Shepherds’ Conference
Nathan Busenitz

March 6, 2015
3:00 p.m.

The Ground and Pillar of the Faith:

The Witness of Pre-Reformation History to the Doctrine of Sola Scriptura
Why appeal to church history to defend inerrancy?

· It is a secondary witness to the doctrine of Scripture — it affirms what Scripture itself says.

· There is a blind spot to ancient church history and the relationship to doctrine.

Several helpful books:

· Greg Allison, Historical Theology
· Sola Scriptura (chapter by James White)
· William Webster, Holy Scripture
Godfrey:  “Scripture alone is our authority…Scripture alone is our ultimate religious authority.”  Our doctrines are not established by church history.  

The Reformers and Sola Scriptura — 
· The merit of any doctrine was whether it could be authenticated from Scripture

· Cf. Geneva Confession, 1536

· Luther (1519):  I am profoundly convinced that none of these writers [of the canonical books] have erred.”

· The Reformers, however, always regarded these testimonies as secondary.  All would be authorities must be submitted to Christ and His Word.

Were the Reforemers the first in church history to affirm the doctrine of sola Scriptura?  The Roman Catholics would say “yes.”  So, is sola Scriputra a 16th century invention?  No.

Clearly it is seen in NT history.  What about after the apostles but before the Reformers?

The church fathers and inerrancy

· Because Scripture comes from the Holy Spirit, it contains no error.  Clement of Rome affirms this (to the Corinthians), as does Irenaeus.

· Because Scripture is without error, it does not contradict itself. Irenaeus (Against Heresies) and Justin Martyr (Dialogue with Trypho) and Athanasius (Easter Letter) — he connects the doctrine of God with the doctrine of Scripture

· The church fathers considered the Scriptures as absolutely true (cf. Chrysostom, Augustine, Anselm).

· Thus, the church fathers took seriously the warnings in Scripture directed at anyone who would contaminate the book by altering it.  (Athanasius, Festal Letter; Basil, Ascetical Works; Augustine, Answer to Petilian, ).
We can conclude that the church fathers regarded Scripture as the very revelation of God and that it reflected his perfect character.

The Church Fathers and Authority
· Scripture comes with God’s own authority (Augustine, Letters, 28:3; Justin Martyr, Fragments on the Resurrection, 1; Augustine, City of God, 11.3). 

· The fathers had a reverence for God’s Word within the church.  The Scriptures occupied a central place within the church (Justin Martyr, First Apology, 67; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.1.1 [he calls Scripture “the ground and pillar of our faith”]).

· The father’s defense of Scriptures’s authority is seen in their constant appeal to Scripture in defense of doctrine especially in the face of heretical attack (J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrine, 42; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1.8.1; Tertullian, On the Resurrection of the Flesh, 3; Hippolytus, Against the Heresy of Noetus, 9; Athanasius, Discourses Against the Arians, 1.10; Augustine, On Baptism, Against the Donatists, 2.6).  When we take doctrine to Scripture, we are taking it to the court of Heaven; we are allowing the Word of Christ to be our measure.

· The patristic commitment to authority is seen in their elevation of Scripture above any other potential authority.  They did not view any other authority as being equal with Scripture.  They appealed to Scripture over 

· Non-canonical writings (Origin, Homily on Leviticus, 5; Augustine, Reply to Faustus, 11.5; Unity of the Church, 3)

· Human wisdom (Ambrose, Homily on Psalm 119; Augustine, The Unity of the Church, 3)

· Their own opinions and teachings (Dionysius, in Eusebius, Church History, 7.24.7-9; Cyril of Jerusalem, Lectures, 4.17; Basil, The Morals, Rule 72; John Chrysostom, Concerning the Statutes, Homily 1.14; Augustine, Letters, 148.15)

· The writings of earlier Christians (Augustine, On Baptism, 2.4; Augustine, Against Cresconius, 2.39-40)

· Church councils (Athanasius, Of Councils, Ariminum and Seleusia, 1.6; Augustine, To Maximian the Arian, 2.14)

· Church tradition (which includes the above) (Basil, On the Spirit, 66, 7.16)

· This is the essence of sola Scriptura.  

A Brief Note about Tradition
The RC church states that some truths are contained in oral tradition.

When the church fathers use the term tradition to refer to doctrine, they define it in terms of that which is expressly taught in Scripture.  With regard to doctrine, the fathers’ use of the term tradition coincides with biblical revelation.  It is not outside of Scripture, but is the very essence of biblical truth.  It is the essential doctrines. (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.4.1-2)
Irenaeus used the term tradition in direct contradiction to the gnostics and it is contained in the essentials of a good systematic theology (the unity of God, the incarnation, hypostatic union, crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, etc.).

There are times when the fathers used the term tradition to refer to secondary practices (but most of those are not practiced in the RC church today).  Also, in the early church, secondary practices were also under scrutiny form the Scriptures — so even those secondary practices were evaluated by the Word of God. (Ambrose, ___; Cyprian, Letters, 73.2)  I.e., “if it’s biblical we do it; if it’s not, we don’t.” 

Conclusion
Based on evidence from the writings of the church fathers, a strong case can be made to demonstrate that the early church affirmed the doctrine of sola scriptura.  They repeatedly express the conviction that Scripture alone is the highest authority and the final court of appeal… (Augustine, The City of God, 21.6.1, On Christian Doctrine, 2.9, On the Good of Widowhood, 2)

Inerrancy and authority has a rich history; it was not a 16th century invention; it has been a cherished tradition for believers throughout the history of the church.

“…sola Scriputra is not only biblical, it is historical.”
