority, because in the Gos-
pel everything was written which was necessary to salvation;
but he was enormously outvoted, and it was decided that ‘un-
written traditions were to be accepted with the same veneration
as the Holy Scriptures,” (F. W. Farrar Quoting Ranke, I, p. 203).

This serves to introduce our lesson on the Authority of the
Bible by exhibiting the two most important views that have been
held on this subject. One view is that the Scriptures alone
furnish people completely in that which is necessary to salvation
and that we can resort to it as the final authority in religion.
The other view is that the Scriptures of God are not sufficient
as a guide and therefore must be supplemented by traditions.
Now the question before us is, which view is the truth?

In searching for the answer to our question we find that
God’s people under the law recognized the inspired books of
the Old Testament as authority. Isaiah said, “To the law and to
the testimony: if they speak not according to this word, it is
because there is no light in them.” (Isa. 8:20.) Through the
prophet, God made it clear that His written word was to be
recognized as authority in religious matters. Christ Himself
recognized the authority of the Old Testament, and when he
was tempted of Satan He appealed to the Scripture. With each
temptation Jesus said, “It is written,” and then He quoted from
the Old Testament. :

After the law of Moses was given to the children of Israel
the elders built up a collection of human tradition, and they
contended that this tradition was as binding upon the people
as the written word of God itself. But Christ and His disciples
ignored this tradition for they knew it was not the authorita-
tive will of God. “Then the Pharisees and scribe asked him,
Why walk not thy disciples according to the tradition of the
elders, but eat bread with unwashed hands? He answered and
said unto them, Well hath Esaias prophesied of you hypocrites,
as it is written, This people honoureth me with their lips, but
their heart is far from me. Howbeit in vain do they worship me,
teaching for doctrines the commandments of men. For laying
aside the commandmentof God, ye hold the tradition of men.”
(Mark 7:5-8) Thus we see that Christ forever repudiated and
rejected man-made tradition as authority in religion.

The word “tradition” is derived from a word wich means
“that which is carried over.” Tradition is that which is repeated
or carried over from one generation to another. Peter said
Christ died to redeem men from the “vain manner of life hand-
ed down from your fathers.” (1 Pet. 1:18.) Knowing that Christ
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died to redeem men from tradition Paul said, “If ye died with
Christ from the rudiments of the world, why, as though living
in the world, do ye subject yourselves to ordinances? Handle
not, nor taste, nor touch (all which things are to perish with
the using.”) (Col. 2:20-22.) From the New Testament scriptures
we learn that Christ credited the Old Testament books as the
only authority for God’s people under the law. He warned the
Pharisees that they were worshiping God in vain when they
followed tradition. (Matt. 15:9.)

When Jesus spoke “the people were astonished at his
doctrine; For he taught as one having authority, and not as the
scribes.” (Matt. 7:29.) After Christ rose from the dead he said
to his apostles, “All authority hath been given unto me in
heaven and on earth.” (Matt. 28:18.) There is no question but
that Christ now has all authority in spiritual matters, and we
must submit to His will. Jesus and His teaching are inseparable;
to receive His doctrine is to receive him and to reject His doc-
trine is to reject Him.

The Old Testament was the standard of authority till the
death of Christ, and since that event the New Testament has
been the authority for the Lord's people. Paul said Christ
“taketh away the first that he may establish the second” (Heb.
10:9). The New Testament is the last will and testament of
Jesus Christ, and in His will the Son of God promises life ever-
lasting to all who will meet the conditions stated by Him. If
we add to or take from the New Testament we reject the
authority of Christ.

‘We can be sure that the inspired books of the New Testa-
ment are the sole authority today, for Christ instructed His
apostles to teach “all things whatsoever I have commanded
you” (Matt. 28:20). If these men were true to their charge
we have everything Christ commanded, in their writings. Jesus
promised the apostles that He would send the Holy Spirit to
guide them into all the truth (John 16:13). Tertullian argues
that if tradition were needed in addition to the Scripture “This
would imply either that the apostles did not know the whole
truth, or that, knowing it, they did not communicate it to those
whom they taught” (Infallibility of the Church, by Salmon,
p. 150).

Christ made it very plain that the apostles were human
vessels through whom He was delivering His authoritative
word, when He said to them, ‘“He that heareth you heareth

me; and he that despiseth you despiseth me” (Lk. 10:16).
‘When we read the writings of the apostles we are reading the
words of Christ. Paul said, “But I certify you, brethren, that
the gospel which was preached of me is not after man. For I
neither received it of man, neither was I taught it, but by
the revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:11, 12).

The Scriptures explain why the first Christians “continued
steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine” (Acts 2:42). They knew
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that the apostles were speaking and writing a revelation from
Christ Himself, and so they accepted their message as authority in

We can rest assured that the Bible is our sole authority inm
religion for the Scriptures claim that authority for themselves.
In I Peter 4:11 we read, “If any man speak, let him speak as
the oracles of God.” Peter said the Scriptures are the oracles
of God, and when any man is speaking in behalf of Christianity
he must speak as the oracles. In 2 John 9 we read, “Whosoever
goeth onward and abideth not in the teaching of Christ, hath
not God: he that abideth in the teaching, the same hath both
the Father and the Son.” In this passage the Bible testifies
that if we go beyond the teaching of Christ as given by the
apostles, we have not God.

God gave the Bible, and He clothed it with divine authority-.
He told the children of Israel to go to the law and the testimony
(Isa. 8:20). Christ said, “Search the scriptures” (John 5:39).
Jesus said further, ‘“the word that I have spoken, the same
shall judge him in the last day” (John 12:48). The word of
Christ is now the rule of living and it shall be the rule of
judging. The fact that Christ will use the Bible as the stand-
ard by which He judges us is proof that it is now authoritative.

In closing the Bible the Lord taught that we must not add
to His word or take anything from it (Rev. 22: 18, 19). This
one statement is enough to prove forever that the Bible is our
authority. If it were not authoritative we could change it.

For the first four centuries Christian scholars recognized
the Bible as the only authority in religion. Basil said, ‘“With-
out doubt it is a most manifest fall from faith, and a most
certain sign of pride, to imtroduce anything that is not written
in the Scriptures.” Basil said further, “Those who are instruct-
ed in the Scriptures ought to test the things that are said by
their teachers, and to receive what agrees with the Scriptures,
and to reject what disagrees” (The Infajlibility of the Church,
by Salmon, pp. 143, 144).

Cyprian said, “God testifies that we must do the things
that are written . . . Likewise, the Lord, when He sent His
apostles, commanded them to baptize all nations, and to teach
them to observe whatsoever He commanded. If, therefore, it
is commanded, either in the Gospels, or in the Apostolic
Bpistles, or in the Acts, . . . then this is a Divine tradition, and
let it be observed” (The Infallibility of the Church, p. 145).

Jerome said, “As we accept those things that are written,
so we reject those things that are not written. These things
which they invent, as if by Apostolic tradition, without the
authority of Scripture, the sword of God smites” (Ibid, p. 147).
1t is evident from these quotations that if we were to leave the
Scriptures and resort to the early Christian scholars for truth,
these very scholars would send us back to the Scriptures as
the only guide into salvation. Faithful Christians cannot recog-
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mnize human authority in religion. To them, the Bible and the
Bible alone is the source of authority. Whatever it teaches
they are ready to accept. Beyond its declarations they dare
not go.

There are two classes of people in our respected country
who reject the Bible as authority. The modernists are one
of the classes. They say, “Liberalism is building a religion
that would not be shaken even if the very thought of God were
to pass away” (Curtis Reese, in Unity, Aug. 12, 1920, p. 329;
quoted by John Horsch in Modern Religious Liberalism). Hav-
ing rejected God, the modernists naturally reject the Bible as
authority. They have enthroned their opinion, and they bow
at its throne. On the basis of their opinion they accept parts of
the Bible and reject what they dislike. One prominent modern-
ist said, “we will have our Christianity in terms of thinking that
honestly belong to us as intelligent moderns, or we will have
none at all” (Sermons, by Paul Foutz, p.- 11). “In other words,”
they are saying, “we will have none of Christianity unless it is
approved at the bar of human judgment.” Modernism rejects
the Bible as authority and substitutes in its stead human judg-
ment and opinion.

In Japan, growers have learned how to raise dwarf t -ees.
They simply cut the tap root, and as a result the tree must live
on the small surface roots only. And so, what would other-
wise become a great oak or pine, now becomes a little tree of
twelve or eighteen inches in height. When men reject the
authority of the Bible they have cut the tap root of Christianity.

There are religious people in our country who sincerely
feel that they are the friends of Christ, and yet they have given
more authority to their traditions than they acknowledge for
the Bible. In explaining their doctrine they say, “There are
two sources of divine inspiration, the Bible and our traditions,
and of the two, our traditions are more clear and safe” (Catholic
Belief, by Faa di Bruno, p. 33). The Apostle Paul told Timothy
to “Preach the word,” and then he warned that the “time will
come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but . .. they
shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned
unto fables” (2 Tim. 4:2-4). That prophecy was fulfilled when
men allowed traditions to supercede the word of God as religious
authority.

A statement of Paul is sometimes quoted to justify human
tradition. The apostle said, “Therefore, brethren, stand fast,
and hold the traditions which ye have been taught, whether by
word, or our epistle” (2 Thess. 2:15). The Apostle Paul is not
referring here to human traditions, but to the divine traditions.
Luke said the apostles spoke as the Spirit gave them utterance
(Acts 2:4). Paul said “the thing that I write unto you are
the commandments of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37). Whatever
the apostles taught in oral or written form was the truth of
God, for Christ promised that the Holy Spirit would guide
them into all the truth (John 16:13).



PAGE 8 THE AUTHORITY OF THE BIBLE

It is through the Bible that Christ speaks to men, and hav-
ing spoken, He expects us to listen and to obey His voice. We
dare not turn a deaf ear for He has all authority in heaven
and on earth (Matt. 28:18). Christ said, “Everyone therefore
that heareth these words of mine, and doeth them, shall be
likened unto a wise man, who built his house upon the rock:
and the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds
blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell not: for it was
founded upon the rock. And every one that heareth these words
of mine, and doeth them not, shall be likened unto a foolish
man, who built his house upon the sand: and the rain descended,
and the floods came, and the winds blew, and smote upon that
house; and it fell: and great was the fall thereof” (Matt.
7:24-27).

Recently I read the remarkable history of the Eddystone
Lighthouse off Plymouth, England. The history says that “the
first architect, confident that he had erected a permanent struc-
ture, had this inscription chiseled into its side: “Blow, O ye
wind! Rise, O ocean! Break forth, ye elements, and try my
work!” The winds and the waves accepted his challenge. Hard-
ly three years after the tower was completed, a terrifying hur-
ricane swept the entire lighthouse into the sea. Years later,
after a second wooden structure was burned away, the task of
erecting Eddystone Lighthouse was entrusted to John Smeaton,
a pioneer in civil engineering. He built squarely on the top of Edd’
stone, laying the new foundation deep into its rocky depths.
However, he also built on faith, and had these words of Scrip-
ture engraved on the new lighthouse: ‘Except the Lord build
the house, they labor in vain that build it.” His lighthouse has
stood unshaken for more than 185 years” (Believing the Book,
by Peter H. Eldersveld, p. 11).

Friends, when you obey the gospel of Christ you are
acknowledging his authority, and in so doing you are building
upon the Rock. Christ said, “He that believeth and is baptized
shall be saved; but he that disbelieveth shall be condemned”
(Mark 16:16). Through His inspired apostles, Jesus said,
“Repent ye, and be baptized every one of you in the name of
Jesus Christ unto the remission of your sins; and ye shall re-
ceive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). If you accept
the Lord’s terms of forgiveness you are buillding upon the
rock and when the rains fall and the winds blow your house
will stand. But if you hear the words of Christ and fail to do
them, do not be surprised when the tempests of these turbulent
times sweep your house into the sea of destruction.
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