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	Reader Summary 

How is the Bible to be understood. Is it an historical record which can be read with meaning today and with life-changing impact as some claim?
What we believe about the Bible and the nature of understanding and applying it is covered under the Reformers’ term of Perspicuity. They believed that the ordinary person could grasp the full weight of its message, and that a clergy class was not needed to be the interpreter. 
The material covered in this paper will sharpen your appreciation for the Scriptures and draw you into a more intimate dependence on its life-giving truths.



I
  recently came across a concept I haven’t heard much about over the years, the “perspicuity of Scripture”. It’s a doctrine which Luther and Calvin resurrected in the Protestant Reformation but it was implicit among the earlier Church Fathers until it was eclipsed with the rise of the medieval fourfold (literal, tropological, allegorical, and anagogical) approach to the interpretation of the Bible.

Unfortunately the English dictionary definition of perspicuity as “clarity”, “understandability” or “lucidity” doesn’t quite convey the theological intention of this term. It’s not quite as intuitive as it might appear. What’s it all about and why does it matter to us in house churches? I think there are a lot of implications from the doctrine of perspicuity for how we “do” house church.

The Bible itself has something to say about perspicuity although it never uses such a word. The more common description of God’s communication to us is given in terms of “light” e.g. Psalm 36:9, “For with you is the fountain of life; In your light we see light;” Psalm 43:3, “Send forth your light and your truth, Let them guide me;” Psalm 119:105, “Your light is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path;” and Psalm 119:130, “The unfolding of your words gives light; It gives understanding to the simple.” I like the Message Bible’s version of Psalm 119:130, “Break open your words, let the light shine out, let ordinary people see the meaning!”

As God’s preeminent communicator, Jesus used light in speaking of himself in John 8:12,  “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” Jesus is the heart of the perspicuity of the Bible for reasons that I will elaborate on later. In the gospels, he assumes that his audience had access to God’s intentions in the Hebrew Scriptures. For example, in Matthew, he says six times, “have you not read…” presuming that his listeners could draw upon the perspicuity of Scripture for themselves and so would be held responsible for what they understood.


But at the same time, Jesus spoke in parables and told his disciples that “The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of God has been given to you, but to others I speak in parables, so that, ‘though seeing, they may not see; though hearing, they may not understand’.” This seems counter-perspicuous of Jesus! However, it leads us into the richer meaning of perspicuity because the Bible is not just a book about God, it is a doorway to God through which those who have eyes to see will see.

Martin Luther commended a twofold perspicuity: 1) an external clarity of Scripture in terms of its public accessibility, and 2) an internal clarity wherein the Spirit of God brings understanding to the sincere seeker. John Calvin echoed this in saying that Scripture is like a set of lenses which enable us to focus on the knowledge of God but “the Word will not find acceptance in men’s hearts before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit.” What Jesus alludes to, and the Reformers expanded upon, is the interaction of God – Scripture – Seeker, perhaps better thought of as a triangular relationship.


There is an important role here for the inner condition of the seeker which Jesus elaborated on in his parable of the soils. The revelation of God is unable to penetrate the impervious soil of those of us who are hardened by the various circumstances of life (surely a warning here for all of us!) In some mysterious way the Spirit of God softens our inner soil to receive his truth and so the Scripture comes alive for and in us. This is one of the great joys of small groups – to see the lights come on for people as they explore the Bible for themselves. 

So, perspicuity is not a property of the Bible itself. It is rather the outcome of a three-way encounter. Perspicuity is not a guaranteed result of a certain method of Bible study or skilled exegesis. In this regard, some Bible study guides have overstated the assured results of their methodology, e.g. Robert Traina’s classic text, Methodical Bible Study, a mainstay of Twentieth Century evangelicals, equated Bible study to cooking, “To illustrate, one may draw an analogy between methodical Bible study and a cooking recipe… Likewise, methodical Bible study entails two indispensable factors: first, certain steps (content), and second, a certain arrangement (order)” (Traina, 1952, pages 5,6). 

We probably owe a vote of thanks to postmodernism for a much needed corrective to such reductionistic Bible study; what a friend of mine described as “Bible study in presumptuous ways”. When we engage seekers in a group Bible discussion, do we privilege a certain approach in order to get the answers we expect (they need) from the text? Can we trust in the perspicuity of Scripture as we facilitate a group’s exploration of the Bible? 

This is not to say that understanding of the Bible is easy or immediate. It’s important to remember some things that perspicuity of Scripture is not. For example:
1. Scripture is not understood immediately

It may take us a lifetime to realize the truths of the Bible. Much of the New Testament reflects the developmental understanding of the early church as it encountered issues in the culture of its day. We too have to continually work out the implications of the Christian faith for our own times and places. Here is where we need the encouragement and insights of others in our small group involvement. 

2. Scripture can be understood but not exhaustively

In Second Peter 3:16, even the apostle Peter acknowledges that in Paul’s writings “there are some things hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.” Scripture is perspicuous but not exhaustively so. It can be understood but not completely and it is always capable of being understood more fully. There are controversies in the Bible that have occasioned book after book and have multiplied doctoral theses. We will not understand everything there is to know in the Bible but we can understand what we need to know.
3. Our understanding of Scripture is enhanced by “ordinary means”

The Westminster Confession of Faith of 1626 referred to the use of ordinary means whereby we may “attain unto a sufficient understanding of those things in Scripture which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for salvation.” Modern Bible translations, study guides, reference works, Bible scholars, and speakers can enrich our understanding of Scripture. However, those things that we discover for ourselves are likely to stay with us the longest and here is one of the strengths of small group Bible discussions and self study.

4. Our understanding is not inerrant

The Bible is often described as “the inerrant Word of God” but it’s worth remembering that, as one writer says, “the Bible is God’s Word written, but our interpretations of it are not.” It is beyond the scope this discussion paper to address Scripture’s called inerrancy in further detail. This issue has been heatedly debated in recent years.
 I think it is worth noting a helpful comment about interpretation and inerrancy that was made by J. I. Packer in his exposition on the Chicago Statement on Biblical Hermeneutics, 
“As knowledge of the inerrancy of Scripture must control interpretation, forbidding us to discount anything that Scripture proves to affirm, so interpretation must clarify the scope and significance of that inerrancy by determining what affirmations Scripture actually makes.”

It’s worth noting that the Roman Catholic position states that “sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the teaching authority of the Church, in accord with God's most wise design, are so linked and joined together that one cannot stand without the others.”
 This, of course, places the sufficiency and authority of Scripture within an ecclesiastical context that controls its interpretation. There is no similar governing interpretive body in Protestantism although it could be argued that in some circles critical methods may play such a determinative role.

We need to be aware that the sufficiency and perspicuity of Scripture are outcomes of God’s own sovereign revelational self presentation to us. Theologian John Webster has described this in terms of “sanctification” in saying that, 

“The Spirit’s relation to the text broadens out into the Spirit’s activity in the life of the people of God which forms the environment within which the text takes shape and serves the divine self-presence.”

Elsewhere, Webster says that “clarity is that which Scripture acquires by virtue of the presence and action of God.”
 Thus, biblical authority and perspicuity is derived from the doctrine of God himself and Scripture is authoritative and sufficient because of God’s use of it in his redemptive self-disclosure. Webster says, “Scripture’s clarity is neither an intrinsic element of the text as text nor simply a fruit of exegetical labour; it is that which the text becomes as it functions in the Spirit-governed encounter between the self-presenting saviour and the faithful reader.”
 Webster defines faithful reading of Scripture as “exegetical reason caught up in faith’s abandonment to the power of the divine Word.”
Well, this is indeed heady stuff but what does it mean in practice? Tom Wright, a British Bible scholar and prolific writer, has emphasized that the meaning of a story (e.g. our own lives) is its place in a worldview, a so-called metanarrative. Whether we admit it or not, or even whether we can articulate it at all, we all have worldviews that frame and orient our understanding of ourselves, others and the world. In particular, Christians contend that the meaning of our lives is located within the biblical metanarrative. Wright characterizes this biblical metanarrative as a five-act drama:



Act 1
Creation by God



Act 2
Failure by humans



Act 3
Israel as the people of God (but more failure)



Act 4
Jesus as the Messiah

Each of these “acts” can be unpacked to a great extent. Just think about all that has been said and written about Jesus. Wright shows that the authority of the first four acts consists

“in the fact of an as yet unfinished drama, containing its own impetus and forward movement, which demanded to be concluded in an appropriate manner. It would require of the actors a free and responsible entering in to the story as it stood, in order first to understand how the threads could appropriately be drawn together and then to put that understanding into effect by speaking and acting with both conviction and consistency.”

So what we have here is faithful “improv” playing out our stories within the grand story of God’s work in the world. Here is the challenge for us as leaders of house churches and small groups. How can we enable those in our groups to “enter” the biblical story with integrity and anticipation? How can we promote discovery and mutual encouragement? How can we be innovative and creative?

I once suggested to a group that each one compare their lives to sea voyages (see Paul’s metaphor in First Timothy 1:19). One person described themselves as adrift in a life jacket in stormy waters, another said they were becalmed in a dinghy in the middle of a fog, another said they were in a sailboat with the winds blowing against them. On another occasion I asked a group to describe their lives in terms of clothing (see Paul’s image of being clothed with Christ in Galatians 3:27). One person said they were “changing styles” as a new believer, another felt underdressed and cold, another felt they were poorly dressed among “supermodels” in church, another said they were in sheer clothing that God saw through, another stated they were dressed in ragged clothes with patches. One participant even felt that he was wearing only underwear and still had to put on his “faith clothes.” So much is going on under the surface in every group.

I am convinced that growing in faith involves sharing spiritual food together and small groups are a terrific way to do so. There is no substitute for a supportive atmosphere of fellow seekers (and leaders are seekers too). Engagement with Scripture is at the heart of biblical small group dynamics. We can take encouragement that the perspicuity of Scripture enables us to be nourished at every stage of our faith development.
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… the Bible is not just a book about God, it is a doorway to God through which those who have eyes to see will see …

















































































































… perspicuity is not a property of the Bible itself. It is rather the outcome of a 3-way encounter.
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