SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 

Grace Community Church  Sunday Night Theology Class

Part II: Doctrine of Scripture: Perspicuity/Clarity

I.  The Definition of Perspicuity

A. “The Bible is written in such a way that its teachings are able to be understood by all who will read it seeking God’s help and being willing to follow it.”   --Wayne Grudem
B. “The Bible is a plain book.  It is intelligible by the people.  And they have the right, and are bound to read and interpret it for themselves; so that their faith may reason on the testimony of the Scriptures, and not on that of the Church…In all things necessary to salvation (the Scriptures) are sufficiently plain to be understood even by the unlearned.”  -- Charles Hodge
II.   The Bible’s Teaching on Perspicuity

A. The Bible claims its own clarity.
a. Psalm 119:130 – “The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple.”
B. Jesus expects people to understand the Bible.
a. Matthew 21:42 – “Jesus said to them,  "Have you never read in the Scriptures: 'The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous in our eyes'?”
C. The Bible isn’t written only for scholars, but to entire congregations.
a.   Colossians 4:16 – “And when this letter has been read among you, have it also read in the church of the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter from Laodicea.”
D. Children can understand the Scriptures.  
a. 2 Timothy 3:14-15 – “But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.”
III. Challenges to Scripture’s Perspicuity 

A. From Church History
a.  Council of Trent
i. “In order to restrain petulant spirits [the Council] decrees, that no one, relying on his own skill, shall,—in matters of faith, and of morals pertaining to the edification of Christian doctrine,—wrestle the sacred Scripture to his own senses, presume to interpret the said sacred Scripture contrary to that sense which holy mother Church,—whose it is to judge of the true sense and interpretation of the holy Scriptures,—hath held and doth hold.”  --Session IV, April 8, 1546

b. Pope Paul V, to Venetian ambassador, 1606

i. “Do you not know that so much reading of Scripture ruins the Catholic religion?”   

c.   Martin Luther’s Response:  “In opposition to you I say with respect to the whole Scripture, I will not have any part of it called obscure.  What we have cited from Peter holds good here, that the Word of God is for us ‘a lamp shining in a dark place” (I Peter 1:19). But if part of this lamp does not shine, it will be a part of the dark place rather than of the lamp itself.”  Bondage of the Will
B. From within ourselves
a. Lack of regeneration
i. 2 Corinthians 3:14-16 – “But their minds were hardened. For to this day, when they read the old covenant, that same veil remains unlifted, because only through Christ is it taken away. Yes, to this day whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their hearts. But when one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed.”
b. Unbelief
i. Luke 24:25-27 – “And he said to them, "O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?" And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself.”
c. Sin
i. Galatians 2:11-14 – “But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews?”  
d. Eisegesis
IV.  What Scripture’s Perspicuity Means for Us

A. We Need to be born again.

a. 1 Corinthians 2:14 – “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.”
b. Francis Turretin : “No one denies that Scripture is obscure to unbelievers and unregenerate people, to whom the gospel is its own concealment, as Paul says (II Cor. 4). . . . [But] is it so obscure that a believing person cannot comprehend it for salvation without the authority and decision of the church? This we deny.”  

B. We need the Lord’s help

a.  Luke 24:44-45 – “Then he said to them,  "These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled." Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures.”
b. Luke 10:21 – “In that same hour he rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, "I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.”
c. Matthew 13:10-11 – “Then the disciples came and said to him, "Why do you speak to them in parables?" And he answered them,  "To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given.”
C. There are no inerrant interpretations or teachers.  

a. Hebrews 8:11 – “And they shall not teach, each one his neighbor and each one his brother, saying, 'Know the Lord,' for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest.”
D. We are obligated to search the Scriptures for ourselves.

a. Acts 17:10-11 – “The brothers immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea, and when they arrived they went into the Jewish synagogue. Now these Jews were more noble than those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were so.”
b. Galatians 1:6-7 – “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel— not that there is another one, but there are some who trouble you and want to distort the gospel of Christ.”
E. We can never say that anything Scripture teaches cannot be understood. 

a. 2 Tim 3:16-17 – “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.”
F. If we do not understand the fault lies with us.  

a. John 14:8-9 – “Philip said to him, "Lord, show us the Father, and it is enough for us." Jesus said to him, "Have I been with you so long, and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, 'Show us the Father'?”
G. God has provided his church with teachers to help us understand.

a. Ephesians 4:11-12 – “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.”

b. Titus 1:9 – “He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it.”
H. We should value tradition and the work of scholars. 

a. 2 Timothy 2:2 – “And what you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.”
I.  To understand the Scriptures requires effort and diligence.  

a. 2 Peter 3:15-17 – “And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures. You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, take care that you are not carried away with the error of lawless people and lose your own stability.”
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