
Series: Basic Doctrine of the Bible

Title: Lesson 5 — Sufficiency 

Text: Psalm 119:130 

Concerning God’s Word, the psalmist said, “The revelation of your words brings light and gives 
understanding to the inexperienced” (Psalm 119:130).  In the ancient world, securing a source 
of light was important.  In the days before Edison’s vaunted invention, one need a source of 
illumination when darkness came.  Those who initially heard the words of Psalm 119 were well 
familiar with the value of light.  The Psalmist thus used a fitting metaphor for the truth of God’s 
Word.  Since it came from the One who created light, he saw Scripture as shining rays of 
insight onto the dark landscape of humanity’s brokenness.

	 The psalmist’s confidence in the Word of God brings us to the fourth quality of Scripture 
we want to study — sufficiency.  The doctrine grows out of the other three qualities we’ve 
discussed.  Because Scripture comes from God (inspiration), it is without error (inerrancy).  
Because it is inerrant, it is a standard for truth (authority).  Because the Bible is our authority for 
our beliefs and practices, it is also a sufficient guide.  Let’s talk about this subject of sufficiency 
by considering four topics.


THE MEANING OF SUFFICIENCY  
What do we mean by sufficiency of Scripture?  One has defined the doctrine as, “The idea that 
Scripture contained all the words of God he intended his people to have at each stage of 
redemptive history, and that it now contains all the words of God we need for salvation.”   1

Notice the emphasis on Scripture being “the words of God.”  This tells us that the doctrine of 
sufficiency is a natural byproduct of the doctrine of inspiration.  Because Scripture is from God, 
it has a way of providing us with what we need.  Paul linked these ideas together in 2 Timothy 
3:15-16.  

	 Remember the teaching of 2 Timothy 3:16.  We spoke of it earlier.  The verse says, “All 
Scripture is inspired by God, and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting, for 
training in righteousness.”  In short, the verse espoused the divine inspiration of Scripture.  The 
verse that preceded Paul’s words on inspiration uplifted our current doctrine, the doctrine of 
sufficiency.  In 2 Timothy 3:15, the apostle said, “…and you know that from infancy you have 
known the sacred Scriptures, which are able to give you wisdom for salvation through faith in 
Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:15).  The word rendered “able,” along with its cognates, is 
commonly used in Scripture of power (Acts 1:8).  It referred to a person or thing that had a 
certain level of capability.  Such power, capability, or ability is based on a supply of resources.   
2

	 According to Paul, the Holy Scriptures is spiritually capable of helping us.  They are 
endowed with latent power that can provide for our spiritual needs.  Paul used the same 
terminology from 2 Timothy 3:15 when addressing the church at Ephesus.  The book of Acts 
tells us of the way he said, “And now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which 
is able to build you up and to give you an inheritance among all who are sanctified” (Acts 
20:32).  How can believers be built up and strengthened in their faith?  By hearing and taking 
heed to the Word of God.

	 When Adam and Eve first inhabited the Garden of Eden, they had all they needed for life 
and godliness.  Physical provision was found in the fruit and foliage in the illustrious green 
space around them (Genesis 1:29; 2:16).  Spiritual provision was found in the words of God.  
By speaking to the couple, the Lord gave them the truth they needed in order to live spiritually 
safe and secure lives (Genesis 1:28; Genesis 2:16-18).  This is the idea behind sufficiency.  The 
doctrine is concerned with Scripture’s effectiveness in providing spiritual light.  One has 
defined the concept as “…the ability of the Word of God to address every area of human 

 Grudem, 1255.1

 Friberg, Friberg, and Miller, [CD-Rom].2

 of 1 7



existence.”   Another has said it proposes that, “Scripture alone makes a person complete, 3

capable, and proficient.  God’s Word furnishes all we must know to become saved and to grow 
in grace.” 
4

	 In their book “Biblical Authority: The Critical Issue for the Body of Christ,” Draper and 
Keathley devoted an entire subject to the topic of sufficiency.  Writing in 2001, the two referred 
to the doctrine as “the next big issue for Christians.”   Their publication occurred after a revival 5

amongst some evangelical circles concerning the inspiration and inerrancy of Scripture.  They 
warned that victories in such areas did not ensure a high view of the Bible.  It was necessary 
for believers to affirm the sufficiency of Scripture as well.  Considering the cultural landscape 
that currently surrounds us, such warnings were indeed accurate.

	 Be aware — one can heartily affirm that the Bible comes from God while not regarding it 
as the sole guide for faith and practice.  One can even romanticize the Bible as being flawless 
without letting it be a proverbial lamp and light for life (Psalm 119:105).  Some give lip service 
to the Bible, but they don’t really trust it.  Conviction concerning the sufficiency of Scripture 
leads one to a higher view of the Bible.  Those who hold to sufficiency have a firm belief, as 
one has said, that “…the Scriptures alone…are the source of spiritual knowledge.” 
6

	 Paul F. Taylor strikes at the heart of the sufficiency debate by saying, “For so many 
people today, it would appear that the Bible is not enough.”   It is worth noting that this issue 7

has been around forever.  Even in the Garden of Eden, Satan tried to get Adam and Eve to 
doubt the trustworthiness of God’s Word.  In tempting Eve, he said, “Did God really say, ‘You 
can’t eat from any tree in the garden’?” (Genesis 3:1).   Within the New Testament church, there 
were numerous dubious attacks on the sufficiency of God’s Word.  Things like mysticism 
(Colossians 2:18), formalism (Colossians 2:16), and legalism (Galatians 2:16) were prevalent.  
Many Christians were tempted to trust in reports of special revelations (2 Peter 2:1-3), angelic 
visitations (Galatians 1:8), and secret knowledge passed around by false teachers (1 John 
2:24-27).

	 The same problems from the Garden of Eden and the early church are still prevalent 
today.  Many believers are looking to pop-psychology, new-age thinking, social constructions, 
self-help gurus, and the like for insight.  A radical trust in the Good Book isn’t as prevalent as it 
used to be.  Draper and Keathley have described the modern issue, saying, “…this is the 
opinion that many people have toward the Scriptures.  They believe that the Bible was the best 
resource for its day when it came to instruction manuals for living.  But they believe it is too 
bound to its time and culture to be the final word in the difficult issues of our era.  The Bible is 
thought to be like a sweet old grandpa: quaint, filled with interesting stories, but hopelessly out 
of date.”  
8

THE SCOPE OF SUFFICIENCY 
It is important to discuss the range of sufficiency.  I am talking about the extent to which 
Scripture provides us with information we need.  Can it give insight into mathematics, science, 
and medicine?  Does it meet emotional needs and physical needs?  Is it intended to be a 
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guidebook for marriage, parenting, and finances?  In essence, we must grapple with the 
question, “Just how sufficient is Scripture?”


Life and Godliness 
As we consider these matters, a helpful verse to look at is 2 Peter 1:3.  It says, “ His divine 
power has given us everything required for life and godliness through the knowledge of him 
who called us by his own glory and goodness.”  Peter’s words were addressed to believers 
who were being affected by false teaching.  Such individuals were being led to doubt the 
sufficiency of Scripture.  It is for this reason that the apostle penned the words of 2 Peter 
1:20-21, a passage we looked at earlier that underscored the realities of inspiration.  It is also 
why he later put Paul’s writings on par with Scripture (2 Peter 3:16).  Peter wanted his readers 
to know that they had all they needed in Christ.  In 2 Peter 1:3, the apostle upheld the 
“wisdom” of God as providing believers with “everything required for life and godliness.” His 
readers didn’t need to look to pseudo forms of truth for spiritual insight.

	 The terms “life” and “godliness” shed light on what is involved with the sufficiency of 
God’s Word.  The word rendered “life” was often used of physical life.  However, Peter used it 
to speak of one’s moral state of being.  His focus was on one’s manner of life, or one’s 
conduct.  The word godliness was used in religious and sacred contexts.  It depicted behavior 
directed dutifully toward a deity. 
9

	 Interestingly, the two terms Peter used were often coupled together.  In polytheistic 
religious of the hellenized world, they were known to speak of virtuous living and divine wisdom 
attained from the gods.   Peter sanctified the words and used them for Christian purposes.  10

His intent was to show that Jesus and Jesus’ truth had a way of giving believers all they 
needed for a God-pleasing life.  Via the incarnate Word and His revealed Word, God’s children 
have the necessary equipment for holy living.  Scripture is sufficient for leading one to salvation 
(2 Timothy 3:15), growing one’s faith (Romans 1:17), maturing a person spiritually (1 Peter 2:2), 
producing a sanctified life (John 17:17), discerning the state of a person’s psyche (Hebrews 
4:12-13), protecting one from sin (Psalm 119:11), filling a person with God’s love (1 Peter 
1:22-23), endowing a person with wisdom (Psalm 119:99), comforting a person in trials (Psalm 
119:50), strengthening one’s soul (1 John 2:14), giving direction in life (Psalm 119:105), and 
bestowing innumerable blessings (Psalm 1:1-3).


Exceptions to Sufficiency 
This brings us to an important point.  The scope of sufficiency is limited in a sense.  The 
doctrine does not mean we can receive anything or everything we need by from Scripture.  
Obviously, Bible reading does not supply us with certain life necessities — physical food, 
relational intimacy with other humans, clothing, shelter, skills necessary for making a living.  
There are principles in God’s Word that can help our pursuit of such things; however, the 
sufficiency of Scripture does not claim that the Bible is an authority on such matters.

	 In his book entitled “For The Mouth of The Lord Has Spoken,” Guy Prentiss Waters 
notes four important qualifications one must make about the doctrine of sufficiency.  First, 
Scripture is limited in the knowledge it presents on some subjects.  It is not intended to be an 
authority on economics, science, mathematics, politics, or any other field of study.  It can shed 
light, and it can provide a degree of heavenly wisdom on such subjects, but its sufficiency in 
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these areas is limited to an extent.  Even when it comes to theological matters, the Bible does 
not tell us everything that can be known about God (Deuteronomy 29:29). 
11

	 Second, Waters maintains that the doctrine of sufficiency does not nullify the 
helpfulness of other Christian teaching materials.  Books, sermons, Sunday school quarterlies, 
and Bible commentaries all have a place in helping Christians understand Scripture.  The 
sufficiency of Scripture does not mean we should limit ourselves to Bible reading and study 
alone.  Creeds, confessions, and contemporary Bible study materials can all be helpful in 
expanding our understanding of God’s Word. 
12

	 Third, Waters urges believers to remember the place of life “circumstances” in applying 
Scripture.  To appropriately understand the sufficiency of Scripture, one must realize that the 
directives of Scripture can’t always be applied without a consideration of one’s context.  Have 
you ever thought about Solomon’s advice to his son regarding answering a fool?  In one verse, 
he told his son to give a response to a fool (Proverbs 26:5).  In another verse, he told him to not 
respond (Proverbs 26:4).  What was the king’s point?  God’s children need wisdom to know 
how to apply Scripture at times.  The sufficiency of Scripture doesn’t guarantee hard and fast 
rules for the real-life application.  Did not Paul seem to give place for this reality in Romans 14, 
when talking about meat sacrificed to idols (Romans 14:1-12)? 
13

	 Finally, Waters points out that the sufficiency of Scripture does not override the need for 
Holy Spirit illumination.  For the principles and precepts of the Bible to bring transformation, a 
work of the Spirit is needed in one’s soul (1 Corinthians 2:14).   Together, these things help us 14

understand what the doctrine of sufficiency does not claim.  Waters has rightly said, “To say 
that the sufficiency of Scripture has limitations is not to attribute a defect to Scripture.  It is to 
say, however, that the Divine Author of Scripture has purposely set certain parameters around 
what He has designed Scripture to be and to do.  It is no defect of Scripture to say that it does 
not accomplish a purpose that God has not designed for it.  The limitations, in other words, are 
limitations that the all-wise God has set upon His own Word.” 
15

JESUS AND SUFFICIENCY 
Matthew 4 contains an account of Jesus’ temptation at the hands of Satan.  The account is 
important to our understanding of Jesus’ work on our behalf.  Because He fully withstood the 
Devil’s attacks, Jesus remained sinless.  Thus, He was a suitable sacrifice for our sins (1 Peter 
3:18).  Such was the overall point of Matthew’s narrative concerning Jesus’ wilderness 
temptations (Matthew 4:1-11).

	 However, Jesus’ encounter with the Devil contained a sub-theme that is relevant to our 
current study.  Each time our Lord was tempted, He countered Satan’s enticements with a 
quotation of Scripture.  When tempted in reference to pride, Jesus said, “ “It is also written: Do 
not test the Lord your God” (Matthew 4:7). When tempted in reference to the desire for material 
things, Jesus said, “Go away, Satan! For it is written: Worship the Lord your God, and serve 
only him” (Matthew 4:10).

	 For the purposes of our study, Jesus’ reply to Satan’s first temptation is the most 
interesting.  When He was tempted to eat food, and thus indulge the desires of His flesh, Jesus 
said, “It is written: Man must not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the 
mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4).  Our Lord’s words contained a citation of Deuteronomy 8:3, a 
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passage in which God told the Israelites, “He humbled you by letting you go hungry; then he 
gave you manna to eat, which you and your ancestors had not known, so that you might learn 
that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the 
Lord.”  The words of Deuteronomy 8:3 were uttered in reference to the Lord’s miraculous 
provision of food during the wilderness wanderings.  When the people craved food, they cried 
to the Lord.  In response, God sent something called “manna” to be a daily provision (Numbers 
11:6-9).  Jesus’ reference to such things is enlightening.  He compared regular consumption of 
Scripture to regular consumption of food.  Additionally, He likened one’s devotion to God’s 
Word to one’s daily allotment of bread.

	 In the first-century world, bread was a basic staple of life.  Jesus revealed this to be true 
in the Lord’s Prayer.  Did He not teach His disciples to pray for their “daily bread” (Matthew 
6:11)?  In the ancient world, bread was the sustenance of many.  It sustained life in many ways.  
While meat, plants, legumes, and fruits were often scarce, there was often an abundance of 
grain.  Bread was such a foundational element of life, that many ancients had customary 
greetings in which they said things like, “Bread to you!”   Such a greeting was thought to be a 16

form of a blessing, tantamount to our, “Have a good day!”

	 What is the relation between these things and the sufficiency of Scripture?  Plain and 
simple, Jesus’ words reveal that the Word of God provides us with a sort of spiritual 
sustenance.  Just as our daily allotment of food enables us to survive and thrive in a physical 
sense, our regular allotment of Bible truth nourishes us in a spiritual sense.  The truth of 
Scripture is like bread for our soul.  When we read, study, and understand God’s Word, we 
receive what we need for living godly lives.

	 This is what was at stake in Jesus’ temptation.  Yes, our Lord persevered and proved 
that He was a suitable and sinless substitute for our sins.  But He did more than that.  He 
demonstrated the need for His children to depend on His Word.  In the face of Satan’s 
temptations, Jesus stayed focused on truth.  As a result, He exhibited the strength and 
sustenance to stand strong.  The lesson for us is clear — the Scriptures are our sufficiency for 
spiritual battles.  God’s Word can give us all we need for standing strong in the faith!

	 Job understood these realities.  He said, “I have not departed from the commands from 
his lips; I have treasured the words from his mouth more than my daily food” (Job 23:12).  The 
physical part of man receives what it needs via food.  The spiritual part of man receives all it 
needs via God’s Word.  Concerning these things, one has said, “The whole counsel of God 
concerning all things necessary for his own glory, for 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.”   
17

CHALLENGES TO SUFFICIENCY 
Satan’s tactic of tempting people to doubt God’s Word is still prevalent today.  Since the 
Garden of Eden, he has beckoned people to disbelieve what God has said.  Threats to the 
sufficiency of Scripture are alive and well.  Sadly, the church is not immune to such things.  
Let’s consider two challenges to sufficiency in the modern church.


Critical Theory 
The Twentieth Century saw rise to a paradigm now known as Critical Theory.  The paradigm 
was created by philosophers who wanted to disarm oppressive power structures.  Two Marxist 
philosophers — Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno — generated the philosophy in an 

 Standage, Tom. A History of the World in 6 Glasses. (New York, NY: Bloomsbury USA, 2005), 16

37.

 McGraw, M. Ryan. How God Communicates to Us His Counsel. Tabletalk: January 2022 17

(Sanford, FL: Ligonier Ministries, 2022), 72. 

 of 5 7



attempt to explain why the Enlightenment had failed to stamp out capitalism, injustice, and 
poverty.   Critical Theory is subjectivist in nature; consequently, it challenges the notion that 18

one truth claim can be more true than another.  One has defined the initial goal of Critical 
theorists, saying: 


Scholars who adopt a critical paradigm assume that power relations influence our everyday 
experience in a variety of ways.  More specifically, critical scholars believe that power — 
whether in personal relationships, the workplace, or our larger culture — tends to inhibit our 
ability to experience our full humanity.  In other words, power is an oppressive force.  Thus, 
the goal of the critical paradigm is to critique existing power structures to offer alternatives, 
and to work toward human empowerment. 
19

	 The thing that is interesting about Critical Theory is the way in which it can be applied 
to a wide variety of fields.  One can find it in economics, law, literature, arts, education, 
communication studies, religion, and more.   This is one reason the philosophy has so 20

powerfully shaped modern culture.  It contains a single concept that can be applied to a wide 
spectrum of concepts, disciplines, and schools of thought.  One of the most popular 
applications of philosophy is Critical Race Theory (CRT).  The theory, as one has said, “…
advances the worldview that race is a socially constructed system that has been manipulated 
throughout history by the dominant White caste to create and maintain a hierarchy between 
groups of persons with different physical attributes such as skin color, hair texture, and facial 
features.”   
21

	 In a way, Critical Theory is beneficial in that it aims to expose injustice within society.  
Certainly, the Lord is concerned with such a subject (Micah 6:8).  One has said, “Critical Theory 
in all its iterations is a testament to the need we all have for Christ.  Critical Theory also 
reminds us that injustice is woven into the fabric of society.”   It is helpful to question unjust 22

political and power structures.

	 However, Critical Theory has applications that are unhealthy and damaging.  It remarks 
on a pertinent problem, but it offers the wrong types of solutions.  Furthermore, in an attempt 
at questioning authority, it denies the authority of God’s Word.  Many Christians are taking up 
the mantle of Critical Theory, ignoring its subjectivist, Marxist, and anti-Christian roots.  The 
end result is a brand of Christianity that does not trust in the Bible as total truth for all of life.  
Something more than Scripture is needed for enlightenment and for effectiveness in dealing 
with the human condition.  The doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture teaches us that the Bible 
provides an adequate picture of the human condition.  It also reports that the Bible gives us the 
real remedy for what ails us.


Contemporary Approaches to Worship 
Famous preachers of old like Charles Spurgeon had strong misgivings about the use of 
musical instruments in worship.  The reason for such conviction was rather straightforward.  A 
generation of preachers like him maintained that inclusion of such elements could create an 
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environment of entertainment.  Even before Spurgeon, many of the reformers feared catering to 
physical senses while overlooking the needs of souls. 
23

	 While I am not in favor of doing away with musical instruments in worship, I do share a 
similar concern as Spurgeon and the reformers.  It seems modern Christians have unwittingly 
embraced a value system for worship that is more focused on man than God.

	 The movement among many toward showy forms of worship is based on pragmatism.  
Results is the main focus.  Pragmatism is a philosophy that is concerned with what works.  
Applied to Christianity, it makes people approach the ministries of the church with an eye on 
success.  The power of the Word is minimized for the power of human mechanisms to enliven 
and entertain.  Such a focus spiritually desensitizes people to their real spiritual needs.  

	 The modern mania with building big churches has led many to undermine the Word.  
Some have even corrupted the gospel in their fervor to have a “successful church.”  One has 
commented on the way in which such things relate to the sufficiency of God’s Word:


Being concerned only with results and not with principles is to be rejected.  Being 
innovative means that we are open to new methods of telling the gospel, while the 
pragmatic approach operates on the premise that the end justifies the means.  Presenting 
the gospel in new and pioneering ways is in keeping with the New Testament model; 
concealing the gospel to keep from offending our hearers is not.  Taking the pragmatic 
approach to doing ministry is human-centered and reveals a lack of confidence in the 
sufficiency of preaching the Word of God. 
24

Another has commented on the modern predicament, saying:


The evangelical movement has no shortage of theological tinkerers and self-style 
apologists who seem to think the way to win the world is to embrace whatever theories are 
currently in vogue regarding evolution, morality, epistemology, or whatever — and then 
reframe our view of Scripture to fit this worldly “wisdom.”  The Bible is treated like Silly 
Putty, pressed and reshaped to suit the shifting interests of popular culture. 
25

	 The remedy to our current woes is a return to the sufficiency of Scripture.  When the 
Bible is given the place it deserves in worship, hearts and minds will be changed.  The gospel 
will go forth in power.  Communities and cultures will be changed.  Those who try to tweak the 
gospel, the Bible and the church to make it more relevant often reveal they don’t really trust in 
God and God’s Word.  The sufficiency of Scripture is indeed a doctrine that is important for the 
modern church.
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