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Holy Trinity, Redhill – Sunday 27th March 2011 – Notes on the sermon

The Bible: Its Sufficiency
Is the Bible enough? Is it sufficient? Can the Scriptures alone tell you everything you need to know ?

The obvious answer is no.

There are all kinds of wonderful things you can learn in the arts, the sciences and the social sciences, not to mention through everyday experience that you cannot learn from Scripture. If you want to learn how to wire a plug or you want to understand the present political situation in the Middle East or you would like a better understanding of evolutionary genetics, it is perfectly true the Bible is not the place to start

So what do theologians mean when they talk about the sufficiency of Scripture? The sufficiency of Scripture for what, you might well ask?

Here’s what Article VI of the Church of England means by the sufficiency of Scripture: 

Of the sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures for Salvation.

Holy Scriptures containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an of the faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to salvation

What the 39 Articles teach is that the Holy Scriptures are sufficient for salvation. They contain all you need to know in order to be saved. This idea was not plucked out of the air by the men who brought the Reformation to England in the sixteenth century; it is an idea that comes from Scripture itself. In our second reading Paul says to Timothy

14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.

It is that phrase ‘wise to salvation’ that is the basis of the doctrine of the sufficiency of Holy Scripture. It tells us what Scripture is sufficient for: leading us to salvation. There is no further information you need in order to be saved: it is all there in the Bible.

That means as Christians we differ from those of other religions who believe that there are additional sacred texts that you need to add to Scripture if you really want to know the truth about God. Instead, 

with Paul, we believe that the Scriptures alone can make us wise to salvation.

This leads us to the question of biblical arithmetic. In ordinary arithmetic if you add something to something else you have more than when you started. With biblical arithmetic it is the other way round: you end up with less. Add to the Bible and you subtract from it. Add to what the Bible says is necessary for salvation and you subtract from the work of Christ and all that has achieved to us on the cross. 

An example from church history concerns the idea that the dead need to be prayed for by the living church to assist them in their progress through purgatory. Neither prayer for the dead nor purgatory are taught by the Bible, and when you add them to the Bible you subtract from its essential message that we are saved by faith in Christ alone.

That brings us back to Article VI  where we read these very important words:

whatsoever is not read (in Scripture), nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, that it should be believed as an of the faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to salvation

The 39 Articles teach that something is not taught in Scripture, the Church shouldn’t require it to be believed as part of the faith, nor should it teach that it is necessary to salvation. That is precisely what we mean by the sufficiency of Scripture

We have here in the Bible everything needed for salvation. And that leads to the usefulness of Scripture, which is what the Apostle Paul goes on to talk about to Timothy:  

16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

‘The man of God’ sometimes in Scripture means a leader of God’s people especially appointed by God. It is a term used to describe Moses, David, and Elijah in the Old Testament, and Paul uses it to describe Timothy in the New Testament. But it can also just mean a person who belongs to the Lord – that is, any believer

There is a particular sense in which the Scriptures are there to equip those who are leaders of the flock, and who have a responsibility for teaching and pasturing it. If Alex, Jane, Graham, and I are to do God’s work of caring for and building up his people, then the Scripture will be our vital resource

With the Bible in our hands, in our hearts, and on our lips we are ‘thoroughly equipped,’ like a workman going to work with the tools of his trade. We have what we need to do the job. This was one of the big changes at the Reformation where in the ordination service the newly ordained were no longer presented with a chalice and paten (ie the vessels used to celebrate Holy Communion) but with a Bible. They were thus being presented with the essential tools of their trade as preachers and teachers of the Word of God. 
But of course it is not just ministers but every Christian who is equipped by the Scriptures to do the work of God. And these Scriptures says Paul are useful, ‘for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness. In other words that is what they are designed to do by the God who inspired them.
We can learn many other wonderful things from many other sources but if you want to find the way of salvation then Scripture is what you need and it is all you need. The Bible is sufficient. It is enough. 

It and it alone can make us wise to salvation because the Bible alone brings us face to face with Jesus Christ in all his love and grace and power. In John 5.39 Jesus says to the Jewish leaders: You study[c] the Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have eternal life. These are the very Scriptures that testify about me, 40 yet you refuse to come to me to have life.

The crucial phrase here is in verse 39:  These are the very Scriptures that testify about me. If you wanted one word to sum up the whole of the Bible it would be: Jesus. The whole of Scripture points to him, and presents him to us as God’s saving Lord who has come to rescue us

The Scriptures are sufficient for salvation because Jesus Christ is sufficient for salvation. In the Scriptures we have Christ and if we have Christ we need nothing else because Christ alone can save us
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