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Your Word is Truth  
Part 6 – Clarity and Sufficiency  

 

The Clarity of Scripture 
 
“All things in Scripture are not alike plain in 
themselves, nor alike clear unto all: yet 
those things which are necessary to be 
known, believed, and observed for salvation 
are so clearly propounded, and opened in 
some place of Scripture or other, that not 
only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due 
use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.” 
- Westminster Confession of Faith 1.7 
 
The doctrine of the Scripture’s clarity holds that God has spoken in the Scriptures in such a way 
as to be understood. In other words, Scripture is understandable.  
 
“The Protestant conviction of the clarity of Scripture is grounded both in the character of God and 
his activity in the world on the one hand, and in the testimony of Scripture itself on the other. 
Though it makes sense to describe this as a Protestant doctrine, since it was a distinguishing 
mark of Reformation theology explicitly rejected by the Roman Catholic writers, it was not invented 
in the sixteenth century. The Reformers could quote Irenaeus, Augustine, and Gregory the Great 
as evidence that approaching Scripture with confidence that its message can be understood by 
all those who come to it humbly and in faith was the conviction of Christians from the beginning.”1 

 Since, therefore, the entire Scriptures, the prophets, and the Gospels, can be clearly, 
unambiguously, and harmoniously understood by all, although all do not believe them… 
(Irenaeus, Against Heresies, II.27.2) 

 The Holy Spirit, therefore, has generously planned Holy Scripture in such a way that in the 
easier passages He relieves our hunger; in the more obscure He drives away our pride. 
Practically nothing is dug out from those obscure texts which is discovered to be said very plainly 
in another place. (Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, II. 6 (8)) 

 Scripture is like ‘a river broad and deep, shallow enough for a lamb to go wading, but deep 
enough for an elephant to swim’. (Gregory the Great, Commentary on Job, prefatory letter to 
Leander) 

 
 
In considering the meaning of the Scripture’s clarity I find the following “ideas” from Michael 
Jensen quite helpful: 
 
Idea 1: The clarity of scripture is an evangelical clarity. 
It is the gospel of Jesus Christ that both unites scripture and renders it clear. Jesus is the ‘Yes’ 
who both explains and fulfils the promises of God. The Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8 appeared 
baffled by his reading of Isaiah until he met Philip who explained it to him. It is the proclamation 
of Christ crucified and risen that is the great shining light in the middle of the Bible, making the 
rest of its sometimes disparate parts cohere. 
 

                                                           
1 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-clarity-of-scripture/  
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Idea 2: The clarity of scripture is a doctrine of the Holy Spirit 
This evangelical clarity is a work of the Holy Spirit. The Ethiopian is able to read the Scripture and 
probably understand what the words mean but the significance is totally lost on him. The Holy 
Spirit illuminates the minds of God’s people so that they may understand the Scriptures.  
 
Idea 3: The doctrine of the clarity of the scriptures has little to do with how simple or how hard the 
scriptures are to understand. 
Indeed, in 2 Peter 3:16, Peter complains that Paul’s letters have things in them that are very 
difficult! The clarity of Scripture does not mean that the matters and the subjects with which the 
scriptures deal are not mysteries that far exceed our 
human intellects. The Westminster Confession of Faith 
acknowledges that some passages of Scripture are more 
clear than others. 
 
Idea 4: Scripture itself speaks of its own clarity. 
The Bible is a book whose authors expected to have 
readers who understood what they were talking about. 
The law in Israel was to be a light to the paths of the 
people (see also Ps 19:8): they were expected to read it 
and obey it, and were held accountable for it! Scripture is 
breath-out by God for the purpose of training the man of 
God (2 Tim 3:16). Scripture does not cast itself as a book 
of secrets, a book of codes and mysteries. These things 
are written, says John, that you might believe and 
believing have life! (20:31) 
 
Idea 5: The clarity of scripture implies that scripture 
interprets scripture. 
On account of the clarity of Scripture we discover that 
Scripture has the power of interpreting itself. By this the Reformers held that the basic ideas of 
Scripture clarify the parts, and that the obscure texts are explained by the plain ones. This was 
not to say that we should pretend we have no presuppositions when we approach the Bible - that 
would be sheer arrogance. But it does ensure that those presuppositions submit to the things we 
find in the pages of the Bible and are not held as an authoritative grid over it. 
 
Idea 6: The clarity of scripture as a norm does not excuse the church and Christians from the 
responsibility of proper interpretation. 
Having said that the Bible is self-interpreting, is not to excuse Christians and the church from the 
business of working hard at the text of scripture. But the Church's interpretation ought to be 
ministerial rather than magisterial - it serves rather than rules. 
 
Idea 7: The clarity of Scripture is more about discipleship and holiness than it is about linguistic 
theory. 
The clarity of Scripture, because it is an evangelical clarity, has more to do with the submission 
of the reader to the rule of Jesus than it does to some linguistic technique or skill. The disciples 
of Jesus know and recognize their master's voice. If you are converted, you are teachable: you 
are receptive to what the Spirit has to say to you in the Word of God. 
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Idea 8: We need to develop a proper ‘spirituality’ of Bible reading 
Reading the bible is a spiritual activity, to be attended by the virtue of humility and the business 
of prayer, as a guard against our pride and self-derived wisdom. See Psalm 119 for example.2 
 
So why all the different interpretations? 
If Scripture is so clear, why do Christians often disagree over the meaning of various passages? 
A simple perusing of biblical commentaries demonstrates the sorts of disagreement over the 
meanings of Bible passages which are common among Christians. How is this possible if 
Scripture is clear?  
 
The answer to the question is rather complex. The problem, however, is not that God lacks the 
ability to communicate clearly in the Scriptures. Rather, the problem resides in us, the readers. 
There are a host of reasons why Christians will differ in their understandings of the Bible 
passages. Everything from lack of familiarity with the original languages to the imposition on the 
text of erroneous presuppositions to lack of understanding of historical contexts to ignorance of 
large portions of the Bible can all lead to the reader missing the otherwise plain meaning of a 
passage.  
 
We must not underestimate the effect of our own sinfulness in this matter. Sometimes we fail to 
understand a passage of Scripture because of a stubborn heart which refuses to yield to what is 
otherwise quite clear.  
 
Nevertheless, “God has himself provided the means by which sinful, preoccupied people like us 
might understand the clear word he has given. He has given us a whole Bible, not isolated texts 
(context and biblical theology are important correctives). We know where the whole Bible is 
heading: to Christ, the beloved Son of God and the only Savior of humankind. He has given us 
each other, to assist each other and hold each other to account so that we read Scripture “along 
the grain” rather than “against the grain.” Reading alongside others from different ages and 
different cultures can reveal the blind spots we have not noticed but which distort our reading. He 
has given us pastors and teachers, not as masters who alone control the text, but as those who 
have been gifted and who most likely have been apprenticed to the written word more intensely 
and longer than the rest of us. Most important of all, though, he has given us his Spirit, the same 
Spirit who moved those who spoke from God and wrote the words God gave them to write. With 
the help of the Spirit we pray and with the help of the Spirit we read.”3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 https://www.monergism.com/scripture-clear-ten-ideas-about-clarity-scripture  
3 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/essay/the-clarity-of-scripture/  
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The Sufficiency of Scripture  
 
“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 complete, equipped for every good 
work.” 
- 2 Timothy 3:16-17 
 
"The whole counsel of God concerning all things necessary for His own glory, man’s salvation, 
faith and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence 
may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new 
revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men. Nevertheless, we acknowledge the inward 
illumination of the Spirit of God to be necessary for the saving understanding of such things as 
are revealed in the Word: and that there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, 
and government of the Church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered 
by the light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the Word, which 
are always to be observed [Gal. 1:8-9; 2 Thess. 2:2; 2 Tim. 3:15-17].” 
- Westminster Confession of Faith 1.6 
 
“Scripture is sufficient in that it is the only inspired, inerrant, and therefore final authority for 
Christians for faith and godliness, with all other authorities being subservient to Scripture.” 
- Matthew Barrett 
 
 
Sufficient for what? 
The doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture holds that the Scriptures are entirely sufficient for those 
purposes which God has given them to us. In other words, if you desire a good mechanic do not 
think that you can open your Bible and find the needed references and contact information. 
Likewise, if you are searching for periodic table of elements then the Bible is not the place to begin 
your search. If you are looking for help with an anxiety disorder the Scriptures will certainly be 
quite helpful for you. But you should also seek the assistance of a counselor or medical 
professionals.  
 
The Westminster Shorter Catechism question 3 sums up well the central focus of the Scripture’s 
sufficiency: 

Question: What the Scriptures principally teach? 
Answer: The Scriptures principally teach what man is to believe concerning God, and 
what duty God requires of man. 

 
So, we may rightly say that the Scriptures are sufficient for doctrine and duty. 
 
a) Doctrine 
In terms of doctrine, no doctrine should be imposed upon the Scriptures and those doctrines which 
the Bible reveals should be fully embrace. This does not mean that the Scripture’s sufficiency is 
confined only to those matters that it names explicitly. For instance, the Bible does not use the 
word “Trinity” and yet the doctrine is taught both explicitly and implicitly throughout the Scriptures. 
Contrast that with the Roman Catholic doctrine that Mary was born without original sin. That 
doctrine is not only not named in Scripture, it is nowhere implied.   
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b) Ethics 
The Scriptures do not speak directly to every ethical issue. However, by the Scriptures we are 
given the wisdom and moral framework by which we may judge even the most contemporary of 
ethical challenges. For instance, the Bible does not mention transgenderism but provides enough 
teaching about gender, sexuality, and marriage to guide the Christian to the right conclusion 
concerning personal identity, surgical mutilation, and hormone blockers.  
 
Carl Trueman observes: 

At the level of behavior, Scripture offers principles which guide believers in their day to 
day lives. This can be a complicated area: the advent of Christ demands that the Old 
Testament law codes be read in the light of his person and work, and this issue is beyond 
the immediate scope of this short piece. But the principle of sufficiency is clear: given 
the redemptive-historical dynamic, Scripture provides fully adequate and sufficient 
general principles which can be applied in specific ethical situations. For example, the 
Bible may not reference stem cell research, but it contains principles that should shape 
our attitudes to such.4 

 
c) Church  
The doctrine, mission, worship, discipline and officers of the church are clearly outlined in the 
Scriptures. 
 
d) Worship 
“In terms of public worship, Scripture is sufficient for establishing its elements: singing of praise, 
prayer, the reading and preaching of God’s Word, the giving of tithes and offerings for the work 
of the church, baptism, and the Lord’s Supper. As with creeds, Scripture is also sufficient to 
regulate the agenda and content of sermons, worship songs, prayers, what the money is spent 
on, who is baptized, and who receives the Lord’s Supper” (Carl Trueman)5 
 
e) Christian maturity 
In the Scriptures we are given what we need for growth in Godliness. The Scriptures are sufficient 
for “teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God 
may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). Praying for his people, 
Jesus asked that the Father would “sanctify them by the truth. Your word, O Lord, is truth” (John 
17:17). The ministry of the Apostles, which established the pattern for the ministry of pastors was 
one of preaching and teaching (Acts 2:42).  
 
 
Common denials of the Scripture’s Sufficiency  
a) “Sola Experiencia” 
Common among many evangelicals is the desire for spiritual experiences which will yield an 
unmediated experience with God. With the emphasis on a “personal relationship with God” this 
sort of desire for unmediated experience with God makes sense initially. But it betrays a desire 
for something God has not promised. The popularity of “heaven tourism” books and those which 
claim direct communication with God is sad testimony of the hunger for something more 
sensational than God’s Word.  
 
 

                                                           
4 https://www.9marks.org/article/journalsufficiency-scripture/  
5 ibid 
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b) “God told me” 
It is not at all uncommon among evangelicals to hear the phrase, 
“God told me.” In fact, it is so common that I fear we have lost 
any sense of God’s transcendence and have failed to honor the 
means by which he has promised to speak to his people. For 
God to speak to someone was a monumental event. God 
appointed specially called individuals (prophets and apostles) to 
receive his revelation. Such direct revelation has never been nor 
was it ever intended to be the common experience of God’s 
people. The Scriptures are a gracious gift from God by which he 
gives us access to his clear word. It does not need to be 
completed or supplemented by additional revelation.  
 
c) Continuing revelation  
We often hear that those who affirm the sufficiency of Scripture 
are “putting God in a box.” But is this a fair charge? Is it 
unreasonable to expect God to act in the ways in which he has 
promised to act? Modern day prophets and apostles routinely 
claim to hear from and speak for God. The appeal of such 
extraordinary claims is understandable. But such claims conflict 
with the special role given to prophets and apostles, offices of 
ministry which were limited to particular generations for particular purposes. And while God once 
did speak to his people via specially chosen men, now “he has spoken to us by his Son” (Hebrews 
1:2). It is by the Scriptures – the word by which the Son has spoken – which God speaks to his 
people.  


