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Introduction 

 

Lesson 12 established the doctrine of scriptural sufficiency: that God’s divine power has 

granted, through the prophetic and apostolic Word, everything pertaining to life and 

godliness. We saw that this conviction has direct implications for every dimension of the 

church’s ministry, its preaching, counseling, discipleship, worship, and governance, and 

that the supplementation impulse, however well-intentioned, implicitly treats the 

sufficient Word as insufficient. 

In this lesson, we press into the most theologically contested implication of the sufficiency 

doctrine: its relationship to the question of whether the miraculous sign gifts of the 

apostolic era continue in the church today. This is not a peripheral discussion. It touches 

the sufficiency of Scripture directly, because the question is ultimately this: Has God 

completed His revelatory Word, or does He continue to add to it through prophetic 

utterances, tongues, and visionary experiences? The answer to that question determines 

not only one’s position on spiritual gifts but one’s understanding of what Scripture is, 

what it is for, and whether it is genuinely sufficient for the life and ministry it claims to 

equip. 

The doctrine we are examining is cessationism, the conviction that the miraculous sign 

gifts of the apostolic period ceased with the close of that period and the completion of the 

New Testament canon. This lesson will establish the positive case for cessationism from 

the nature of the apostolic office, the redemptive-historical purpose of the sign gifts, and 

the sufficiency of the completed Word. It will then engage the continuationist position 

with both charity and clarity, and close with the pastoral implications of a cessationist 

conviction, the freedom from the tyranny of seeking extra-biblical revelation that properly 

belongs to the believer who has received the sufficient Word. 

A word about tone is appropriate at the outset. The debate between cessationists and 

continuationists is not a debate between faithful and unfaithful Christians. Many devout, 

Scripture-loving, gospel-preaching believers hold continuationist positions, and they 

deserve to be engaged with the seriousness and respect their commitment to the Word 

warrants. The goal of this lesson is not to win a debate but to think carefully about what 

the completed Scripture means for the question of ongoing revelation, and to commend 

the cessationist position as the one that most fully honors both the sufficiency of Scripture 

and the character of the God who has spoken. 
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I. The Purpose of Signs and Wonders in Redemptive History 

 

The foundational question for the cessationism debate is not “can God perform miracles?” 

but “what function did the miraculous sign gifts serve in the economy of redemption, and 

has that function been fulfilled?” The New Testament is remarkably clear about the 

answer to the first part of that question. 

A. Signs as Authentication of New Revelation 

The pattern of redemptive history is consistent: miraculous signs accompany the 

introduction of new stages of divine revelation and serve to authenticate the messengers 

God sends to introduce them. When Moses was commissioned to lead Israel out of Egypt 

and to mediate the Mosaic covenant, God equipped him with miraculous signs, the 

burning bush, the plagues, the parting of the Red Sea, that authenticated his commission 

and validated the revelation he was bringing (Exodus 4:1–9). When Elijah and Elisha 

functioned as the inaugural prophets of a new era in Israelite prophecy, their ministries 

were accompanied by extraordinary miracles that set them apart from all other prophets 

(1 Kings 17–18; 2 Kings 2–5). 

The pattern reaches its apex in the ministry of Jesus Himself. His miracles were not 

incidental to His mission; they were the Father’s own authentication of the Son’s identity 

and authority. Jesus explicitly appeals to His miracles as evidence of His divine 

commission: “But the testimony which I have is greater than the testimony of John; for 

the works which the Father has given Me to accomplish, the very works that I do, testify 

about Me, that the Father has sent Me” (John 5:36, NASB 1995). The signs bore witness 

to the Word; the Word was authenticated by the signs. 

B. Hebrews 2:3–4: Signs as Apostolic Credentials 

The author of Hebrews applies this same logic directly to the apostolic proclamation of 

the gospel: 

“How will we escape if we neglect so great a salvation? After it was at the 

first spoken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, 

God also testifying with them, both by signs and wonders and by various 

miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own will.”, 

Hebrews 2:3–4, NASB 1995 

The structure of this passage is theologically precise. The salvation was spoken first by the 

Lord; then confirmed by those who heard (the apostles and their immediate circle); then 

attested by God through signs, wonders, miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit. The signs 

functioned as God’s own testimony to the apostolic message, His divine endorsement of 

the proclamation being made. 



Faithful to the Word  |  Bibliology: Lesson 13  |  © 2026 
 

Dr. Joshua Nichols  •  faithfultotheword.com  •  Page 4 
 

Notice the past tense: the salvation “was spoken,” the apostles “heard,” God “testified.” 

The author of Hebrews is describing events that have already occurred, the original 

proclamation and its accompanying attestation. He is not describing an ongoing pattern 

that characterizes all Christian proclamation in all ages. The signs served their attesting 

function during the foundational period; they achieved their purpose in authenticating 

the apostolic message; the word now rests on that authenticated foundation. 

 

II. The Foundational Nature of the Apostolic Office 

 

The key to understanding the cessation of the sign gifts is understanding the nature and 

function of the apostolic office, and recognizing that office as unique, unrepeatable, and 

definitionally tied to the foundational period of the church. 

A. Ephesians 2:19–20: The Church Built on the Apostolic Foundation 

Paul’s description of the church in Ephesians 2:19–20 is the locus classicus for the 

foundational nature of the apostolate: 

“So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow 

citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built on 

the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being 

the corner stone.”, Ephesians 2:19–20, NASB 1995 

The church is described as a building, and buildings have foundations. The foundation is 

laid once, at the beginning of the construction; it is not re-laid in each generation. Paul 

identifies the apostles and prophets as that foundation, with Christ as the cornerstone. 

The implication is clear: the apostolic and prophetic ministry was foundational in the 

sense that it was both necessary and completed. The church of every subsequent 

generation is built on the foundation already laid, not laying it again. 

What made the apostolic ministry foundational? Two things: their unique commission 

from the risen Christ as authorized eyewitnesses (Acts 1:21–22; 1 Corinthians 15:7–8), 

and their unique role in producing and authenticating the New Testament Scriptures. The 

apostles did not merely preach the gospel; they were the Spirit-inspired authors and 

authenticators of the written apostolic deposit now preserved in the New Testament. That 

deposit is the foundation; it was laid once; the church in every age receives it, rests on it, 

and builds on it, but does not and cannot repeat it. 

B. The Non-Transferability of Apostolic Authority 

The apostolic office was not designed for succession. Paul’s description of his own 

apostolic commission makes clear that what qualified him for it was a direct, personal 
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encounter with the risen Christ: “Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” 

(1 Corinthians 9:1, NASB 1995). The risen Christ Himself was the one who commissioned 

the apostles; no human authority could appoint or replicate that commission. When 

Matthias replaced Judas in Acts 1, the qualifications were explicit: he must be one who 

had accompanied the apostolic band from the baptism of John to the resurrection, and 

was now a witness of the resurrection (Acts 1:21–22). These were unrepeatable 

qualifications. 

When Paul was commissioned as an apostle, he was explicitly described as “one untimely 

born” (1 Corinthians 15:8), an exceptional, out-of-order addition to the apostolic band, 

not the inauguration of an ongoing succession. The New Testament knows nothing of 

apostolic succession in the Roman Catholic or episcopal sense; it knows a completed 

apostolate whose authority now resides in the apostolic writings, not in any subsequent 

office. 

If the apostolic office is unrepeatable, and if the sign gifts were specifically attached to the 

authentication of that office and its message, then the cessation of the office entails the 

cessation of the gifts that served it. The gifts were the credentials of the apostolic 

commission; once that commission was completed and its message inscripturated, the 

credentials had served their purpose. 

 

III. The Closure of the Canon: Jude 3 and Revelation 22:18–19 

 

Two canonical texts address the closure of the apostolic deposit most directly, and both 

reinforce the cessationist conclusion from a different angle. 

A. Jude 3: Once for All Delivered 

Jude’s brief epistle opens with a statement of remarkable theological density: 

“Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our 

common salvation, I felt the necessity to write to you appealing that you 

contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the 

saints.”, Jude 3, NASB 1995 

The key phrase is “once for all handed down” (Greek: hapax paradotheise). The adverb 

hapax means “once,” in the sense of a single, completed, unrepeatable action. The faith, 

the whole body of apostolic teaching, has been delivered. It is not being delivered; it was 

delivered, definitively and finally, in the apostolic proclamation that is now inscripturated 

in the New Testament. Jude’s call to contend for this faith presupposes its fixity: you 

cannot contend for something that is still being formed, still being supplemented, still 
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being revealed. The faith is a completed deposit, and the church’s task is to guard and 

defend it, not to await further additions to it. 

This text does not directly address the sign gifts, but it addresses the foundational 

question: Is the apostolic deposit complete? The answer is yes. And if the apostolic deposit 

is complete, then any claim to add to it through ongoing prophetic revelation stands in 

contradiction to what Jude explicitly affirms. 

B. Revelation 22:18–19: The Warning Against Addition 

The closing verses of the biblical canon carry a solemn warning: 

“I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if 

anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues which are written 

in this book; and if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this 

prophecy, God will take away his part from the tree of life and from the 

holy city, which are written in this book.”, Revelation 22:18–19, NASB 

1995 

This warning, in its immediate context, applies to the book of Revelation. But it stands at 

the end of the canonical Scriptures and reflects a principle that is operative throughout 

the biblical tradition: the Word of God is complete and inviolable. God’s Word is not a 

draft to be revised, a starting point to be extended, or a partial revelation to be 

supplemented. It is a finished Word, delivered once for all, carrying the full authority of 

the God who breathed it out. Any addition to it, whether the addition of new prophetic 

content or the subtraction of biblical content that proves inconvenient, is a transgression 

against the God who gave it. 

The canonical placement of this warning at the very end of Scripture gives it a significance 

beyond its immediate literary context. It is the last word of the canon, and it is a word 

about the integrity and completeness of the Word. The church that takes this warning 

seriously will not treat the prophetic utterances of contemporary charismatic leaders as 

additional chapters of an ongoing Scripture; it will receive the complete Word that has 

been given and submit to it entirely. 

 

IV. The Cessation of Prophecy, Tongues, and Revelatory Gifts 

 

Having established the redemptive-historical purpose of the sign gifts (authentication of 

new revelation), the unrepeatable nature of the apostolic office, and the closure of the 

canon, we can now address the specific question of the gift of prophecy and tongues more 

directly. 
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A. The Gift of Prophecy in the New Testament 

In the New Testament, the gift of prophecy functioned as a means of direct divine 

revelation to the church in the foundational period. The prophets Agabus (Acts 11:28; 

21:10–11), the daughters of Philip (Acts 21:9), and the various prophets in the Corinthian 

and other early churches spoke under direct divine inspiration, communicating specific 

divine messages to specific communities. This was not merely the gift of applying 

Scripture wisely or preaching compellingly; it was the reception and communication of 

revelatory content from God. 

Paul’s description of the gift in 1 Corinthians 14 makes clear that it involved genuine 

divine communication: “But one who prophesies speaks to men for edification and 

exhortation and consolation” (v. 3). The prophetic word was not merely helpful religious 

insight; it was a word from God that built up, encouraged, and comforted the 

congregation with divine authority. And it was accompanied by the expectation of 

discernment, “Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others pass judgment” (v. 29), 

because not every claim to prophecy was genuine, and the community was responsible to 

evaluate prophetic claims by the apostolic standard. 

The cessationist argument is that this revelatory gift was necessarily tied to the period 

before the canon was complete. During the foundational period, the church did not yet 

possess the full New Testament; the apostolic teaching was being delivered orally and in 

letters that circulated unevenly; the prophetic gift provided communities with divine 

guidance that the completed Scripture now provides. Once the canon was closed and the 

full apostolic deposit was inscripturated and available to the church, the function that 

prophecy served, communicating divine revelation to the community, was fulfilled in a 

more permanent and authoritative form. The gift that served a temporary function in an 

unrepeatable period did not continue into the subsequent life of the church. 

B. The Gift of Tongues 

The gift of tongues in the New Testament served a dual function: as a sign of the Spirit’s 

outpouring on the new covenant community at Pentecost (Acts 2), and as one of the 

attesting signs that accompanied the apostolic proclamation (1 Corinthians 12–14). In 

both functions, it served the authenticating purpose characteristic of the sign gifts, 

signifying that the new covenant age had dawned and that the apostolic message was 

divinely validated. 

Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 14:22 is suggestive: “So then tongues are for a sign, not 

to those who believe but to unbelievers.” Tongues functioned as a sign to the unbelieving 

world, not primarily as a regular feature of the church’s internal worship. This sign 

function is consistent with the cessationist reading: once the church was established, once 

the sign had been given, once the apostolic age was complete, the ongoing need for that 

particular sign was fulfilled. 
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The cessationist does not deny that God can work in extraordinary and even miraculous 

ways today; He is sovereign and does what He pleases. The cessationist argument is 

specifically about the continuation of the defined apostolic gifts in their New Testament 

form and function. The gift of tongues as described in Acts and 1 Corinthians, real human 

languages supernaturally given as a sign of the Spirit’s outpouring on the new covenant 

community, served a function that the completed canon and the established church have 

rendered permanently fulfilled. 

 

V. Engaging the Continuationist Position with Charity and 
Clarity 

 

The cessationist position has been stated. Now it must be engaged with the 

continuationist responses in a spirit of genuine charity, the charity owed to brothers and 

sisters in Christ who love the Scripture and the Spirit and who hold their position on the 

basis of sincere theological conviction. 

A. The Continuationist Case 

The strongest continuationist arguments are exegetical. Continuationists argue that 1 

Corinthians 13:8–10, the only New Testament text that explicitly addresses the cessation 

of the gifts, places that cessation at the coming of “the perfect” (to teleion), which they 

argue refers to the eschatological consummation rather than the close of the canon. If 

cessation is eschatological, then the gifts continue until the return of Christ. 

Continuationists also argue that cessationism reads a historical observation (the 

diminishing of the sign gifts in the post-apostolic era) back into the text as a theological 

principle, and that the New Testament nowhere explicitly says the gifts will cease at the 

close of the apostolic age. 

The “open but cautious” wing of continuationism, associated with Wayne Grudem and 

others, attempts to accommodate cessationist concerns by redefining New Testament 

prophecy as a non-authoritative, fallible gift distinct from apostolic prophecy, a gift that 

may exist alongside an inerrant Scripture without supplementing or competing with it. 

This position seeks a middle ground: the gifts continue, but they carry no revelatory 

authority that could add to or challenge the written Word. 

B. The Cessationist Response 

The cessationist response to the “to teleion” argument is that the context of 1 Corinthians 

13, the contrast between the partial knowledge of the present age and the complete 

knowledge of the future, fits both an eschatological and a canonical completion reading, 

and that the broader redemptive-historical arguments (apostolic foundation, 
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authenticating function of the gifts, closure of the canon) provide a more compelling 

account of cessation than the eschatological reading alone. 

The cessationist response to the “ofallible prophecy” position is more pointed. The New 

Testament presents no category of fallible prophecy alongside authoritative apostolic 

prophecy. The prophecy described in Acts and 1 Corinthians is presented as a direct word 

from God (Acts 11:28; 21:11) that carries divine authority. When the Agabus prophecies 

are described, they are introduced with the language of direct divine speech: “Thus says 

the Holy Spirit” (Acts 21:11). This is the language of authoritative divine communication, 

not fallible human impression. The attempt to create a category of “weaker,” fallible 

prophecy from the New Testament data reads a modern concern back into the text rather 

than deriving it from the text itself. 

Furthermore, if prophecy is genuinely fallible, if a prophetic utterance might be partly 

from God and partly from the prophet’s own mind, then the congregation is in the difficult 

position of receiving a word that claims divine origin while potentially containing human 

error. This is precisely the confusion about the nature of God’s Word that the doctrine of 

sufficiency is designed to prevent. A sufficient Scripture, by definition, is a Word from 

God that can be fully trusted. A “prophecy” that might contain human error is not a fully 

trustworthy word from God; it is a human word that partially reflects divine truth. The 

church has no need of such a mixed word when it possesses the pure, sufficient, and fully 

authoritative Word of the completed canon. 

C. Where Cessationists and Continuationists Agree 

Despite the real and significant disagreement, cessationists and continuationists share 

substantial common ground that must not be lost in the debate. Both affirm the authority 

and inerrancy of Scripture. Both affirm the ongoing ministry of the Holy Spirit in 

illumination, conviction, regeneration, and sanctification. Both affirm that God works 

providentially in remarkable ways and that prayer is a genuine means by which God’s 

power is released in the world. Both affirm that the church is to be a Spirit-filled, Spirit-

led community whose life reflects the transforming power of the God who indwells it. The 

debate is specifically about the continuation of the defined apostolic sign gifts in their 

New Testament form and function, a real and important debate, but not a debate about 

whether God is still active or whether the Spirit is still powerful. 

 

VI. The Pastoral Implications: Freedom from the Tyranny of 
Extra-Biblical Revelation 
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The cessationist conviction has profound pastoral implications, implications that go to 

the heart of how the believer relates to God, understands guidance, and navigates the 

Christian life. These implications are not primarily restrictive; they are liberating. 

A. Freedom from the Anxiety of Hearing 

In continuationist church cultures, a pervasive anxiety often develops around the 

question of “hearing from God” beyond the written Word. Believers feel that they need to 

receive specific prophetic words for major life decisions, that they must discern whether 

a particular inner impression is the Spirit’s voice or their own desire, that they have 

somehow missed God’s will if they have not received a confirming word through a 

prophetic ministry. This anxiety is not the fruit of the Spirit; it is the fruit of an expectation 

that the sufficient Word has left significant gaps that only ongoing personal revelation can 

fill. 

The cessationist doctrine offers a liberating alternative: God has spoken. His Word is 

sufficient. The guidance you need for every dimension of life and godliness has been 

provided in the sixty-six books of the canon, illumined by the Spirit who inspired them. 

You are not waiting for a word that has not been given; you are receiving and applying the 

Word that has been given completely and permanently. The Christian life is not a constant 

listening for the next prophetic installment; it is a continuous meditation on, submission 

to, and application of the sufficient Word already received. 

B. Freedom to Rest in the Objective Word 

The cessationist conviction also provides a stable epistemological foundation for 

Christian decision-making and spiritual formation. When guidance is sought from the 

objective written Word, read carefully, interpreted faithfully, applied wisely, and 

submitted to prayer, the believer has a reliable and publicly accountable standard. When 

guidance is sought from subjective impressions, prophetic words, and private revelations, 

the believer is dependent on a standard that is inherently unstable, culturally variable, 

and susceptible to manipulation by those who claim prophetic authority. 

The history of Christian movements that have elevated prophetic gifts above or alongside 

the written Word is, in significant measure, a history of manipulation, error, and spiritual 

abuse. This is not because everyone who claims prophetic gifts is dishonest; it is because 

a standard that is inherently subjective and unverifiable provides no principled basis for 

accountability or correction. The sufficient written Word is a standard that the whole 

community can read, evaluate, and apply together, and that provides a fixed point of 

accountability for every teacher, preacher, and claimed prophet. 

C. Freedom to Trust the Spirit’s Illumination 

The cessationist conviction does not diminish the Spirit’s role; it clarifies it. The Spirit is 

not inactive because the sign gifts have ceased; He is active in the most important work 
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He does in the post-apostolic church: illuminating the written Word to the minds and 

hearts of believers, convicting of sin and righteousness and judgment, regenerating the 

spiritually dead, sanctifying the people of God through the Word He inspired, and filling 

the church with the power and love of God. These are not lesser works than the apostolic 

sign gifts; they are the ongoing, universal, and infinitely valuable works of the Spirit that 

produce genuine Christ-likeness in the people of God. 

The believer who understands cessationism correctly will not be a person impoverished 

of the Spirit’s ministry; she will be a person freed from the anxiety of seeking what has 

not been promised, and freed for the rich, deep, transformative encounter with the God 

who has spoken in the sufficient, Spirit-breathed, Spirit-illumined Word. That freedom is 

not a lesser gift. It is the gift of living under the complete, authoritative, and sufficient 

Word of the God who has said everything He intends to say for this age. 
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Key Texts (NASB 1995) 

 

Hebrews 2:3–4 

“How will we escape if we neglect so great a salvation? After it was at the 

first spoken through the Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, 

God also testifying with them, both by signs and wonders and by various 

miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own will.” 

 

Ephesians 2:19–20 

“So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow 

citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built on 

the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being 

the corner stone.” 

 

Jude 3 

“Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our 

common salvation, I felt the necessity to write to you appealing that you 

contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the 

saints.” 

 

Revelation 22:18–19 

“I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if 

anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues which are written 

in this book; and if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this 

prophecy, God will take away his part from the tree of life and from the 

holy city, which are written in this book.” 

 

Theological Terms and Definitions 

 

 

Term Definition 

Cessationism The theological position that the miraculous sign gifts of the apostolic 
era, including tongues, prophecy in the revelatory sense, miraculous 
healing, and other extraordinary gifts listed in 1 Corinthians 12, ceased 
with the close of the apostolic age and the completion of the New 
Testament canon. Cessationism holds that these gifts served a specific 
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redemptive-historical function (the authentication and inscripturation 
of apostolic revelation) that has been fulfilled and is not repeated. 

Continuationism The theological position that the miraculous sign gifts described in the 
New Testament continue to operate in the church in every age. 
Continuationism spans a wide spectrum, from classical Pentecostalism 
(which emphasizes tongues as the initial evidence of Spirit-baptism) to 
Third Wave evangelicalism (which affirms ongoing prophecy and 
healing alongside inerrancy) to open but cautious positions that affirm 
the theoretical possibility of the gifts without expecting them regularly. 

The Apostolic 
Office 

The unique, unrepeatable office of the twelve apostles (plus Paul) as 
the authorized eyewitnesses of the risen Christ, commissioned by Him 
to proclaim and inscripturate the gospel. The apostolic office was 
foundational (Ephesians 2:20) and non-transferable. No subsequent 
church officer holds apostolic authority in the sense that Paul or Peter 
held it; the apostolic authority is now mediated through the apostolic 
writings preserved in the New Testament. 

Sign Gifts The miraculous gifts of the Spirit described in 1 Corinthians 12 and 
elsewhere, particularly tongues, interpretation of tongues, prophecy (in 
the revelatory sense), miraculous healing, and the working of miracles. 
These gifts are called “sign gifts” because they functioned as divine 
signs authenticating the apostolic message and the new covenant 
community (Hebrews 2:3–4). Cessationists hold that their sign 
function was specific to the foundational period of the church. 

The 
Foundational 
Period 

The redemptive-historical epoch of the apostles and first-generation 
prophets, during which the church was established on its apostolic and 
prophetic foundation (Ephesians 2:20), the New Testament Scriptures 
were produced, and the miraculous sign gifts provided divine 
authentication of the apostolic proclamation. The foundational period 
is distinguished from the subsequent period of the church’s 
construction on the foundation already laid. 

Jude 3: The Faith 
Once for All 
Delivered 

Jude’s description of the body of Christian truth as “the faith which 
was once for all handed down to the saints” (Jude 3, NASB 1995). The 
phrase “once for all” (Greek: hapax) indicates a completed, 
unrepeatable delivery of the apostolic deposit. The faith has been 
delivered; it is not being progressively delivered through ongoing 
prophetic revelation. This text provides direct support for the closure 
of the canon and the sufficiency of the apostolic deposit. 

Revelation 
22:18–19 

The canonical warning at the close of the book of Revelation: “I testify 
to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if 
anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues which are 
written in this book; and if anyone takes away from the words of the 
book of this prophecy, God will take away his part from the tree of life” 
(NASB 1995). While specifically referencing the book of Revelation, 
this warning reflects the principle operative throughout Scripture: the 
Word of God is complete and may not be added to. 
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The Prophetic 
Gift (New 
Testament) 

The gift of prophecy in the New Testament church, which functioned in 
the foundational period as a means of receiving and communicating 
divine revelation (cf. Acts 11:28; 21:10–11; 1 Corinthians 14). 
Cessationists distinguish between the authoritative prophecy of the 
apostles and their prophetic contemporaries (which produced 
inscripturated Scripture or authenticated the apostolic message) and 
subsequent claims to prophetic gifts, which lack both the apostolic 
commission and the canonical authority. 

Open but 
Cautious 

A position within the broader continuationist spectrum, associated 
with theologians like Wayne Grudem and Sam Storms, that affirms the 
theoretical continuation of the gifts while maintaining a high view of 
Scripture and inerrancy. Open but cautious continuationists typically 
redefine New Testament prophecy as a less authoritative, fallible gift 
distinct from apostolic prophecy. Cessationists argue that this 
redefinition lacks exegetical support and that the New Testament 
presents a unified, authoritative prophetic gift. 

Extra-Biblical 
Revelation 

Any claimed communication from God, through prophecy, vision, 
direct speech, impression, or other means, that supplements, extends, 
or adds to the content of the completed biblical canon. Cessationism, 
grounded in the sufficiency and closure of Scripture, denies the 
ongoing possibility of extra-biblical revelation. All genuine 
communications from the Spirit in the post-apostolic era are forms of 
illumination of the existing Word, not new revelatory additions to it. 

 

Practical Application 

 

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the apostolic age was a unique, unrepeatable period in redemptive 

history, that the foundation was laid once, the canon was closed once, and the faith was 

delivered once for all. This conviction does not limit God’s sovereignty or the Spirit’s 

activity; it honors the completeness of what the Spirit has done in producing and 

preserving the sufficient Word. We must believe that the God who granted everything 

pertaining to life and godliness in the completed Scripture has not left a gap that requires 

ongoing prophetic supplementation. The Word is sufficient; the Spirit illumines it; 

nothing more is needed. 

We must also hold this conviction with the intellectual honesty it requires. Cessationism 

is a position taken on the basis of exegetical and theological argument; it is not beyond 

question, and the continuationist arguments deserve to be understood and engaged 

rather than dismissed. But at the end of that engagement, the cessationist conviction 

stands: the nature of the apostolic office, the authenticating function of the sign gifts, the 

closure of the canon, and the sufficiency of the completed Word together provide a 
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compelling account of why the defined apostolic gifts did not continue into the post-

apostolic church. 

B. For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

The doctrine of the closed canon and the cessation of the revelatory gifts should produce 

not a sense of loss but a sense of profound gratitude and rest. God has spoken completely. 

The Word is finished. The foundation is laid. You are not waiting for more; you have 

received the whole. Let that completeness settle your heart. The restlessness that drives 

the constant search for the next prophetic word, the next spiritual experience, the next 

revelation, that restlessness is not Spirit-prompted hunger; it is a failure to receive the 

fullness of what has already been given. 

At the same time, desire the Spirit’s illuminating work with all your heart. The Spirit has 

not gone silent because the canon has closed; He has turned His full attention to making 

the sufficient Word alive and active in the hearts and lives of God’s people. The Spirit who 

breathed out the Word now breathes it into you through careful study, faithful preaching, 

meditative reading, and prayer. That is the Spirit’s great post-apostolic work, and it is 

glorious. 

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

1. Ground your guidance in the Word. When you face major decisions, resist the 

impulse to seek a confirming prophetic word or to wait for a special inner 

impression before acting. Bring the decision to the sufficient Word: What does 

Scripture say about the principles involved? What do wise counselors in the 

community of the Word advise? What is the fruit of careful, Spirit-illumined 

prayer and meditation on the relevant texts? That is the guidance God has 

provided, and it is sufficient. 

2. Evaluate prophetic claims by the canon. When you encounter claims of prophetic 

revelation in your church context or in broader Christian culture, evaluate them 

by the standard Jude identifies: do they accord with the faith once for all 

delivered to the saints? Any claimed prophetic word that adds to, contradicts, or 

is incompatible with the written Word is to be rejected, regardless of the spiritual 

impressiveness of the one claiming it. 

3. Teach cessationism with pastoral sensitivity. In a church culture saturated with 

continuationist assumptions, the cessationist position can sound like a denial of 

the Spirit’s activity. Take care to communicate what cessationism affirms, the 

Spirit’s ongoing, powerful, transformative work through the Word, as clearly as 

what it denies. The goal is not to convince your congregation that God is less 

active than they thought, but to redirect their Spirit-hunger toward the God who 

meets it in the sufficient, Spirit-illumined Word. 
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4. Pray for the Spirit’s illumination with renewed expectation. The cessation of the 

sign gifts does not make prayer less important; it makes it more central. The 

Spirit’s illuminating work, His opening of the eyes to see the wonders of the law 

(Psalm 119:18), His enabling of the mind to receive the things of the Spirit (1 

Corinthians 2:12–14), is the ongoing miracle of the Christian life. Pray for it 

earnestly. Expect it faithfully. It is the Spirit’s great gift to the church that lives 

under the sufficient Word. 

5. Engage continuationist Christians with love and respect. Many of your brothers 

and sisters in Christ hold continuationist positions and love the Word deeply. 

Engage their arguments seriously. Commend the cessationist position on its 

merits, not as a boundary marker that separates true from false believers. The 

goal is the full flourishing of the church under the authority and sufficiency of the 

Word, and that goal is served by honest, charitable, theologically serious 

conversation, not by dismissiveness or condescension. 

D. For Every Season of Life 

For the believer who has been part of a charismatic or continuationist church: You may 

have received real blessing and genuine spiritual growth in that context. The cessationist 

conviction does not require you to retroactively dismiss everything you experienced as 

false or meaningless. God works through imperfect people and imperfect theological 

frameworks, and His Spirit is genuinely active in continuationist communities. What the 

cessationist conviction invites you to is a deeper rest in the sufficient Word, a freedom 

from the anxiety of needing ongoing revelation, and a richer engagement with the 

complete Word that God has given. 

For the pastor leading a congregation through the gifts debate: This is one of the most 

pastorally sensitive areas of contemporary church life. Lead with humility, with exegetical 

seriousness, and with genuine care for those who hold different positions. Ground your 

teaching in the positive content of the sufficiency doctrine rather than in polemics against 

continuationism. Show your congregation what a life richly lived under the sufficient, 

Spirit-illumined Word looks like, and let that vision do the work that arguments alone 

cannot. 

For the believer in a season of intense longing for God’s guidance: The cessationist 

doctrine does not tell you that God is silent or that He does not care about the decisions 

you are facing. It tells you where He has spoken and continues to speak: in the Word He 

has breathed out for exactly this purpose. Bring your longing to the Word. Pray for the 

Spirit to illumine it. Seek the counsel of wise brothers and sisters who are also living under 

the Word. And trust the God who granted you everything pertaining to life and godliness 

to be present and active in the sufficient provision He has made. 
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Study and Discussion Questions 

 

Opening Question 

1.  Have you ever been in a church context where prophetic gifts were regularly 

exercised? What was that experience like? Did it build confidence in the Word of 

God, or did it create a sense that the Word was insufficient for the guidance and 

formation of the community? 

 

Observation Questions (What Does the Text Say?) 

2.  Read Hebrews 2:3–4. What three-stage structure does the author describe for the 

confirmation of the gospel? What specific role do the signs and gifts play in this 

structure? What does the past-tense framing of the passage suggest about the 

author’s understanding of the gifts’ function? 

3.  Read Ephesians 2:19–20. What metaphor does Paul use to describe the church? 

What is the foundation, and what is the significance of a foundation being laid? What 

does Paul’s description imply about the ongoing role of the apostolic and prophetic 

office? 

4.  Read Jude 3. What does the phrase “once for all handed down” communicate about 

the apostolic deposit? What does Jude’s call to “contend earnestly” for this faith 

presuppose about its nature? 

 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

5.  Explain the redemptive-historical argument for cessationism: Why did the sign gifts 

appear when they did, and what does their function suggest about their duration? 

How does this argument differ from simply observing that the gifts seem to occur 

less frequently today? 

6.  What is the “open but cautious” continuationist position, and what is the cessationist 

critique of it? Do you find the critique persuasive? Why or why not? 

7.  How does the doctrine of scriptural sufficiency relate to the cessationist argument? Is 

sufficiency the primary argument for cessationism, or is it one argument among 

several? How would you weight the different arguments? 

8.  The lesson argues that the continuationist pattern of seeking extra-biblical guidance 

creates a form of spiritual anxiety. Do you agree with this pastoral assessment? What 

evidence from church experience would you draw on to evaluate it? 
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Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

9.  The lesson describes cessationism as offering “freedom from the tyranny of seeking 

extra-biblical revelation.” Have you experienced this tyranny in your own Christian 

life or in a church context? What would freedom from it look like practically? 

10.  How should a cessationist pastor address the sincere spiritual hunger of a 

congregation member who believes they have received a prophetic word from God? 

What would a response look like that is both theologically faithful and pastorally 

sensitive? 

11.  The lesson argues that cessationism does not diminish the Spirit’s role but clarifies 

it. What are the specific works of the Spirit that the cessationist should be most 

expectant of and most grateful for? How might a deeper appreciation of these works 

address the spiritual hunger that often draws people toward continuationism? 

12.  This lesson concludes Unit 5 on the Sufficiency of Scripture. Looking back over 

Lessons 12 and 13, what single conviction about sufficiency has most changed or 

deepened your thinking? How will it affect the way you engage with Scripture, with 

pastoral ministry, or with the current charismatic landscape? 
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Prayer Focus 

Spend time in prayer as a group, thanking God for the completeness of His Word, that the 

faith has been once for all delivered, that the foundation has been laid, and that nothing 

pertaining to life and godliness has been withheld. Thank Him for the Spirit’s ongoing 

work of illuminating the sufficient Word, convicting hearts, and transforming lives. Pray 

for the church in your city and nation: that it would find its rest in the sufficient Word 

rather than in the restless search for supplementary revelation; that it would be a 

community marked by deep engagement with Scripture, rich prayer, and confident 

proclamation of the gospel God has fully spoken. Pray for those in your congregation who 

have been shaped by continuationist expectations, that they would find in the sufficient, 

Spirit-illumined Word the fullness of everything God has provided for this life and the 

next. 

 

 

This lesson concludes Unit 5: The Sufficiency of Scripture. In two lessons, we have 

defined sufficiency, distinguished it from exhaustiveness, traced its implications for 

pastoral ministry and the question of ongoing revelation, and argued for cessationism 

as the position that most fully honors the completeness of what God has provided in the 

sufficient Word. In Unit 6, we turn to the clarity of Scripture, the doctrine of perspicuity, 

which affirms that the Bible is sufficiently clear in its essential teachings that ordinary 

believers, aided by the Holy Spirit and the teaching ministry of the church, can 

understand what is necessary for salvation and godliness. 

 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 


