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1
Preface
For centuries the church of Jesus Christ has found it necessary
to confess her faith before the watching world. Confessions of our
faith have come in the forms of brief creedal statements and larger,
more comprehensive confessional documents. From the early days of
the Apostles’ Creed, which includes the opening statement, “I believe,”
from the Latin credo, the church’s commitment is shown to the command of our Lord not only to believe in our hearts, but also to profess with our lips what it is that we believe. Christianity is a religion
with content. Its truths are central to the life and practice of the church.
It is necessary in every generation for the church to clarify its beliefs against constant attacks and distortions of her body of truth.
Christianity is sometimes called a faith, the “Christian faith.” In using
the term faith, what is in view is the body of truths that the church
affirms and puts her trust in and by which the content of Christianity
is defined.
One of the most important confessions of faith ever penned, particularly in the English-speaking world, is the Westminster Confession
of Faith. By the confession’s own statements, no confession written
by uninspired authors is to be taken as having supreme authority over
the believer. Confessions cannot bind the conscience in the manner
that the Word of God can and does. At the same time, though human
vii
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PREFACE

confessions and creeds are penned by fallible people without the benefit of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, I stand in awe at the profound
level of theological and biblical precision manifest in the Westminster
Confession of Faith.
I would argue that the Westminster Standards are the most precise and accurate summaries of the content of biblical Christianity
ever set forth in a creedal form. I have high regard for creeds such as
the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, the Scotts Confession, and others, but in my judgment, no historic confession surpasses
in eloquence, grandeur, and theological accuracy the Westminster Confession of Faith.
This three-volume exposition of the Westminster Confession of
Faith, volume 1 of which you now hold, is not written in a technical,
academic way, but is designed to be accessible to the lay reader. It is
my hope that as people study the articles set forth in this confession,
they will come to a deeper understanding of and greater love for the
doctrines of grace so ably set forth by the Westminster divines. It is
my prayer that the confession will drive us constantly to the Scriptures themselves for the confirmation of what is hereby professed.
R.C. Sproul
Orlando, Florida

viii
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1
The Holy Scripture
!"
The Westminster Confession of Faith
Chapter 1: Of the Holy Scripture
Sec. 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 inexcusable; yet they are 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
maketh the Holy Scripture to be most necessary; those former ways
of God’s revealing His will unto His people being now ceased.
Sec. 2. Under the name of Holy Scripture, or the Word of God written, are now contained all the books of the Old and New Testaments,
which are these,

1
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OF THE OLD TESTAMENT.
Genesis.
Exodus.
Leviticus.
Numbers.
Deuteronomy.
Joshua.
Judges.
Ruth.
I. Samuel.
II. Samuel.

I. Kings.
II. Kings.
I. Chronicles.
II. Chronicles.
Ezra.
Nehemiah.
Esther.
Job.
Psalms.
Proverbs.

Ecclesiastes.
The Song of
Songs.
Isaiah.
Jeremiah.
Lamentations.
Ezekiel.
Daniel.
Hosea.
Joel.

Amos.
Obadiah.
Jonah.
Micah.
Nahum.
Habakkuk.
Zephaniah.
Haggai.
Zechariah.
Malachi.

OF THE NEW TESTAMENT.
The Gospels
according to
Matthew.
Mark.
Luke.
John.
The Acts of the Apostles.
Paul’s Epistles to the
Romans.
Corinthians I.

Corinthians II.
Galatians.
Ephesians.
Philippians.
Colossians.
Thessalonians I.
Thessalonians II.
To Timothy I.
To Timothy II.
To Titus.
To Philemon.

The Epistle to the
Hebrews.
The Epistle of James.
The first and second
Epistles of Peter.
The first, second, and
third Epistles of
John.
The Epistle of Jude.
The Revelation of
John.

All which are given by inspiration of God to be the rule of faith and
life.
Sec. 3. The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine
inspiration, are no part of the canon of the Scripture, and therefore
are of no authority in the Church of God, nor to be any otherwise
approved, or made use of, than other human writings.
Sec. 4. The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be
believed, and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any

2
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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.
Sec. 5. We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the
Church to an high and reverend esteem of the Holy Scripture. And
the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty
of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which
is, to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only
way of man’s salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies,
and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it doth
abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and
divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit
bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.
Sec. 6. 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.
Sec. 7. 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

3
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not only the learned, but the unlearned, in a due use of the ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.
Sec. 8. The Old Testament in Hebrew (which was the native language of the people of God of old), and the New Testament in Greek
(which, at the time of the writing of it, was most generally known to
the nations), being immediately inspired by God, and, by His singular care and providence, kept pure in all ages, are therefore authentical; so as, in all controversies of religion, the Church is finally
to appeal unto them. But, because these original tongues are not
known to all the people of God, who have right unto, and interest
in the Scriptures, and are commanded, in the fear of God, to read
and search them, therefore they are to be translated into the vulgar
language of every nation unto which they come, that, the Word of
God dwelling plentifully in all, they may worship Him in an acceptable manner; and, through patience and comfort of the Scriptures, may have hope.
Sec. 9. The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there is a question about the true and
full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it must
be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly.
Sec. 10. The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion
are to be determined, and all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the
Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.

!"
The Westminster Confession of Faith is one of the most important Protestant confessions, for it gave substantial definition to Re4
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formed theology in the seventeenth century. It is often compared with
similar confessions of faith, such as the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, the Scots Confession, and the Thirty-nine Articles
of the Church of England.
There was an internal debate as to where to begin a study of Reformed theology: with the doctrine of God or with the doctrine of
Scripture. It is significant that the Westminster divines began their confessional statement with sacred Scripture. They were concerned about
two principles. One, which is at the very heart of Christianity, is the
concept of divine revelation. Christianity is a revealed religion, constructed not on the basis of speculative philosophy, but in response to
what God himself has made manifest. Second is the principle of sola
Scriptura, established by the Reformers. It acknowledges that the final
authority in all matters of theology and in all controversies of faith
and life is not the decrees or traditions of the church, but sacred Scripture itself. The Westminster Confession affirms the central importance
and sufficiency of Scripture—a Reformational concept.
Sec. 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 inexcusable; yet they are 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
maketh the Holy Scripture to be most necessary; those former ways
of God’s revealing His will unto His people being now ceased.

The first sentence distinguishes between the divine revelation
that is sufficient for salvation and the divine revelation that is not
5
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sufficient for salvation. The light of nature refers to Paul’s teaching about general revelation (Rom. 1). Classic Reformed theology
distinguishes between general (or natural) revelation and special
revelation.
God’s general revelation is his revelation of himself principally
through nature and also through history, the ministry of his providence to his people, and his works of creation. “The heavens declare
the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork” (Ps. 19:1).
Paul teaches that all men, by nature, know something of the existence,
character, power, and deity of God, because God so clearly manifests
himself in general revelation (Rom. 1:18–20).
God’s general revelation can be either “immediate” or “mediate.” Immediate means “direct, without any medium or intervening
agency.” Paul talks about God’s revealing his law inwardly through
the human heart, so that every person is born with a conscience
(Rom. 2:14–15). God plants a sense of himself immediately in the
soul of his creatures. John Calvin calls this the sensus divinitatis,
“the sense of the divine.” As fallen creatures we suppress the knowledge of right and wrong that God plants within us. But try as we
may, we can never extinguish it. It is still present in the soul. That
is immediate general revelation.
Mediate general revelation has to do with the way in which God
manifests himself through the creation itself. Nature points beyond
itself to its Maker and Creator. Paul speaks of mediate revelation when
he says that the invisible things of God, even his eternal power and
deity, are understood through the created order. That knowledge also
is squelched, repressed, and unacknowledged by fallen creatures. The
indictment of the whole human race is that while we know God by
virtue of general revelation, we refuse to honor him as God and are
not grateful to him (Rom. 1:20–21).
General revelation, unlike special revelation, comes to us basically through nature and is called general for two reasons. First,
the audience is general; God gives knowledge of himself universally,
6
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so that every human has this revelation, which is built into nature.
Second, the content of general revelation gives us a knowledge of
God in general. It reveals that he is eternal; it reveals his power,
deity, and holiness. General revelation, however, does not disclose
God’s way of salvation. The stars do not reveal the ministry of
Christ. In fact, general revelation reveals just enough knowledge of
God to damn us, to render us without excuse. Christ came into a
world that was already under the judgment of God because we had
already rejected the Father. Revelation is general, then, in terms of
both audience and content.
The term special revelation refers essentially to the revelation inscripturated in the Bible. It is also special with respect to audience and
content. There have been and still are many people who have never
heard the story of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, or even Jesus.
The Word of God has not yet gone everywhere. People are exposed
to special revelation when someone tells it to them or when they read
it in Scripture. The term special also describes the content of the revelation, for it opens up to us God’s plan of salvation, specifically the
person and work of Christ.
Clearly in view in chapter 1 of the confession is the distinction
between general and special revelation, and between sufficiency and
insufficiency. General revelation is not sufficient to give us the knowledge necessary for salvation; special revelation is sufficient for that
purpose.
Some people attack the doctrine of Scripture’s sufficiency by
pointing out that Scripture does not teach all that we need to know
about everything. For example, we know nothing about the body’s
circulatory system from the Bible. But that is not what the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture means. This doctrine means
that Scripture reveals what is necessary to know for salvation. It
is not necessary to know about the circulatory system in order to
understand what is needed to be saved, but we do need to know
the gospel that is revealed in Scripture.
7
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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. God,
“who at various times and in different ways” revealed himself “in
time past,” has now in these last days given us the culmination of his
revelation in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ (Heb. 1:1–2). The
confession echoes the teaching of Scripture that God has, in various
ways, revealed himself in the past. But now, for the better preserving
and propagating of the truth and for the more sure edification, establishment, and comfort of the church against the corruption of the
flesh and the malice of Satan and the world, God has committed his
revelation wholly unto writing.
In the early days of the apostolic church, the life and teachings
of Christ had not yet been set down in writing. This information was
transmitted orally from person to person. But it pleased God, in his
providence, to have that special revelation inscripturated, or put into
written form. For this redemptive purpose we have the Bible.
Which maketh the Holy Scripture to be most necessary; those
former ways of God’s revealing His will unto His people being now
ceased. Scripture is necessary for our comfort and strength. Having
been written in final form, it supersedes the various ways in which
God revealed himself in former days. God formerly revealed himself
through the Urim and Thummim for the priest, through dreams, and
in other ways. The confession points out that the culmination of revelation has been preserved for us in Holy Scripture, and that God’s
special revelation, having been inscripturated, no longer continues.
Sec. 2. Under the name of Holy Scripture, or the Word of God written, are now contained all the books of the Old and New Testaments,
which are these,

8
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OF THE OLD TESTAMENT.
Genesis.
Exodus.
Leviticus.
Numbers.
Deuteronomy.
Joshua.
Judges.
Ruth.
I. Samuel.
II. Samuel.

I. Kings.
II. Kings.
I. Chronicles.
II. Chronicles.
Ezra.
Nehemiah.
Esther.
Job.
Psalms.
Proverbs.

Ecclesiastes.
The Song of
Songs.
Isaiah.
Jeremiah.
Lamentations.
Ezekiel.
Daniel.
Hosea.
Joel.

Amos.
Obadiah.
Jonah.
Micah.
Nahum.
Habakkuk.
Zephaniah.
Haggai.
Zechariah.
Malachi.

OF THE NEW TESTAMENT.
The Gospels
according to
Matthew.
Mark.
Luke.
John.
The Acts of the Apostles.
Paul’s Epistles to the
Romans.
Corinthians I.

Corinthians II.
Galatians.
Ephesians.
Philippians.
Colossians.
Thessalonians I.
Thessalonians II.
To Timothy I.
To Timothy II.
To Titus.
To Philemon.

The Epistle to the
Hebrews.
The Epistle of James.
The first and second
Epistles of Peter.
The first, second, and
third Epistles of
John.
The Epistle of Jude.
The Revelation of
John.

All which are given by inspiration of God to be the rule of faith and
life.

An ongoing controversy exists concerning which books should
be included in the canon of Scripture, especially the books known as
the Apocrypha. The apocryphal books were written primarily during
the intertestamental period, between the end of the Old Testament
canon (the book of Malachi) and the opening of the New Testament.
The Roman Catholic Church holds to the canonical status of the Apoc9
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rypha, while for the most part Protestant bodies do not. These books
are recognized as interesting historical sources of a secondary level,
but lacking the authority of Scripture itself.
There is also debate over the extent of the Jewish canon. The
New Testament refers back to the Old Testament. Paul wrote to Timothy, for example, that “all Scripture is given by inspiration of God”
(2 Tim. 3:16). Paul was referring to a body of literature that was well
known to Timothy and every pious Jew. What were the sacred Scriptures of the Jews?
The great library of Alexandria, where Philo and others worked,
was a cultural center for Hellenistic (Greek-speaking) Jews. The canon
of the Alexandrian Jews included the Apocrypha. Historical evidence
indicates that the Palestinian canon, used by the Jews in Israel, did not
contain the Apocrypha. From the Reformers’ perspective, the original Jewish canon was the Palestinian canon, not the Alexandrian
canon. Interestingly enough, in the latter twentieth century some evidence emerged to indicate that even among the Alexandrian Jews the
Apocrypha was accorded only deuterocanonical (secondary-level) status. More and more the evidence seems to confirm the Protestant conclusion that the original books of sacred Scripture were the sixty-six
books currently in the Protestant Bible. Section 2 ends with this comprehensive statement: All which are given by inspiration of God to be
the rule of faith and life.
Sec. 3. The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine
inspiration, are no part of the canon of the Scripture, and therefore
are of no authority in the Church of God, nor to be any otherwise
approved, or made use of, than other human writings.

Although the Apocrypha are not part of the canon of the Scripture,
these books need not be completely ignored or discarded. We do not throw
away the letters of Clement, Ignatius, or other church fathers, which are
10
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of historical interest. The confession makes the point only that the books
of the Apocrypha are not inspired and therefore do not belong in the canon.
The idea of inspiration finds its root in the teaching of the apostle Paul, who wrote, “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and
is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction
in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). Inspiration translates the Greek word
theopneustos—a combination of theos, meaning “God,” and pneom,
meaning “to breathe, blow”—which literally means “God-breathed.”
Paul is saying that sacred Scripture is God-breathed.
In both Roman Catholic and Protestant circles, the theory of inspiration is that, though the documents of sacred Scripture were written by human authors, they were not merely recording their own
opinions or recollections. They were performing their task as agents
of revelation under the superintendence of the Holy Spirit, who inspired them. We do not know how the Holy Spirit inspired them. The
writers were not reduced to automatons, with God moving their hands.
The books of the Bible are clearly written in different styles, with different vocabularies and grammatical structures. When we contrast the
writings of Paul with those of John or Peter or Jeremiah, we see their
different styles. God obviously worked through their individual styles
and mannerisms. The doctrine of inspiration, as mysterious as it is,
declares that while humans were writing, God the Holy Spirit ensured
that what they wrote was without error and was actually verbum Dei,
“the Word of God” itself.
When Paul says that all Scripture is inspired, or God-breathed,
he is technically saying that Scripture is breathed out of the mouth
of God, where it originates. The term breathing in refers to the secret operation of the Holy Spirit by which he produces the Word
of God from the word of men, yet without human invention. The
accent is on its origin and consequently its authority. All Scripture,
Paul says, is breathed out by God, and is nothing less than the Word
of God, which has binding authority upon us.
11
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Sec. 4. 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.

Here we read a phrase that is important to Protestantism: the authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed. The
confession asserts that the Bible’s authority is so strong, so supreme,
that it imposes on us a moral obligation to believe it. If we do not believe it, we have sinned. It is not so much an intellectual as a moral issue.
Perhaps you have seen the bumper sticker that reads, “God said
it; I believe it; that settles it.” It is indicative of our man-centered culture, which says that nothing is settled until or unless I believe it. The
bumper sticker should say instead, “God said it; that settles it.” If the
Lord God Almighty opens his mouth, there is no room for debate and
no excuse for unbelief. It is the word of God, and everyone is dutybound to submit to its authority.
Satan beguiled Eve with the question, “Has God indeed said . . . ?”
(Gen. 3:1), calling God’s authority into question. When Satan tempted
Jesus in the wilderness, all three temptations centered on whether Christ
would trust and live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God
(Matt. 4:1–11). Throughout church history, the supreme attack of the
world, the flesh, and the devil against godliness has been an attack on
the authority of God’s Word. Fierce assaults on the authority of Scripture, which came out of the Enlightenment, made their way into the universities and seminaries. They also came from within the church, in the
name of biblical criticism or higher criticism.
At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth, Abraham Kuyper, prime minister of the Netherlands and
founder of the Free University of Amsterdam, observed that biblical
criticism had become biblical vandalism. Once, when I was in the old
city of Athens, I observed people spray-painting graffiti on two-thou12
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sand-year-old ruins. “Is nothing sacred today?” I thought. No treasure has been more subject to malicious attack than Scripture itself.
Section 4 is a concise and theologically precise statement. The
Westminster divines use the word received purposely. In the controversy with the Roman Catholic Church, then and now, the question
is this: does final authority reside in the church or in the Bible? This
is what sola Scriptura was all about in the sixteenth century. Rome
strongly contended that the Bible ultimately gets its authority from
the church. Martin Luther, Calvin, and the other Reformers debated
this regularly in the sixteenth century. The Westminster divines studied the early centuries of church history to arrive at the word received.
When the early church settled on the books of the canon, it spoke
of receiving these books as canonical. The church fathers were humbly
recognizing the authority of these books, not presuming to give them
authority, when they stated, “We receive these apostolic writings as
the sacred Scriptures, as the authoritative Word of God.” The church
did not need to declare this truth in order for it to be so. The authority of Scripture does not depend on the testimony of any man or of
the church; its authority depends and rests wholly on God, the supreme
author of the Bible. Scripture should be received, not so that it can become the Word of God, but because it already is the Word of God.
Sec. 5. We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the
Church to an high and reverend esteem of the Holy Scripture. And
the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty
of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which
is, to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only
way of man’s salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies,
and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it doth
abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and
divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit
bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.

13
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This section introduces a concept that was central to the teaching of Calvin. The ideas in his famous Institutes of the Christian Religion are brought almost verbatim into the Westminster Confession
at this point. This concept is what we call the internal testimony of
the Holy Spirit.
Previously the confession stated that Scripture’s authority
comes from God, not from any man or from the church. Section 5
now acknowledges that, though Scripture does not receive its authority from the church, we are to respect the testimony and teaching of the church. The Reformers, though denying tradition as a
source of truth equal to the Scriptures, nevertheless esteemed the
teaching office of the church down through the ages. Apart from
the Bible, the source most quoted by Calvin was Augustine. Luther
also quoted Augustine frequently, as well as other church fathers.
Church councils and gifted teachers have had great insight and are
to be taken seriously.
We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church
to an high and reverend esteem of the Holy Scripture. In our day and
age, even within the church, we often find anything but a high view
of sacred Scripture. Throughout church history, however, virtually
every confession of faith, whether Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Presbyterian, or something else, has strongly affirmed Scripture’s divine
authority. The confession says that the testimony of the church may
influence us to hold Scripture in high esteem.
In his Institutes, Calvin wrote of the internal indicators or evidence that the Bible is the word of God, sometimes called the autopistae,
“the self-authentication of Scripture.” When one immerses oneself in
sacred Scripture, one encounters certain ideas that are most impressive
and that bear witness to its divine source. Calvin called this the indicia, “the evidences.” They ought to be sufficient to prove to every
human being that the Bible is the word of God. Human reason is such,
however, that these indicators or internal evidences do not give people
a full measure of confidence that the Bible is the word of God.
14
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Calvin then distinguished between proof and persuasion. The
proof is objective; the evidence leaves no room for reasonable doubt.
But people may refuse to accept that evidence because they have a
strong bias against what it affirms. Scripture’s portrait of the fallen
character of the human race reveals that, by nature, we do not want
God in our thinking, preferring darkness to light. Because we have rejected his revelation, God has given us over to reprobate minds, darkened by unbelief.
The fall is so deep, and its impact on the mind is so strong, that
the best reasoning one human can offer for the Bible’s truth will not
convince another, no matter how sound, valid, and compelling it may
be. The confession lists various aspects of the internal evidence of
Scripture.
And the heavenliness of the matter. C. S. Lewis, who immersed
himself in the great literature of Western civilization, once observed
that he could not read Scripture without recognizing a transcendent quality missing from all other literature. I was trained in philosophy to take nothing for granted and to analyze critically the
affirmations and assertions in every document. But I found when
reading Scripture that in a very real sense I, rather than the text,
was the object of criticism. The Bible was criticizing me more than
I was able to criticize it. One is confronted with the heavenliness
of the matter.
The efficacy of the doctrine. This phrase reminds us of Paul’s
statement to Timothy that all Scripture is given by inspiration, and
is profitable, useful, and efficacious for reproof, conviction, and instruction in righteousness, able to make one complete as a person of
God (2 Tim. 3:16–17). The doctrine found in Scripture is effective
and powerful. The apostle Paul further writes that the power is of
God for salvation (Rom. 1:16) and is not found in the eloquence or
knowledge of the preacher. The power of God for salvation is in the
message. The doctrine of the gospel has impact and is efficient and
effective; thus, we speak of the efficacy of the doctrine.
15
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The majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts. Is that not
an interesting affirmation to make in the seventeenth century? When
the Enlightenment philosophers laid an ax to the root of the tree of
biblical authority, they intended to chop down all the alleged inconsistencies and contradictions. Even in light of the higher criticism to
which I was exposed in my academic background, I have been most
impressed by Scripture’s incredible symmetry. The most infinitesimal
details in Jeremiah or Ezekiel fit together so perfectly with what was
proclaimed centuries later by James, John, or Paul. This harmony of
Scripture is a beautiful melding and merging together in a unified proclamation of truth. This confession, like other Protestant and Roman
Catholic confessions, cites the unity and coherence of Scripture (“the
consent of all the parts”) as a testimony to its divine origin.
The scope of the whole (which is, to give all glory to God), the
full discovery it makes of the only way of man’s salvation, the many
other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are
arguments whereby it doth abundantly evidence itself to be the Word
of God. The arguments (indicators, internal evidences) do not just hint
at the divine origin of Scripture, but abundantly affirm it. Calvin would
say that the indicia, the evidence, is so abundant that it should stop
the mouth of every skeptic! But this phrase from the confession ends
with a colon.
Yet notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of
the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.
This is the doctrine of the internal testimony. A person will not be
fully persuaded or assured that the Bible is the word of God unless or
until God the Holy Spirit does a work in his heart, which is called the
internal testimony of the Spirit.
This could sound like a defense of Scripture that, in the final
analysis, is sheer subjectivism. If an appeal for truth is based on some
inner light such as “The Holy Spirit spoke to me” or “I had this intense feeling,” this cannot be tested objectively and either verified or
16
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falsified. The unspoken argument for flight into subjectivism is “It’s
true because I believe it.” This formula assumes that anything I believe must, in fact, be the truth. This is not what the doctrine of internal testimony teaches.
The Spirit’s internal testimony does not give the believer private, esoteric knowledge or information that is unavailable to anyone else. In fact, this testimony communicates no new content. Rather,
the Holy Spirit works on your obstinate will to overcome your natural antipathy toward the Word of God. In simple terms, the Spirit
melts your heart so that you are willing to surrender to the objective
truth that is there. Calvin used the word acquiesce, “to submit or
surrender to.” Calvin said that the Spirit causes us to acquiesce in
the indicia.
In a watershed sermon early in his ministry, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” Jonathan Edwards preached about the Spirit’s work
of changing the obstinate, recalcitrant hearts of sinners by inwardly
changing the disposition of their souls. That is what the confession is
talking about here: God melts our hearts and makes us fully persuaded
and assured of Scripture’s infallible truth and divine authority.
Is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by
and with the Word in our hearts. The Reformers strongly believed
in the importance of the ministry and operation of God the Holy
Spirit. Calvin was called the theologian of the Holy Spirit. Yet the
Reformers were clearly distinct from the radical spiritualists, who
sought private revelations from God beyond the content of sacred
Scripture. Around us today are people claiming new revelation, which
may or may not conform to the Word of God. I have encountered
people who were taking actions that were clearly opposed to the
teaching of Scripture. They claimed that when they prayed about it,
the Lord told them it was fine. The Holy Spirit does not speak with
a forked tongue. He never grants us the right to disobey what his inspired Scriptures instruct us regarding our duty. The Spirit works
with and through the Word, never apart from or against it.
17
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When Gordon Seminary and Conwell Seminary merged, I was
on the faculty at Conwell. After declining the invitation to teach at
the merged seminary, I was without a job and had no prospects. It
was a frightening situation. My wife and I prayed seriously for God’s
providential guidance for our family. I had some Christian friends who
were aware of our struggle and our desire to be where God wanted
us to be. While we looked at job possibilities, some of those friends
told me in all earnestness that God had revealed to them that I should
take job number one. Another advised me to take job number two. I
received five different reports as to where God desired me to be employed. Finally I pointed out that unless God wanted me to work in
five different cities at the same time, some of my friends were not being
led by the Holy Spirit. As it turned out, I took a sixth job offer, about
which none of my friends had had a private revelation. I made the
decision by following scriptural principles, soberly analyzing my gifts
and talents and the needs and opportunities available. Claims of private revelations must be tested by the Word.
Sec. 6. 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.

We see here an affirmation of the sufficiency of Scripture with
respect to the whole counsel of God, a phrase that is sometimes used
18
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in the church in a cavalier manner. Pastors are enjoined to preach the
whole counsel of God—not just the part they like, not just what is
comfortable or what the people in the pew want to hear, but the whole
counsel of God. In preaching through a book of the Bible, staying with
the text, a pastor has to preach whatever comes next. Sometimes I
look at what’s next and think, “Oh, my, this is a church-emptier.”
One text in John, for example, unavoidably, plainly, and clearly
teaches the doctrine of definite atonement, which is probably the single most unpopular concept of historic Reformed theology. This text
teaches that Christ died specifically for the elect and only for the elect.
From all eternity, God had a plan to save some, and to accomplish
that plan he sent his Son into the world. God gave to his Son a certain number of people, and Christ laid down his life for them. The
atonement is efficacious only for those whom the Father gives to the
Son. That text (John 6:35–40) is very unpopular because contemporary evangelicalism assumes that Christ died for everybody’s sins. The
text teaches that Christ died only for believers, and the only ones who
believe are the elect. Atonement was not made for unbelievers’ sins.
Had they been atoned for, God would be unjust to punish unbelievers. This is a very difficult doctrine, over which people often stumble.
A preacher’s mandate, however, is to be faithful to the text and to the
whole counsel of God. Since this text is part of the whole counsel of
God, there is no choice but to proclaim it.
Concerning all things necessary for His own glory. That is the
soli Deo gloria of the Reformation. What we do will be measured by
how faithfully we have manifested the glory of God and exalted him.
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. Some believe that logic is the enemy of Christianity, an intrusion into spiritual things derived from Aristotle and Greek thinking. In my experience, however, the vast majority of errors in biblical
interpretation occur because a person is not using logic properly, not
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