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Throughout the ages, historic Christianity has affirmed that Scripture is God’s 
Word written, the product of God’s mighty action whereby human authors 
freely wrote exactly what God intended to be written and without error (2 
Tim 3:15-17; 2 Pet 1:20-21). Why has the church confessed such a view? 
For the reason that Scripture itself teaches it or attests to it. The affirmation 
of Scripture’s self-attestation is vitally important for at least two reasons. 

First, the Church does not claim for Scripture something foreign to it. In 
other words, the Church does not confer authority on the Bible and make 
it something it is not. Instead, precisely because Scripture is God’s Word 
written, it comes to us bearing witness to itself. Of course, one is free to 
accept or reject such a claim, but if one does, then one must state the basis 
for such a rejection. One cannot simply dismiss the Bible “as any other book” 
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or simply place the Bible into the same category as other “religious” books 
as if they are all in the same category, making the same claims, which they 
do not. If we take the biblical claim seriously, it is simply not a legitimate 
option for one to do so. 

Second, as with any doctrine of the Christian faith, including our doctrine 
of Scripture, we must substantiate it by an appeal to Scripture. No doubt, this 
leads to a kind of “circularity” but this should not surprise us. When it comes 
to ultimate criterions and highest authorities in any worldview (Christian, 
Islamic, naturalistic, etc.), an argument of this sort is unavoidable. All worl-
dviews go back to their ultimate starting points, or presuppositions, and the 
Christian worldview is no different. The difference lies in our ultimate starting 
points, and whether our starting points can provide the preconditions for 
knowledge, truth, morality, and so on. Christian theology is like a seamless 
robe or an organic whole, rooted and grounded in our view of God. Since 
the God of the Bible, the triune Creator-Covenant Lord, is the self-existent, 
self-attesting, and self-justifying God of the universe, he alone is the final 
court of appeal (cf. Heb 6:16-18). As such, his Word, by its very nature, is 
self-attesting. God’s Word of necessity is our ultimate criterion and authority 
for justifying any theological doctrine, including our doctrine of Scripture.

One crucial implication that follows is biblical authority and specifically, 
biblical inerrancy. For how can Scripture serve as its own authority by which 
we evaluate all doctrine, if Scripture is not fully authoritative and inerrant? 
How is it possible to affirm any doctrine on the Bible’s own say so unless 
Scripture is fully trustworthy and reliable? Unless Scripture is inerrant, it 
cannot serve as the Church’s necessary and sufficient condition, indeed 
our transcendental precondition, to warrant our theological beliefs, at least 
in any normative way. For these reasons, Scripture is central to the entire 
theological enterprise. Without the living God who discloses himself to us 
in an authoritative, true, and reliable Word-revelation, theology loses its 
identity and integrity as an objective discipline and it is set adrift, forever to be 
confused with philosophy, anthropology, psychology, sociology, and the like.

But how do we defend such a strong claim today? Much could be said 
in response to this question, which is the entire study of apologetics. Ulti-
mately, the defense of Scripture as God’s Word is done on a number of 
fronts—theological, philosophical, and historical. In the end, it involves an 
evaluation of entire worldviews as we set the Christian view over against its 
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rivals. However, another significant front in the defense of biblical authority 
is the textual front, which sadly is often neglected, but which is under huge 
discussion today.

What is the textual front? It is the work of what many in the past have called 
the study of “lower criticism.” In calling it “lower” criticism, it is important to 
distinguish it from “higher criticism.” The latter is a critical study of Scripture, 
which, more often than not, assumes some kind of methodological natural-
ism. Methodological naturalism is the view that our study of all intellectual 
disciplines, including Scripture and theology, must presupposes that the 
world is a closed system, thus eliminating any notion of divine, effectual, 
extraordinary agency in the world, or what we call more commonly, miracles. 
If such a view is adopted, from the outset, it rejects the very possibility of an 
authoritative Bible since it rejects the theology and worldview of Scripture. 
Such “higher” critical views need to be rejected and critiqued as an entire 
worldviews that stand opposed to historic Christianity.

On the other hand, “lower” criticism is a legitimate and necessary study. 
It is legitimate because of the fact that God has given us his Word through 
human authors and in written texts. But since written texts are open to the 
vicissitudes of history, it is vital that we know that our present Bibles are the 
same as what God original gave. Yet, how do we know that what was originally 
written has been preserved for us today? How do we know that the Bible 
in our hands is what God first gave by inspiration through human authors, 
and that we have a reliable transmission of the text? In fact, how do we know 
which books are inspired Scripture and belong to the canon of Scripture 
versus other false gospels and books? All of these questions are the study of 
“lower criticism,” seeking to demonstrate that: the Bible we presently have is 
what God originally gave; our Bibles have not changed over the years; and 
that the Greek and Hebrew texts that undergird our translations are based 
on accurate manuscripts and true to what the biblical authors wrote. 

This issue of SBJT is devoted to defending authority and reliability of 
Scripture on this often neglected front. This is especially important today 
given a number of prominent voices like Bart Ehrman and others, who seek 
to undermine the Church’s confidence in the Bible and the texts that underlie 
our present translations. To help in this task, we are publishing papers that 
were originally given at the “Sacred Words” conference, sponsored by the 
Text and Canon Institute of Phoenix Seminary. This conference convened 
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in February, 2020, began to address some of the crucial issues at debate over 
the text of our present Bible. Not every conference paper is in this issue of 
SBJT but many of the papers are. All of the papers will help us begin to know 
something more about the history of the Bible, and to give us confidence in 
God’s most holy Word. As current issues are addressed such as: when and 
how the OT canon was formed; how the OT text was copied in a reliable 
fashion; how we should think about the relationship between the inspira-
tion and inerrancy of Scripture and the autographs (original text that was 
written by the human authors); the contribution of the Dead Sea Scrolls to 
understanding the reliability of our present OT; and the formation of the NT 
“catholic” epistles, our goal is to help the church defend biblical authority 
today. My prayer is that we will be better equipped “to give a reason for the 
hope that is in us” (1 Pet 3:15), and to learn to know and trust God’s Word in 
our daily lives, for the glory of our triune God who sovereignly and graciously 
gave us his Word, and for the life and health of the church. 


