
Series: Basic Doctrine of the Bible

Title: Lesson 4 - Authority 

Text: John 17:17


John 17 recites the words of one of Jesus’ longest prayers in Scripture.  In the prayer, Jesus 
prayed for both the original disciples (John 17:6-19) and all disciples who would eventually 
come to faith because of the ministry of those original twelve (John 17:20-26).  In praying for 
the Twelve, He said, “Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17).  The words of 
our Lord’s request reveal one of the primary pathways to holiness in the Christian life.  The 
word rendered “sanctify” meant “to set apart.”  It was often used of Christian devotion to the 
Lord. 

	 For the purposes of our study, we want to focus on the means of sanctification.  Jesus’ 
prayer indicated that “truth” is pivotal to Christian transformation.  The Greek word underlying 
English translations was one that referred to “what has certainty and validity.”  It was an 
antonym of the word múthos, a word used of mythology.  As used by Jesus, the term elevated 
the words of God and the gospel message to the level of absolute truth. 
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	 Throughout John’s gospel, the Greek word rendered “truth” had prominence.  It 
appeared from the outset of the apostle’s account, referring to the Incarnate Word — Jesus 
(John 1:14).  In John 1:17, we read, “…for the law was given through Moses; grace and truth 
came through Jesus Christ.”  Of Himself, Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No 
one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6).  Our Lord claimed He was both the 
embodiment and source of absolute truth.  He also regarded the Holy Spirit in the same light, 
calling the Comforter, “the Spirit of truth” (John 15:26).  All in all, John’s gospel held up all three 
Persons of the Trinity — God the Father (John 17:17), God the Son (John 14:6), and God the 
Spirit (John 15:26) as being the source and standard of truth.


The Postmodern Perspective

Later in John’s gospel, the apostle introduced a now well-known character — Pontius Pilate.  
In the man’s famous interrogation of Jesus, he cynically asked, “What is truth?” (John 18:38).  
His skepticism was a response to yet another one of Jesus’ claims concerning “truth” (John 
18:37).  Perhaps many modern people can be likened to the hardened Roman governor.  A 
great number live like aimless amoeba, wandering without purpose and direction, endlessly 
altering the shape of their thinking in accordance with the shifting standards of fallen society.

	 Jesus’ remarks concerning truth in John’s gospel reveal that Christians are called to live 
differently.  In a world that scoffs at the idea of absolute truth, God’s children are to live as a 
people of truth.  Such is becoming increasingly difficult, considering the cultural milieu.  On has 
commented, “…today’s culture not only is post-Christian but also is rapidly becoming 
postmodernist, which means it is resistant not only to Christian truth claims but to any claims.  
Postmodernism rejects any notion of a universal, overarching truth and reduces all ideas to 
social constructions shaped by class, gender, and ethnicity…In postmodernism, all viewpoints, 
all lifestyles, all beliefs and behaviors are regarded as equally valid.” 
2

	 How can Christians stay strong in the midst of a world that has lost its bearing?  I 
believe the answer is found in the topic before us.  The key issue is one of authority.  Because 
humankind has rejected God’s standard for truth, it has morally derailed and become detached 
from reality.  Speaking at the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students in 1957, D. 
Martyn Lloyd-Jones said, “…this whole question of authority is one of the most important 
problems confronting us…There is no doubt that things are as they are in the Christian Church 
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throughout the world today because we have lost our authority.”   Though spoken three-3

quarters of a century ago, Lloyd-Jones’ word resonate to this day.

	 In studying Christian doctrine related to the Bible, it is necessary to broach this subject.  
Authority is a key concept related to Scripture.  What one believes about the Bible turns on this 
proverbial hinge.  Furthermore, how one responds to the Bible and teaches the Bible will be 
affected as well.  In order to examine this subject, let’s focus on four topics — The Source of 
Authority, Authority Defined, the Biblical Basis for Authority, and False Forms of Authority.  May 
what we consider give us a greater regard for God’s Word.


THE SOURCE OF AUTHORITY

Matthew 21:23-27 contains an account of one of Jesus’ many interactions with the religionists 
of His day.  The interaction is relevant to our current study.  The gospel writer told of how “…
the chief priests and the elders of the people came to him as he was teaching and said, ‘By 
what authority are you doing these things? Who gave you this authority?’” (Matthew 21:23).  In 
a sense, the religious leaders’ question was a pertinent and prudent one.  Every generation 
must grapple with the issue of authority.  Every truth claim should be considered in light of the 
basis upon which it stands.

	 In another sense, the religious leaders’ question revealed their sin and pride.  Because 
of their brazen self-dependence, and because of their devotion to manmade religion, they were 
blind to the authority Jesus possessed.  The very Son of God, the incarnation of the eternal 
truth of God, stood before them; yet, they were incapable of seeing His otherworldly authority.  
Sneering and scoffing in skepticism, they took Jesus to task, never imagining He was the one 
who possessed all wisdom.


All Authority Is from God 
As we seek to understand the authority of Scripture, it is helpful to consider the language of the 
aforementioned passage.  In particular, looking at the meaning of the Greek word translated 
“authority” will prove beneficial.  The term appears 102 times in the New Testament.  It is used 
in reference to God (Acts 1:7), government (Romans 13:1), human leaders (Matthew 8:9), 
angelic beings (Colossians 1:16), and even Satan (Acts 26:18).  The basic meaning of the word 
contained ideas of authority, right, and power.  
4

	 It is important to note that the Greek word for authority is most often applied to God in 
the New Testament.  Scripture sees all authority emanating from Him (Romans 13:1; 
Colossians 2:10, 15).  In this regard, “authority” is often seen as God’s “unrestricted exercise of 
freedom to act.”   Since God has all authority, all authority comes from Him.  No person, 5

culture, custom, or creed can overwrite or override God’s power.  Jesus expressed His 
possession of such power by saying, “All authority has been given to me in heaven and on 
earth” (Matthew 28:18).  Paul flatly said, “…there is no authority except from God…” (Romans 
13:1).


Two Types of Authority  
When we look at the topic of authority from a scriptural perspective, we find two types of 
authority — inherent authority and bestowed authority.  The first is authority which one 
possesses by virtue of his or her nature.  Since God is the creator of all things, He naturally has 
power over all things.  He has the right to direct and decide.

	 The second type of authority — bestowed authority — involves one receiving authority 
from another.  An example of this is seen in the New Testament through the events surrounding 
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a Roman solider.  The man was a leader of a great regiment.  He sought Jesus out, fervently 
begging for healing for one of his servants.  When our Lord offered to visit the man’s house, the 
man said, “I am not worthy to have you come under my roof.  But just say the word, and my 
servant will be healed.  For I too am a man under authority, having soldiers under my 
command. I say to this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes…” (Mark 8:8-9).  Notice that the Roman officer 
regarded Jesus as having authority, but he also spoke of his own authority as well.  In doing so, 
the man admitted his authority was inferior to that which belonged to our Lord.  The soldier’s 
authority was bestowed upon him from another.  He did not possess inherent authority.

	   When we study the life of Jesus, we find that He had both inherent authority and 
bestowed authority.  This may seem strange to some.  The thought of Jesus having bestowed 
authority may seem blasphemous!  Why would He need anyone to give Him authority?

	 The answer to that question rests in Jesus’ mission.  When He came to Earth, He 
willingly submitted Himself to the Father’s will for His life (John 6:38).  He was one with the 
Heavenly Father (John 10:30).  Since before time began, He existed as a part of the eternal 
Trinity (John 1:1).  However, when He left the portals of heaven and descended to Earth, He 
gladly submitted Himself to the Heavenly Father’s authority (Philippians 2:5-10).  To become 
fully human and fully God, such was necessary.  Much of the authority Jesus did have while on 
Earth was bestowed upon Him by the Heavenly Father.  This is why He said, “All authority has 
been given to me…” (Matthew 28:18).

	 But Jesus did have inherent authority on Earth as well.  Both the natural realm and the 
spirit realm were beckoned to recognize this.  When He taught, crowds perceived His authority 
(Mark 1:22).  They did likewise when He healed the sick and cast out demons (Mark 1:27).  His 
own disciples were made to marvel at His authority when He silenced a storm (Mark 4:41).  
Because He was the Lord over all creation (Colossians 1:16), Jesus had inherent power over 
the natural realm while He was on Earth.

	 What is the reason for differentiating between inherent and bestowed authority?  Why 
have I shared about how Jesus had both types of power?  All of this leads us to consider the 
nature of the Bible’s authority.  Since it is the inspired Word of God, it is invested with great 
power.  It has authority, and it has authority in both an inherent and bestowed sense.  One has 
commented, “Because the Bible points beyond itself to God, it has a conferred authority.  Yet 
the Bible has a real authority in itself as the authentic embodiment of God’s self disclosure.” 
6

Invested with Authority from God

Talking about these things is important for a reason.  Some deny or diminish biblical authority, 
claiming there is no straightforward statement concerning the matter in Scripture.  It is 
important to delineate the difference between inherent and bestowed authority because the 
two concepts give us the rationale concerning why the Bible is an authority for our lives.  Since 
the Word of God is both of God (John 1:1) and from God (2 Timothy 3:16), it should be 
regarded as authoritative.  This is true, because God has all authority.  The Westminster 
Confession of Faith touched on these realities by saying, “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.” 
7

	 The first-century church at Thessalonica regarded Scripture in this way.  When Paul 
wrote his first letter to that congregation, he commended them for their great faith.  News of 
their devotion to the Lord was spreading throughout the world (1 Thessalonians 1:8).  What led 
to the church’s strong faith?  Their spiritual zeal was rooted in a strong regard for the Holy 
Scriptures.  Paul said, “…when you received the word of God that you heard from us, you 
welcomed it not as a human message, but as it truly is, the word of God, which also works 
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effectively in you who believe” (1 Thessalonians 2:13).  Recognizing both the gospel and God’s 
Word as having emanated from God, the Thessalonians allowed such things to be an authority 
and standard for their lives.  The application is obvious for us — the Bible is God’s Word; 
consequently, it is invested with a sense of divine authority.


AUHTOIRTY DEFINED 
So how can we define the doctrine of “the authority of Scripture?”  The best place to start is 
with the Greek word used for authority in the New Testament.  We’ve already talked about its 
usage in passages like Matthew 21:23 and Romans 13:1.  The Greek word is one that spoke of 
power or right.  More specifically, it spoke of “the right, liberty, or power to do something.”  
One could think of the term as speaking about the prerogative to chose or decide a course of 
action. 
8

	 Applying the aforementioned things to the Bible gives us an idea of what we mean by 
the authority of Scripture.  Plain and simple, this doctrine says that the Bible is the sole 
standard of what is right and wrong.  God’s Word, and God’s Word alone, forms the basis for 
our beliefs and practice.  It is the unerring, irrefutable, and unrivaled beacon of truth.  It divides 
wisdom from error and it points people to what is real and true.

	 Theologians have defined the authority of the Bible in different ways.  One has said, it 
involves the “Recognition of the Bible’s status and function as providing a source and norm for 
such elements as belief, conduct, and the experience of God.”   Another has said, “The 9

authority of Scripture means that all the words in Scripture are God’s words in such a way that 
to disbelieve or disobey any word of Scripture is to disbelieve or disobey God.”   Both of the 10

above definitions extol the Bible’s lofty status as the Word of God.  Additionally, they show that 
the Bible has an authority over the lives of men and women because of its status.

	 Popular creeds and confessions of faith also uphold the authority of God’s Word.  
Reference was made to the Westminster Confession of Faith earlier.  The Baptist Confession of 
Faith (1689) explained authority this way: “The Holy Scripture is the only sufficient, certain and 
infallible rule of all saving knowledge, faith and obedience, 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 are they not sufficient to give that knowledge of God and His 
will which is necessary unto salvation.”   Differentiating between general revelation and special 11

revelation, the Baptist Confession of Faith showed the need for the latter.  In addition, it 
explained how general revelation (creation, conscience, and the like) are not authoritative and 
infallible guides.  The Bible is the only authority for faith and practice, since it came from God 
via special revelation.

	 In more modern times, The Baptist Faith & Message (2000) has said, “The Holy Bible…
reveals the principles by which God judges us, and therefore is, and will remain to the end of 
the world, the true center of Christian union, and the supreme standard by which all human 
conduct, creeds, and religious opinions should be tried.”   Note the idea of a standard.  This is 12

the heart of biblical authority.  The Bible is the standard, measuring stick, or litmus test for what 
we believe, who we are, and what we do.

	 All of the aforementioned things should generate a lofty respect for the Bible.  It is 
God’s Word.  By its very nature, it is our standard and source of truth.  Neither culture, human 
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religion, philosophy, or the shifting opinions of humanity provide a reliable source of knowledge 
and wisdom.  The Bible is our guide, our rule, and our north star for discovering and discerning 
the reality of all things.


THE BIBLICAL BASIS OF AUTHORITY 
Some deny what we’ve said regarding the authority of Scripture.  They are like the religious 
leaders of Jesus’ day, constantly asking, “‘By what authority…?” (Matthew 21:23).  Though 
they regard the Bible as being special and unique, they do not see it as asserting absolute 
authority.  They reason that Scripture never makes such claims for itself.  Since the Bible never 
explicitly says it is absolutely authoritative, it must not be.  

	 Is there any response to such a perspective?  Though it may not contain many 
straightforward statements concerning its authority, the Bible is replete with references and 
allusions to the concept.  The preaching and teaching of the Lord’s servants had an air of 
authority.  In addition, such individuals many times made claims to speak on behalf of God.  
When we study both the Old and New Testaments, we find the prophets, Jesus, and the 
apostles used two phrases that underscored the authority of Scripture.  


“Thus Saith the Lord” 
In the Old Testament, the prophets used a phrase that extolled the notion of authority.  
Approximately 413 times, they uttered the words “thus saith the Lord.”  Modern translations 
render the phrase as meaning something similar to “…this is what the Lord says….”  When 
Moses stood before Pharaoh, he said, “This is what the Lord says: Israel is my firstborn son.  I 
told you: Let my son go so that he may worship me, but you refused to let him go. Look, I am 
about to kill your firstborn son!” (Exodus 4:22-23).  Moses used the formula many more times 
when addressing the king of Egypt (Exodus 5:1; 7:17; 8:1; 8:20; 9:1; 9:13; 10:3; 11:4).

	 In Israel’s history, prophets and leaders employed the famous phrase as well.  When 
one had violated God’s Law by stealing Canaanite goods when entering into Canaan, Joshua 
told God’s people, “…this is what the Lord, the God of Israel, says: There are things that are set 
apart among you, Israel.  You will not be able to stand against your enemies until you remove 
what is set apart” (Joshua 7:13).  After praying for healing from a terminal disease, Hezekiah 
received a message from the Lord in which the prophet Isaiah said, “This is what the Lord God 
of your ancestor David says: I have heard your prayer; I have seen your tears.  Look, I will heal 
you” (2 Kings 20:5).

	 The prophets also employed the authoritative formula.  In foretelling of the Anointed 
One, Isaiah said, “Therefore the Lord God said: ‘Look, I have laid a stone in Zion, a tested 
stone, a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation; the one who believes will be unshakable…’” 
(Isaiah 28:16).  Haggai announced destruction by saying, “For the Lord of Armies says this: 
‘Once more, in a little while, I am going to shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the dry 
land…’” (Haggai 2:6).

	 The formulaic phrase “thus saith the Lord” pointed to the source of the prophets’ 
messages.  As we learned with the doctrine of inspiration, no prophet spoke of his own accord 
or initiative.  Instead, each spoke as the Holy Spirit moved him to speak (2 Peter 1:20-21).  The 
messages of the prophets were messages from the Lord.  This reality underscored inspiration, 
but it also highlighted the doctrine of authority.  The words of the prophets were true because 
they were the words of the Lord.  Because they were of divine origin, the declarations of the 
prophets were fixed and binding, a standard of truth for those who heard.


It is Written 
In the New Testament, both Jesus and the apostles employed their own formula to emphasize 
the authority of Scripture.  Approximately 63 times we find the words “it is written.”  Jesus 
Himself used the phrase on a number of occasions.  When battling temptation in the 
wilderness, He used it to ward off temptation (Matthew 4:4, 7, 10).  He also employed it on 

© Patrick Latham, 2022 Page 5



more than one occasion when teaching (Matthew 11:10; 21:13), and He also used it when 
prophesying of His pending death (Matthew 26:24; 26:31).

	 When the apostles taught, they followed the Lord’s mode of instruction.  They 
frequently employed the phrase “it is written” to appeal to the Old Testament Scriptures as a 
basis for their teachings.  In the book of Acts, it was used to cite the reasoning for decisions 
and actions within the early church (Acts 1:20; 7:42; 15:15; 23:5).  Paul’s letter to the Romans 
was littered with the formulaic expression (Romans 1:17; 2:24; 3:4, 10; 4:17; 8:36; 9:13, 33; 
10:15; 11:8, 26; 12:19; 14:11; 15:3, 9, 21).  When writing to the troubled church at Corinth, Paul 
also used the phrase, letting the Word of God be his authority in his contention with the 
numerous problems in that church (1 Corinthians 1:19, 31; 2:9; 3:19; 9:9; 10:7; 14:21; 15:45; 2 
Corinthians 4:13; 8:15; 9:9).  He did something similar when comforting the Judaizers of Galatia 
(Galatians 3:10, 13; 4:22, 27).  Peter also implemented the formula when calling his readers to 
personal holiness.  He said, “…it is written, Be holy, because I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16).

	 The New Testament use of the aforementioned phrase undergirds the doctrine of the 
authority of Scripture.  The three words — “it is written” — were intended to point directly to 
the content of the Old Testament. In using the expression, both Jesus and the apostles 
demonstrated that the Bible was the basis of their teaching.  In addition, they proved that they 
regarded Scripture as being the standard for faith and practice.  The confidence they placed in 
the authority of God’s Word is instructive for us.  We should live by the mantra, “It is written!”


FALSE FORMS OF AUTHORITY 
God and His word are invested with the sole privilege of determining spiritual truth from error, 
of differentiating between right and wrong, and of deciding His will for humanity.  Unfortunately, 
many forget this reality.  They reject  or neglect the authority of Jesus, and they live by other 
false forms of authority.  To close our study, let’s briefly consider some of the false forms of 
authority that often delude humankind.  When we are aware of potential pitfalls, we will be 
better equipped to be on guard.


Experience & Emotions 
Some let experience and emotions serve as a basis for truth.  Job’s wife could be regarded as 
having being been of this persuasion.  She allowed her feelings to drive her beliefs about God 
(Job 2:9).  Many first-century Jews were guilty of a similar snare, seeking signs and wonders as 
confirmation for truth (Matthew 12:39).  Strong Christians realize experience and emotions can 
be deceiving.  Such things can affirm or confirm God’s truth, but they are not a mechanism for 
determining God’s truth.  The revealed Word of God is the more sure foundation.


Tradition & History 
Others rely on church tradition or history.  Jesus rebuked the Pharisees for such an approach.  
He said, “They worship me in vain, teaching as doctrines human commands” (Matthew 15:9).  
When He preached, common folk marveled, “…because he was teaching them like one who 
had authority, and not like their scribes” (Matthew 7:29).  Popular rabbis usually recited other 
rabbis.  They also spent a lot of time expounding upon portions of the Mishnah, a popular 
Jewish work that contained interpretations and elaborations of the Hebrew Scriptures.  Jesus 
was different than such teachers.  He directly revealed the Word of God.

	 Nowadays, the spirit of religious tradition is alive and well.  The most extreme example 
is possibly found within the Roman Catholic Church.  One has said, “The faithful Roman 
Catholic is supposed to receive the dogma of the church as being of God, as being absolute 
and final truth.  Even Scripture is subservient to ecclesiastical authority, because, according to 
the Roman Church, the Bible is the product of the church.”   On top of such obvious 13

examples, one should also be aware that many evangelical Protestant churches often put the 
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traditions of men above Scripture.  God’s children should be on guard.  The Bible is the sole 
authority for faith and practice.


Selfish Desires and Opinions 
If one is not spiritually vigilant, self can become the driving force in one’s faith.  Paul warned, 
“For the time will come when people will not tolerate sound doctrine, but according to their 
own desires, will multiply teachers for themselves because they have an itch to hear what they 
want to hear” (2 Timothy 4:3).  Believers of all generations should be vigilant, examining their 
own hearts.  They should be careful to model their beliefs and behavior against God’s Word, 
not what they want.


Human Politics & Philosophies 
If one analyzes the gospels’ accounts of Jesus’ trial, one will discover that His guilty verdict 
was driven, from an earthly perspective, by the political aspirations of His opponents (John 
11:50; 19:15).  Some unwittingly fell into the same trap as first-century Jews.  Human politics 
and philosophies determine truth before the Bible does.  May modern Christians hold a high 
view of Scripture, regarding it as the sole standard for Christian doctrine and Christian living.
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