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Your Word is Truth  
Part 5 – Necessity 

 
The opening section of the Westminster 
Confession of Faith tells us how it is 
possible to know God: "it pleased the 
Lord…to reveal Himself.” The beginning 
point for the study of the Scriptures is from 
the outside, a point in eternity not in time, in 
heaven not on earth, in God and not man. A 
proper understanding of Scripture depends 
upon a proper understanding of God.  
 
No one, by searching, can find out God or plumb the depths of his thoughts and ways. Before the 
corruption and decay of sin man was nevertheless a finite creature dependent upon God to 
disclose his Person and will (Gen.2). Eden was the cosmos in microcosm; a model of the cosmic 
temple of God’s glory. Man was and remains God's image-bearer (Gen. 1: 27). However, God 
graciously chose to reveal His will to him by words: promises and commands. The light of creation 
and reason were not sufficient for the knowledge which man required to know God truly.  
 

Scripture’s Necessity  
 
“Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and 
we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God.’” 
- John 6:68-69 
 
“Scripture is needed as guide and teacher for anyone who would come to God the Creator.” 
- John Calvin 
 
“The pervasive conviction of the necessity of Scripture lies at the heart of evangelical 
Christianity.”1 
- J.I. Packer 
 
2 Peter 1:16-21 

[16] For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power 
and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. [17] For 
when he received honor and glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him 
by the Majestic Glory, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,” [18] we 
ourselves heard this very voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy 
mountain. [19] And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will 
do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the 
morning star rises in your hearts, [20] knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of 
Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. [21] For no prophecy was ever 
produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the 
Holy Spirit. 

 

                                                           
1 James I. Packer, “The Necessity of the Revealed Word,” in The Bible: The Living Word of Revelation, ed. by Merrill 
C. Tenney (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1968) p. 37  
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 The doctrine of the Scripture’s necessity refers to our dependence on God’s special revelation 
in the Scriptures to gain true knowledge of the gospel and God’s plan of salvation, which cannot 
be learned through the general revelation of nature and conscience. 

 The Scripture’s necessity resides in our neediness as creatures. That is, the necessity of 
Scripture does not reside in any weakness or deficiency in God but in the limits of our 
creatureliness.  

 
1 Corinthians 2:6–13 

[6] Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this age 
or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to pass away. [7] But we impart a secret 
and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory. [8] None 
of the rulers of this age understood this, for if they had, they would not have crucified the 
Lord of glory. [9] But, as it is written, 
 “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, 
  nor the heart of man imagined, 
 what God has prepared for those who love him”— 
  
[10] these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches 
everything, even the depths of God. [11] For who knows a person’s thoughts except the 
spirit of that person, which is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God 
except the Spirit of God. [12] Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the 
Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. [13] 
And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, 
interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual.  

 
 
The Necessity of Scripture and the Reformation 

 
The doctrine of the Scripture’s necessity is drawn from the 
Scriptures both directly and by good and necessary consequence 
of the other attributes of Scripture. And while it is not the first 
attribute of Scripture that we typically think of, the Scripture’s 
necessity is central to the Protestant understanding of Scripture, 
church authority and tradition. 
 
John Calvin compared Scripture to a pair of spectacles whereby we 
see everything more clearly. We can say of the Bible what C.S. 
Lewis said of Christianity: “I believe it not just because I see it but 
because by it I can see everything else.” 
  
The incomplete nature of the knowledge of God obtained by natural 
revelation necessitates the addition of special revelation. In The 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin (1509-1564) 
devoted Chapter 6 of Book 1 to the necessity of Scripture.2 He 

entitled it “The need of Scripture, as a guide and teacher, in coming to God as a Creator.” 
According to Calvin, the Word is for God “a surer and more direct means of discovering himself.” 
Natural revelation lacks the efficacy of special revelation: “God, foreseeing the inefficiency of his 

                                                           
2 John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. by Henry Beveridge (London: Arnold Hatfield, 1599; 
online edition, Center for Reformed Theology and Apologetics, 1996-2002). 
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image imprinted on the fair form of the universe, has given the assistance of his Word to all whom 
he has ever been pleased to instruct effectually.”3  

Just as old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak vision, if you thrust before them a 
most beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be some sort of writing, yet can 
scarcely construe two words, but with the aid of spectacles will begin to read distinctly; 
so Scripture, gathering up the otherwise confused knowledge of God in our minds, 
having dispersed our dullness, clearly shows us the true God. (Institutes of the Christian 
Religion, 1.6.1) 

 
Calvin goes on to assert that written revelation was necessary to suit the sin and frailties of 
mankind. God’s special revelation in written form, according to Calvin, ensures that it “should 
neither perish through forgetfulness nor vanish through error nor be corrupted by the audacity of 
men.” (Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1.6.3) 
 
Francis Turretin (1623-1687), one of the greatest theologians of the Post-Reformation era, 
pointed his defense of the Scripture’s necessity directly at Rome. The Church of Rome denied 
the necessity of the written revelation of God. Turretin stated that this denial from Rome was “in 
order the more easily to establish their unwritten traditions and the supreme tribunal of the pope 

himself.”4  
 
Westminster Confession of Faith 1.1: 
"Although the light of nature, and the works of creation 
and providence do so far manifest the goodness, wisdom, 
and power of God, as to leave men unexcusable; yet are 
they not sufficient to give that knowledge of God, and of 
His will, which is necessary unto salvation. Therefore it 
pleased the Lord, at sundry times, and in divers manners, 
to reveal Himself, and to declare that His will unto His 
Church; and afterwards for the better preserving and 
propagating of the truth, and for the more sure 
establishment and comfort of the Church against the 
corruption of the flesh, and the malice of Satan and of the 
world, to commit the same wholly unto writing; which 
makes the Holy Scripture to be most necessary; those 
former ways of God’s revealing His will unto His people 
being now ceased.." 
 

In his Systematic Theology, Lewis Sperry Chafer (1871-1952) made the interesting connection 
between the image of God in mankind and the necessity of Scripture:  

Having made man in His own image and having endowed man with the capacity to 
commune with Himself, it is reasonable to expect that this competency in man would be 
exercised; that in due time God would disclose to man truth concerning Himself and His 
purposes, also man’s true place in the divine plan of creation—his relation to God, to 
eternity, to time, to virtue, to sin, to redemption, as well as to all other beings in this 
universe in which man’s life is cast.5 

 

                                                           
3 Ibid 
4 Timothy Ward, Words of Life (Wheaton: IVP Academic, 2009) pg. 102 
5 Lewis Sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, 8 vols. (Dallas: Dallas Seminary Press, 1947) 1:48 
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The Protestant Reformers would have understood the Scripture’s necessity as lying at the heart 
of Sola Scriptura. Since Scripture alone is our supreme source of authority and knowledge given 
by the supernatural action of God then it follows that it is indispensable.  
 
What about the Holy Spirit? 
 
Turretin pointed out that the Scriptures which speak of believers being taught by the Holy Spirit 
(Jeremiah 31:34; 1 John 2:27) do not undermine the Scripture’s necessity. Rather, “The Spirit is 
the teacher; Scripture is the doctrine which he teaches us.” This point was likely aimed at those 
radical Protestants such as the Anabaptists who veered into error by claiming a more 
individualistic and autonomous approach to spiritual knowledge (think Jesus Calling in our own 
day). 
 
The church has always been harassed by self-proclaimed prophets who claim to speak directly 
to and for God. Indeed, the fastest growing segments of Christendom is Pentecostalism which is 
filled with prophets and claims of prophetic words. Of course one could make the same 
observation of the Church of Rome which vests the Pope with the power of ex cathedra authority. 
Though the Catholic tradition of Papal authority looks quite different from the claims of Pentecostal 
prophets the end result is quite similar: claims which rise to the same authority as Scripture. 
 
Timothy Ward writes: 

The evangelical doctrine of Scripture is therefore an outcry against Roman Catholic 
understandings of revelation, and against any practice that effectively regards the as yet 
unfulfilled predictions about the future made by a contemporary prophet as equally 
authoritative as God’s words in Scripture. It is equally a warning against any evangelical 
pastor exercising an authority that has come to rest in himself, rather than residing 
(where it should) in the action of the Holy Spirit pressing the meaning of Scripture on to 
the hearts and minds of those whom he teaches.6 

 
 
Further Scripture Proofs 
 
2 Timothy 3:14-17 

[14] But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing 
from whom you learned it [15] 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. [16] All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, 
for correction, and for training in righteousness, [17] that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work. 

 
Romans 10:14–17 

[14] How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they 
to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without 
someone preaching? [15] And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is 
written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” [16] But they 
have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed what he has 
heard from us?” [17] So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of 
Christ.  

                                                           
6 Ward, 103 


