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 Our God is a speaking God. His word is powerful and true. We see this on full display as 

he uses his word to speak all of creation into existence. As time went on God spoke through 

prophets, and there are some unbelievable examples of unimaginable prophecies coming true. 

Then, God spoke again in a miraculous way as “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”1 

(John 1:14). God spoke through the incarnation and the life of his Son Jesus Christ. Through all 

of these examples we learn something very important about the word of God: “it shall not return 

to me (God) empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing 

for which I sent it.” (Isa. 55:11). For this, and many other reasons mankind has been searching 

for God’s word in various places. For some, it is through their experiences that they formulate 

what the “word” of God is saying to them. Often times this leads to people believing in 

something that is false, and because of a bad experience they no longer believe in God. Others 

have gone to a specific person, or figure to hear the words of God. Various Christian sects 

believe that God continues to speak through a pope, or a priest, or a pastor. They look to the 

church to exercise ultimate authority over the lives of Christians. In the 16th century, responding 

to how we are to think of God speaking and exercising authority over us today, the doctrine of 

sola scriptura began to be taught. Simply put, this doctrine states that the Bible alone is the word 

of God and has final authority. With people calling themselves Christians looking in so many 

different places to find ultimate authority, truth, and the voice of God, how can we trust any of 

them? What does sola scriptura actually teach, and more importantly, is it true? We will spend 

much of our time seeking to answer these questions, while also looking at some objections to 

sola scriptura, and how it can rightfully be applied into the lives of Christians. First, it is 

important for us to get an accurate and thorough understanding of what sola scriptura teaches. 

                                                      
1 All Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV). 



A. What Does Sola Scriptura Teach? 

 There have been many terms that have been used to describe sola scriptura throughout 

centuries. Sola scriptura literally means “Scripture alone.” When one looks into what this 

doctrine teaches one usually comes across definitions of terms like inerrant, infallible, self-

authenticating, and inspiration among others. While we will use some of these terms to define 

this doctrine, our point here is to see that sola scriptura teaches that the Bible alone is the word 

of God, the final authority, and infallible. Before we start defining there are a few qualifications 

that need to be made regarding sola scriptura. Those who hold to sola scriptura do not believe 

that truth can only be found in the Bible, or that the only way the truth of God has appeared is 

through the Bible. Neither do they argue that the church is not necessary and valuable in the 

interpretation of Scripture. Finally, tradition is not completely cast aside when using the Bible. 

These are common misunderstandings that are typically drawn out by someone teaching the 

doctrine of sola scriptura. Responding to these misunderstandings, Godfrey (in his chapter in 

Sola Scriptura!) summarizes the Reformed positon on the Bible in this way: “all things necessary 

for salvation and concerning faith and life are taught in the Bible clearly enough for the ordinary 

believer to find it there and understand.”2 

 To start off with our understanding of sola scriptura, we must realize that it was a direct 

response to the Roman Catholic view that the church had ultimate authority, leading to beliefs 

like priests being the only ones who are allowed to study the Scriptures. Dr. Godfrey defines a 

part of the Roman Catholic position explaining that they “maintain that the Scripture by itself is 

insufficient as the authority of the people of God, and that tradition and the teaching authority of 

                                                      
2 Don Kistler, Sola Scriptura! The Protestant Position on the Bible. (Soli Deo Gloria Publications, Morgan, PA, 

1995) 3. 



the church must be added to the Scripture.”3 In response to this the Reformers sought to, in a 

sense, reverse this thinking by placing final authority into the Bible alone. No church father or 

figure, no creed or council, no tradition had this distinction of being the word of God. The 

Westminster Confession of Faith gives us insight into this part of the definition of sola scriptura: 

“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.”4 To put this into terms people have talked of the 

clarity and sufficiency of Scripture. According to sola scriptura the Bible is both clear and 

sufficient to convey all things necessary for the Christian life. 

 Next, the doctrine drew out the implications of the first point and concluded that the 

Scriptures alone are the ultimate rule of faith and practice for the Christian. John Frame describes 

this part of sola scriptura by stating the following, “Sola Scriptura is the doctrine that Scripture, 

and only Scripture, has the final word on everything, all our doctrine, and all our life.”5 To put it 

plainly, there is no higher authority then the word of God. Though it is true that there are other 

authorities in the Christian life, sola scriptura teaches that they all must be under the authority of 

the Bible. We learn a few new terms from Belt, as he describes the Reformed view of Scripture: 

“Scripture has its authority of its own (autopistia) and this is recognized through the work of the 

Spirit (testimonium)”6 Belt makes an important point here regarding sola scriptura. Yes, 

                                                      
3 Don Kistler, Sola Scriptura! The Protestant Position on the Bible. (Soli Deo Gloria Publications, Morgan, PA, 

1995) 1-2 
4 Westminster Confession of Faith, 1.9 
5 John Frame, In Defense of Something Close to Biblicism: Reflections on Sola Scriptura and History in Theological 

Method. (Westminster Theological Journal 59.2, 1997) 
6 Henk van den Belt, The Authority of Scripture in Reformed Theology. (IDC Publishers, Leiden, The Netherlands, 

2008) 1 

 



Scripture gets its authority from itself, but it is impossible to acknowledge this apart from the 

work of the Holy Spirit. “The authority of Scripture does not depend on anything human; the 

testifying of the Spirit gives certainty. Through the Spirit mouths are opened to taste and eyes to 

see the truth of Scripture...They [believers] do not need any external authority to convince them, 

but they do need the Spirit.”7 For those who hold to sola scriptura, there is an undeniable 

connection between believing in the authority of the Bible and the Spirit taking the power to 

reveal this. As we approach the time now to argue whether or not sola scriptura is true and 

biblical, let us look at a holistic definition given by James White: 

 We reaffirm the inerrant Scripture to be the sole source of written divine revelation, 

 which alone can bind the conscience. The Bible alone teaches all that is necessary for our 

 salvation from sin and is the standard by which all Christian behavior must be measured. 

 We deny that any creed, council, or individual may bind a Christian’s conscience, that the 

 Holy Spirit speaks independently of or contrary to what is set forth in the Bible, or that 

 personal spiritual experience can ever be the vehicle of revelation.8 
 

B. An Argument in Favor of Sola Scriptura  

 As the doctrine of sola scriptura has been defined above, I think it is completely biblical 

and important for Christians to believe this doctrine and apply it to their lives. We will look at a 

handful of biblical texts to support the doctrine, and we will also consider how other 

foundational Christian doctrines imply truths concerning sola scriptura. We will take a look at 

passages of Scripture that I believe prove that the Bible is: the word of God, the highest source of 

authority, and infallible. 

 From a Christian perspective, there is no better place to start proving that the Scriptures 

are the word of God then by digging into what Jesus himself believed about the Scriptures. To do 

                                                      
7 Henk van den Belt, The Authority of Scripture in Reformed Theology. (IDC Publishers, Leiden, The Netherlands, 

2008) 20 
8 James R.White, Scripture Alone: Exploring the Bible’s Accuracy, Authority, and Authenticity. (Bethany House 

Publishers, Bloomington, MN, 2004) 

 



this, observe Matthew 19:4-5, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning 

made them male and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and 

hold fast to his wife and the two shall become one flesh.’” It is important to note that Jesus 

quotes in this passage, a verse in Genesis chapter two. He quotes words that Moses himself 

wrote, and gives God the Father the credit of saying them. As we begin our argument this is a 

vital piece to grasp: that Jesus views the Holy Scriptures as the very words of God. Consider then 

in Matthew 4:1-11 when Jesus puts this belief into practice. In this famous passage, Jesus is 

tempted by the devil three times. All three times Jesus responds to the devils attempts by starting 

with the phrase, “it is written.” This shows that Jesus views the Scriptures, God’s word, as final. 

God’s word settles any debate and puts any quibbles or disputes to rest. The devil even tries to 

play the same game here, as he quotes Scripture (albeit completely out of context) to try to 

manipulate Jesus. Jesus gives us a wonderful example as to how we should always compare 

Scripture with Scripture. Here he appeals to the authority of the Old Testament Scriptures in 

order to win the battle against this temptation of Satan. Reid makes an interesting point regarding 

how Scripture obtains this authority: “In standing before Holy Scripture, we do not stand before 

authority itself. Rather we stand before that in which, as we hear it, we hear God himself 

speaking. The authority of Holy Scripture is not a possession of Holy Scripture, not even a gift 

bestowed by God himself. Holy Scripture is authoritative because God Himself takes it and 

speaks through it.”9 This point is evident through how Jesus uses Scripture in Matthew 4. 

 We have seen that Jesus views Scripture as the very words of God, and he appeals to it 

authoritatively. But what about our third piece of the definition of sola scriptura? Did Jesus see 

                                                      
9 J. K. S. Reid, The Authority of Scripture: A Study of the Reformation and Post-Reformation  Understanding of 

the Bible. (Harper & Brothers Publishers New York, NY) 221. 

 



Scripture as infallible? This point is harder than the two previous points to prove explicitly. In 

multiple occasions in the gospels Jesus speaks of the things that were written about him in the 

Old Testament, and multiple times he says that they must be fulfilled. Jesus says in Luke 22:37, 

“These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything written about 

me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets, and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” Here Jesus speaks 

of all three aspects of the Scriptures and he explains to the disciples that they must be fulfilled. 

He does not say that they might be fulfilled, or he hopes they are fulfilled, or even that by some 

chance they have been fulfilled. No, they must be. Compare this with the other beliefs Jesus has 

about Scripture that we have discussed above. If Jesus believes that the Scriptures are God’s 

word, that they are completely authoritative, and now he says that everything written in them 

must be fulfilled, then that implies that Jesus thought of these Scriptures as being incapable of 

being false. Or to put it another way, the Scriptures are infallible. There are more passages in the 

gospels that prove Jesus’ view of scripture, but now let us look at a few other passages in the 

New Testament. 

 Wasn’t the Bible written by man? How can something that was written by errant men be 

inerrant, let alone be the very words of God? This is a stumbling block that is held by many 

regarding sola scriptura. In order to have a holistic argument about this doctrine we must deal 

with the fact that the entire Bible was penned physically by human hands. The beautiful thing 

about addressing this issue is that the Bible itself addresses it. In fact, the apostle Peter deals with 

it directly: “no prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. 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 Peter 1:21). Here we get an amazing insight into how it can true 

that the Bible was written by man and at the same time it can be true that it is the word of God. 



Though the exactness of this truth is a mystery, we learn that this is true because man is not 

writing these things according to his own will. There is another agent in the prophecy 

documented in Scripture, the Holy Spirit. These prophets were not overtaken or dominated by 

the Holy Spirit like robots. But rather, they were carried by the Holy Spirit. Their personalities, 

knowledge, word usage, style, and background were all things that were without a doubt true 

about each of the writers, but at the same time these characteristics of the writers were used as 

instruments by God as he brought about the outworking of his word. This is what is meant when 

Scripture is describes as inspired.  

 Another word that could be used on this issue is theopneustos, that is, breathed out by 

God. This word is used in 2 Timothy 3:16 saying, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” Paul says 

here that all of Scripture is breathed out by God, or inspired by God. How does this happen? 

Compare this with what the apostle Peter said and we learn that God breathes out all of Scripture 

through the work of the Holy Spirit. But is this not a circular argument? Is it effective to use 

Scripture to prove that Scripture is authoritative? This is a matter of ultimate authority. Consider 

the ultimate authority of a child in a human sense: their parents. When the mother or father 

explains something to a child they appeal to the fact that they are responsible for bringing that 

child into existence. They may say, “I brought you into this world, therefore you should obey 

what I am saying.” They are appealing to their authority, and they have every right to do this 

because they have more authority over their child than any other person. Furthering his point of 

the authority of Scripture, Frame explains: “Thus it [Scripture] has the final word even on our 

interpretation of Scripture, even in our theological method.”10 The point is: ultimate authority 

                                                      
10  John Frame, In Defense of Something Close to Biblicism: Reflections on Sola Scriptura and History in 

Theological Method. (Westminster Theological Journal 59.2, 1997) 



must appeal to its own authority in order for it to be ultimate. In other words, if any other source, 

or scholar, or anything outside of the Bible claimed that the Bible had ultimate authority, that 

claim is far less significant than the Bible claiming this itself. This is why the Westminster 

Confession of Faith appeals to what is often described as the self-authentication of Scripture: 

“The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, dependeth 

not upon the testimony of any man, or church; but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the 

author thereof: and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God.”11 

C. Popular Objections to Sola Scriptura 

 Now that we have looked at specific examples from the Bible to prove sola scriptura, let 

us now consider other foundational doctrines that imply sola scriptura. The sovereignty of God 

is one characteristic that has countless implications on other Christian doctrines. God is the 

creator and sustainer of all things. He is the source of life, and truth, and goodness. He has 

complete authority and control over his creation, and every creature that is living in it. If this is 

true, and it is also true that God has spoken, then his words would therefore have ultimate 

authority over all creation. Consider then how James White makes this connection, “The divine 

truth of biblical sufficiency is based firmly upon the bedrock of the nature of Scripture and God’s 

sovereign rule over His creation. That is to say, scriptural sufficiency is not a doctrine unto itself 

that can be separated from the rest of revelation; it is the necessary result of sound beliefs 

concerning God and his purposes.”12 Therefore, because God is sovereign and has spoken 

through the Bible, the Bible has ultimate authority over all of creation. 

                                                      
11 Westminster Confession of Faith, 1.4 
12 James R.White, Scripture Alone: Exploring the Bible’s Accuracy, Authority, and Authenticity. (Bethany House 

Publishers, Bloomington, MN, 2004) 20. 



 Another doctrine that gives implications to sola scriptura, though not as obvious as the 

sovereignty of God, is radical depravity. If man is naturally depraved, specifically in his intellect 

and will for our case, then anything that man himself produces is fallible. If radical depravity is 

true, how could the authority of the Bible get is authority from the approval of man? Observe 

how Belt summarizes Calvin’s viewpoint on this issue, “According to Calvin, the opinion that 

the Scriptures derive their authority from the consensus of the church is a most pernicious error 

because it makes the inviolable truth of God dependent on human arbitrariness and undermines 

the certainty of faith.”13 Therefore, human produced resources like creeds and confessions do not 

hold the same infallible title that Scripture alone is able to hold. This is largely because of the 

doctrine of inspiration that we talked about earlier. Since man is radically depraved we are in 

need of something not produced by man to guide us in the truth. Scripture alone can hold that 

title as it alone holds the words “breathed out by God.” 

 We now turn our attention to a few popular objections to sola scriptura. The first one 

deals with a matter concerning the canon. How can we know what books should be considered 

canonical? What about other books that have been written that are useful for the church? If the 

church defines the canon, doesn’t that mean the church has authority over the Bible? Regarding 

some of these questions the majority of Catholics will answer in a way observed by Godfrey: 

“They will tell you that the Bible alone cannot be our authority because the Bible does not tell us 

what books are in the Bible. They will argue that the church must tell us what books are in the 

Bible. When they say the church tells us, they mean popes and councils must tell us.”14 This 

                                                      
13 Henk van den Belt, The Authority of Scripture in Reformed Theology. (IDC Publishers, Leiden, The Netherlands, 

2008) 18. 
14 Don Kistler, Sola Scriptura! The Protestant Position on the Bible. (Soli Deo Gloria Publications, Morgan, PA, 
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objection is largely challenging the self-authentication of the books of the Bible. Kruger notes 

that the majority of people view the canon as being determined by a group of people. He 

explains, “Canonicity is viewed not as something inherent to any set of books, but as ‘something 

officially or authoritatively imposed upon certain literature.’ Thus, a ‘canon’ does not exist until 

there is some sort of response from the community. Simply put, it is the result of actions and/or 

experiences of Christians.”15 However, as we have already established, the books of the Bible are 

established by the Scripture itself. Kruger furthers this idea of the canon being self-

authenticating: 

 We are not using it [self-authentication] to refer only to the fact that canonical books bear 

 divine qualities (although they do), but are using it to refer to the way the canon itself 

 provides the necessary direction and guidance about how it is to be authenticated. In 

 essence, to say that the canon is self-authenticating is simply to recognize that one cannot 

 authenticate the canon without appealing to the canon. It sets the terms for its own 

 validation and investigation.16 
 

 This is also a matter of trust in the sovereignty of God. In John 10 Jesus says, “I am the 

good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me…and they will listen to my voice.” (John 

10:14-16) Is it entirely out of the question that the God who not only created all things, and 

spoke to his people across generations could preserve his word in the most unifying of ways? 

Godfrey beautifully concludes, “The self-authenticating character of the canon is demonstrated 

by the remarkable unanimity reached by the people of God on the canon.”17 It is also important 

to recognize here the historical aspect of the canon. 

 The people of God had the word of God long before any council determined to include 

what was in the canon. It can be easily seen through the preaching of the apostles and the writing 

                                                      
15 Michael Kruger, Canon Revisited: Establishing the Origins and Authority of the New Testament Books. 

(Crossway, Wheaton, IL, 2012) 30 
16 Ibid, 91. 
17 Don Kistler, Sola Scriptura! The Protestant Position on the Bible. (Soli Deo Gloria Publications, Morgan, PA, 

1995) 19. 



in the first century that there was a canonical foundation in the Old Testament. It is also believed 

that the ushering in of the new covenant implied the expansion of this canon. Godfrey argues that 

the apostles had this view: “we can see that the apostles sensed that the new covenant 

inaugurated by our Lord Jesus would have a new or augmented canon. Canon and covenant are 

interrelated and interdependent in the Bible.”18 This can be seen through 2 Peter 2:15-16 as it 

states, “just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as 

he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them 

that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as 

they do the other Scriptures.” Peter recognizes Paul’s letters as being included in the Scriptures, 

long before any council determined this. 

 But it is a historical fact that the early church got together and chose certain books to be a 

part of the canon, and others to be excluded from the canon. Aren’t they exercising authority 

over the word of God? Observe how Miller deals with this question: 

 It is one thing to bestow authority, it is another to recognize it. For the church to 

 recognize the authority of the gospel in the books which she chose as her Bible does not 

 place the church above these books. In fact, in developing a canon of Scripture at all, the 

 early church demonstrated that she was fully aware that she herself was not authoritative. 

 Had she assumed herself to be authoritative, she would not have raised over herself a 

 particular group of books as the norm by which she and the church of the future would be 

 judged.19 
 

This was not an act of authority, but rather an act of submission to the word of God. 

 Much more could be said and argued regarding the canon, but now we turn to the second 

popular objection of sola scriptura. This objection states that sola scriptura leads to private 

interpretation, and private interpretation of the Bible leads to denominationalism. Therefore, sola 

                                                      
18 Don Kistler, Sola Scriptura! The Protestant Position on the Bible. (Soli Deo Gloria Publications, Morgan, PA, 

1995) 19. 
19 Donald Miller, The Authority of the Bible. (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1972) 
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scriptura is unfeasible as a reliable principle. J.I. Packer points out a few problems with this 

objection: 

 To the traditional Roman Catholic complaint that Protestant biblicism produces endless 

 divisions in the church, the appropriate reply is twofold: firstly, the really deep divisions 

 have been caused not by those who maintained sola scriptura, but by those, Roman 

 Catholic and Protestant alike, who reject it; second, when adherents of sola 

 scriptura have split from each other the cause has been sin rather than Protestant 

 biblicism, for in conventional terms the issues in debate have not been of the first 

 magnitude.20 

 

Packer goes on to describe many other doctrines that has let to denominationalism. He lists 

man’s freedom, the Lord’s Supper, baptism, eschatology, and others as doctrines that has caused 

deeper divisions then sola scriptura.  

 It also needs to be stated here that sola scriptura does not teach that an individual can 

interpret the Bible in isolation. Throughout the Protestant church the interpretation has been done 

through community, and through counsel of mature believers to young believers. While sola 

scriptura did put the Bible back into the hands of the layman, the layman is still responsible to 

interpret the Scriptures in an appropriate fashion. With Catholics being the one’s that primarily 

raise this objection, can they really say that the Roman Catholics have been thoroughly united 

throughout their history? If anything, they have as much diversity as Protestantism does over the 

course of history. Though sola scriptura teaches that there is one meaning to Scripture, the fact 

of all the different denominations does not mean all the splits are shameful. There is a varied use 

of hermeneutical methods, and secondary differences are bound to appear. But sola scriptura has 

provided unity across many protestant sects. 

D. Sola Scriptura Applied 

                                                      
20 John Warwick Montgomery, God Inerrant Word: An International Symposium on the Trustworthiness of 

Scripture. (Bethany Fellowship, Inc, Minneapolis, MN: 1974) 55. 



 It is important for us now to draw practical applications of this doctrine into the life of the 

Christian. To start, the truth of sola scriptura means that we should submit all other authorities to 

the Bible. This does not mean that the Bible is the only authority in the life of the Christian. The 

Christian is still responsible to submit to the authority of their parents, their pastor, their 

government, etc. But what this does mean is that the obedience to those authorities should be 

seen through the lens of the Scriptures. This means that if anything in the life of the Christian is 

going against Scripture, the Christian is to obey Scripture first and foremost. There are also many 

other, subtler “authorities” such as logic, experience, and council. These things are not bad to 

use, in fact the Bible encourages us to use them, but what is spoken through them should be 

filtered through Scripture. Christians would do well to be like the Bereans in Acts 17:11 as they 

“received the word will all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if these things were 

so.” Whenever we are presented with truth claims, we must survey the Scriptures to see if they 

are actually true. 

 Second, Christians should seek to saturate their preaching, teaching, prayers, evangelism, 

etc. with the Scriptures. Sola scriptura gives us confidence and trust in the word of God, 

knowing that it holds the power to save, to convict, and to make new. The word is sufficient and 

completely infallible, and therefore we do not need to fluff it up to sound better. Our words are 

not profitable for teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness. That is why it is 

necessary for us to speak the word of God into the lives of others. 

 Lastly, sola scriptura implies that Christians are absolutely desperate to study, read, and 

meditate on the word. Studying the word of God can be a difficult task, and it often takes hard, 

tedious work. Because the Bible is the word of God, we are able to take heart as we study. We 

can rest in the words of Hebrews 4:12, “the word of God is living and active, sharper than any 



two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning 

the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” Much like the passage in Isaiah 55 that we have already 

discussed, we know that the word of God is powerful and faithful to produce fruit. Perseverance 

to learn the word and grow in it will not be labored in vain. James White recognized the beauty 

of resting in the sufficiency of Scripture: “To believe in sola scriptura is to allow God to speak 

without interruption. It is to trust His self-revelation, refusing to mix man’s words with God’s, 

man’s thoughts with His thoughts. It is to be quiet and to let God speak. Consistently believing 

and practicing sola scriptura requires a deep-seated commitment that comes to the human heart 

solely through the work of the Holy Spirit.”21 (White, 25.) Sola Scriptura, when understood 

correctly, can be one of the most freeing doctrines for the Christian. 
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