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Introduction

We have now traversed the central terrain of Bibliology: inspiration and inerrancy (Units 2—3), authority and Sola
Scriptura (Unit 4), and sufficiency and the closed canon (Unit 5). Each of these doctrines has deepened our
understanding of the Bible’s nature, origin, and claim upon the life of the church. Now we take up a doctrine that
might, at first glance, seem less urgently controversial than inerrancy or sufficiency, but that has been, in the
history of the church, the site of one of the most consequential doctrinal battles of the Reformation: the
perspicuity of Scripture.

The doctrine of perspicuity is simply this: Scripture is clear enough to be understood. Not every passage with equal
clarity, not without effort or study, not without the Spirit’s illumination and the church’s teaching ministry, but
sufficiently clear in its essential teachings that ordinary believers can understand what is necessary for salvation
and the living of a godly life. The Bible is not an esoteric document whose meaning is accessible only to a trained
clerical elite; it is the Word of God addressed to God’s people, written in human language, illumined by the Spirit,
and able to make its readers wise unto salvation.

This claim was at the heart of the Reformation’s challenge to Rome. When Luther translated the Bible into German
so that the common people could read it, when Tyndale gave his life to put the English Bible in the hands of the
ploughboy, and when Calvin wrote his Institutes to help ordinary believers understand the teaching of Scripture,
each act expressed a theological conviction: God’s Word is clear enough to be understood by those for whom it
was written. The Reformation was, in a profound sense, a revolution in biblical access, and that revolution rested
on the doctrine we are studying in this lesson.

The doctrine of perspicuity must be defined with care, however, because it is persistently misunderstood in two
directions. Some overstate it, treating it as a claim that every part of Scripture is equally clear to every reader, and
using it as a justification for dismissing the need for careful study, scholarly tools, or the teaching ministry of the
church. Others understate it, treating the undeniable difficulty of some passages as evidence that the Bible is
fundamentally obscure and requires authoritative ecclesiastical mediation for its proper interpretation. Both
errors must be avoided, and this lesson will chart the careful course between them.
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I. DEFINING PERSPICUITY: SUFFICIENT CLARITY FOR
SALVATION AND GODLINESS

The Westminster Confession of Faith provides the classic Reformed statement of perspicuity in
Chapter 1, Paragraph 7:

“All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all: yet those
things which are necessary to be known, believed, and observed for salvation, are so clearly
propounded, and opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the learned, but the
unlearned, in a due use of ordinary means, may attain unto a sufficient understanding of
them.”

This formulation is a model of theological precision. It simultaneously acknowledges what perspicuity does not
claim (that all things in Scripture are alike plain) and what it does claim (that the things necessary to be known for
salvation are so clearly propounded that both learned and unlearned may attain a sufficient understanding of
them). The claim is not universal clarity but sufficient clarity, and sufficient clarity in precisely the domain where
it matters most: what must be known, believed, and observed for salvation.

The biblical warrant for this doctrine is rich and consistent. Moses’ address to Israel in Deuteronomy 30:11-14 is
perhaps the most direct:

“For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of
reach. It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us to get it for us
and make us hear it, that we may observe it?’ Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say,
‘Who will cross the sea for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may observe it?’ But
the word is very near you, in your mouth and in your heart, that you may observe it.”

Deuteronomy 30:11—14, NASB 1995

Moses is addressing ordinary Israelites, not a clerical elite or trained scribes, but the covenant people assembled
on the plains of Moab before the crossing of the Jordan. And he tells them that the word is not beyond their reach.
It is not in heaven, requiring a divine intermediary to bring it down. It is not across the sea, requiring a heroic
journey to retrieve it. It is near them: in their mouths, in their hearts, accessible for observance. The accessibility
of the Word for those to whom it is addressed is the foundation of their accountability to it.

The Psalms express the same conviction with lyrical beauty:

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.”
Psalm 119:105, NASB 1995

“The unfolding of Your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple.”
Psalm 119:130, NASB 1995

A lamp illumines the path of the one who carries it. A light that gives understanding to the simple does not require
the simple to first become learned before they can receive its benefit. The perspicuity of Scripture is the claim
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that the Word of God is a lamp, performing its illuminating function for those who receive it in faith and obedience,
regardless of their level of formal education or ecclesiastical position.

II. WHAT PERSPICUITY DOES NOT MEAN

The doctrine of perspicuity has been the victim of persistent misunderstanding, both by those who invoke it to
justify superficial engagement with Scripture and by those who use the difficulty of certain passages to argue
against it. Before stating what perspicuity positively means, it is essential to clear away these misunderstandings.

A. Not Every Passage Is Equally Clear

The Westminster Confession’s opening qualification (“all things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves”) is
not a concession wrung from the Reformers by their opponents; it is an affirmation of what every honest reader
of Scripture knows from experience. Some passages of the Bible are luminously clear. “God so loved the world,
that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life” (John
3:16, NASB 1995) presents no significant interpretive difficulty for any reader who understands ordinary English.
“You shall not murder” (Exodus 20:13) requires no scholarly apparatus.

But other passages are genuinely difficult, and the Bible’s own testimony acknowledges this. Peter writes of Paul’s
letters: “in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also
the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction” (2 Peter 3:16, NASB 1995). Peter does not say Paul’s letters
are incomprehensible; he says they contain things that are “hard to understand” (Greek: dysnoeta), things that
the untaught and unstable distort. The difficulty is real, but it is specifically the difficulty of passages that require
careful study and interpretive humility, not the fundamental incomprehensibility of the apostolic teaching as a
whole.

The apocalyptic literature (Daniel, Revelation), the poetry of the wisdom books, the prophetic oracles with their
typological and eschatological dimensions, and the difficult theological arguments of Romans 9—-11 and Hebrews
5-7 all require more sustained attention, more contextual knowledge, and more interpretive care than the plain
narrative of the Gospels or the straightforward ethical commands of the epistles. Perspicuity does not level this
diversity; it affirms that within this diversity, the essential matters are clear.

B. Not Every Reader Will Understand Equally Well

Perspicuity also does not claim that all readers bring equal competence to the text, or that every reading of
Scripture is equally valid. The Westminster Confession specifies that the unlearned may attain a sufficient
understanding “in a due use of ordinary means,” that is, through the ordinary means of grace that the church
provides: faithful preaching and teaching, prayerful engagement with the text, the community of the covenant
people who have been reading this Book for centuries, and the Spirit’s illuminating work.

The reader who brings linguistic competence in the original languages, knowledge of the historical and cultural
context, familiarity with the canonical patterns of Scripture, and theological formation in the great tradition of
Christian interpretation will read the Bible with greater depth and accuracy than the reader who brings none of
these. This is not elitism; it is the acknowledgment that reading is a skill, and that all skills are developed through
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practice, training, and the resources that the community of readers provides. Perspicuity does not render
commentaries, lexicons, and theological education unnecessary; it renders them appropriately subordinate, as
servants of the reader’s encounter with the clear text rather than gatekeepers who must first certify that the text
is accessible.

C. Not a License for Interpretive Anarchy

Perspicuity does not mean that every individual’s reading of Scripture is equally authoritative, or that the diversity
of interpretations in Protestant Christianity is a natural and acceptable consequence of the doctrine. The fact that
perspicuity is sometimes invoked to justify theological individualism or the refusal of accountability to the church’s
confessional tradition is an abuse of the doctrine, not its proper application.

The Reformers who recovered the doctrine of perspicuity did not use it to justify every individual’s right to hold
whatever interpretation they preferred. They used it to argue that Scripture’s essential teachings are accessible
to ordinary believers, and then they produced confessions, catechisms, and commentaries precisely to guide those
ordinary believers in understanding what the essential teachings are. Perspicuity and the teaching office of the
church are not in tension; they are complementary. The church’s teachers help the community receive the clear
Word; they do not replace the clear Word with their own authority.

III. THE NECESSITY OF DILIGENT STUDY, THE SPIRIT,
AND THE CHURCH’S TEACHING

The perspicuity of Scripture does not eliminate the need for effort in biblical interpretation; it defines the nature
and purpose of that effort. Because Scripture is clear in its essential teachings, diligent study is not an attempt to
rescue meaning from an obscure text but an act of faithful reception of a clear Word. The effort of study is the
appropriate response to the gift of a perspicuous Scripture.

A. Diligent Study

Paul’s instruction to Timothy is the classic text for the interpreter’s responsibility: “Be diligent to present yourself
approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth” (2
Timothy 2:15, NASB 1995). The word translated “diligent” (Greek: spoudazo) means to make every effort, to apply
oneself with concentrated energy. The word translated “accurately handling” (Greek: orthotomeo) means to cut
a straight path, to handle rightly. These are not descriptions of passive reception but of active, skilled, energetic

engagement.

The perspicuity of Scripture is not an invitation to lazy reading. It is an invitation to confident reading: the
confidence that the effort expended in careful, patient, contextual engagement with the text will be rewarded
with genuine understanding, because the God who gave the text intended it to be understood. The interpreter
who studies diligently is not trying to decipher an encoded message; she is working to hear clearly what has been

clearly said.

B. The Ministry of the Holy Spirit
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The perspicuity of Scripture and the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit are not in competition; they are
complementary dimensions of the same reality. Scripture is objectively clear; the Spirit enables the reader to
receive what is clear. Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 2:12—-14 establishes the necessity of the Spirit for genuine
understanding:

“Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we
may know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words
taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with
spiritual words. But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are
foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.”

1 Corinthians 2:12—14, NASB 1995

The natural man, the person without the Spirit’s regenerating and illuminating work, cannot receive the things of
the Spirit. This is not because the text is objectively obscure but because the unregenerate reader lacks the
spiritual capacity to receive what the text clearly says. The problem is not in the text but in the reader. And the
solution is the Spirit’s illuminating work, which opens the eyes of the regenerate reader to see and receive what
has been perspicuously written.

This is why the psalmist’s prayer in Psalm 119:18 is so important: “Open my eyes, that | may behold wonderful
things from Your law.” The prayer is not for God to add content to an obscure law, but for Him to open eyes that
are not yet seeing what is already there to be seen. Perspicuity and the prayer for illumination belong together:
we ask for open eyes precisely because we believe the Word is there to be seen, written by a God who intended
to be understood.

C. The Teaching Office of the Church

The perspicuity of Scripture does not make the teaching office of the church unnecessary; it properly defines its
role. The church’s teachers (pastors, elders, theologians, commentators, catechists) do not possess an authority
that stands over Scripture and interprets it for those incapable of reading it themselves. They serve the
congregation’s reading of Scripture by bringing their learning, their theological formation, and their pastoral
wisdom to the task of helping the community hear what the clear text says.

The difference between the Reformation’s understanding of the teaching office and Rome’s is precisely this: in
the Reformation understanding, the teacher serves the text by helping the congregation receive it; in the Roman
understanding, the Magisterium stands over the text as its authoritative interpreter. In the first model, the
congregation is ultimately accountable to the text that the teacher is serving; in the second model, the
congregation is ultimately accountable to the institution that controls access to the text’s meaning. The
Reformation doctrine of perspicuity dismantles the second model by insisting that the text is clear enough that
the institution’s mediation is helpful but not necessary for a sufficient understanding of the essential teachings.

IV. THE REFORMATION CONTEXT: AGAINST THE
MAGISTERIUM’S INTERPRETIVE MONOPOLY
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The Reformation doctrine of perspicuity did not emerge in a theological vacuum; it emerged as a direct response
to the Roman Catholic claim that the Magisterium alone possesses the authority to interpret Scripture rightly.
Understanding that context is essential for appreciating why the Reformers regarded perspicuity as an
indispensable doctrine.

A. The Roman Catholic Position

The Council of Trent (1546) decreed that in matters of faith and morals, no one may rely on their own judgment
in interpreting Holy Scripture “contrary to that sense which holy mother Church, whose it is to judge of the true
sense and interpretation of the Holy Scriptures, has held and holds.” The practical effect of this decree was to
make the Magisterium the sole authoritative interpreter of Scripture, accessible only through the church’s official
teaching. The ordinary believer could not read and understand Scripture for herself; she needed the church’s
authorized interpretation.

This position had deep practical consequences. The Latin Vulgate, inaccessible to most laypeople, remained the
church’s official text. The translation of Scripture into the vernacular was viewed with suspicion or actively
suppressed. The reading of the Bible by laypeople without clerical guidance was discouraged. The implicit message
was that Scripture’s meaning was too difficult, too dangerous, or too contested to be entrusted to ordinary
believers without Magisterial mediation.

B. The Reformation Response

The Reformers’ response was both theological and practical. Theologically, they argued that the claim to
Magisterial interpretive authority was self-defeating: if ordinary believers cannot understand Scripture sufficiently
to evaluate the Magisterium’s interpretation, then they also cannot understand Scripture sufficiently to evaluate
whether the Magisterium’s claim to interpretive authority is itself scriptural. The Magisterium’s authority claim is
circular, it can only be verified by accepting the very authority it claims.

Luther demonstrated perspicuity in practice by producing his German translation of the New Testament in 1522
and the complete Bible by 1534, rendering the Word in the language of common people and insisting that they
had both the right and the capacity to read it for themselves. Tyndale’s famous remark, that he would make it so
that a boy who drives the plough would know more of the Scripture than the clergy, was not anti-intellectual
bravado; it was a theological conviction about the perspicuity of the Word and the right of every believer to access
it.

Calvin’s entire literary project was, in one sense, an extended demonstration of perspicuity. His Institutes, his
commentaries on virtually every book of the Bible, and his sermons preached to ordinary Genevan citizens all
rested on the conviction that Scripture, carefully expounded, could be understood by ordinary believers and that
its essential teachings were accessible without the Magisterium’s mediation. Calvin did not produce these works
as a substitute for the believer’s own engagement with Scripture; he produced them as aids to that engagement,
serving the perspicuous text rather than replacing it.

V. THE PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS AND THE
RIGHT OF PRIVATE JUDGMENT
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The doctrine of perspicuity is inseparable from the Reformation’s recovery of the priesthood of all believers: the
conviction that every member of the covenant community has direct access to God through the one mediator,
Jesus Christ (1 Timothy 2:5), and therefore has both the right and the responsibility to engage with the Word of
God personally and directly.

A. The Priesthood of All Believers

The New Testament’s description of the church as “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for
God’s own possession” (1 Peter 2:9, NASB 1995) has profound implications for how the church relates to Scripture.
If every believer is a priest, with direct, unmediated access to God, then every believer also has direct, unmediated
access to the Word that God has given. The mediatorial role of the Levitical priesthood in the Old Testament,
which guarded access to the presence of God in the tabernacle and temple, has been fulfilled and abolished in
Christ. There is no new covenant equivalent of the Levitical priest who must read and interpret the Word on behalf
of those who cannot approach God directly.

This does not mean that leadership, teaching, and pastoral guidance have no place in the church. The New
Testament abundantly provides for these (Ephesians 4:11-12; Hebrews 13:17; 1 Timothy 5:17). But it does mean
that these offices serve the congregation’s direct engagement with God and His Word; they do not replace it or
monopolize access to it.

B. Private Judgment: Right and Responsibility

The right of private judgment is the correlate of perspicuity: because Scripture is sufficiently clear, every believer
has the right to read and judge its teaching for themselves, rather than simply deferring to ecclesiastical authority.
This was the heart of Luther’s stand at Worms: his conscience was captive to Scripture, not to the Pope or the
councils. He was exercising private judgment, not the judgment of his own unaided reason, but the judgment of
a conscience formed by the clear teaching of the Word.

However, the right of private judgment does not mean the freedom to interpret Scripture however one pleases.
With the right comes a profound responsibility: the responsibility to interpret with humility, with diligence, within
the community of the church’s accumulated wisdom, and with accountability to the clear, objective meaning of
the text itself. The abuse of private judgment (the use of it as a license for theological individualism and the
rejection of all accountability to the church’s confessional tradition) is not the right use of private judgment but
its corruption.

The Berean pattern (Acts 17:11) models the proper exercise of private judgment: “Now these were more noble-
minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures
daily to see whether these things were so.” The Bereans did not accept Paul’s teaching without examination; they
brought it to the bar of Scripture. But they brought their own reading to the bar of Scripture, not to the bar of
their own preferences. Private judgment, rightly exercised, is always judgment by the perspicuous Word, not by
the individual’s autonomous desires.

VI. THE ROLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IN ILLUMINATION
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We have already touched on the Spirit’s illuminating work in Section Ill, but it deserves fuller treatment as a
distinct doctrine. lllumination is not merely a helpful supplement to perspicuity; it is the dynamic by which
perspicuity becomes effective in the life of the believer. The objective clarity of Scripture and the Spirit’s subjective
illumination of the reader are two sides of the same coin.

A. Illumination Distinguished from Inspiration

Inspiration was the unique, completed, and unrepeatable act of the Spirit by which He moved upon the biblical
authors to produce the inerrant, authoritative written Word. As we established in Unit 2, inspiration was specific
to the canonical authors and resulted in the production of the canonical text. It has ceased with the close of the
canon.

[llumination, by contrast, is the Spirit’s ongoing and universal work in the lives of all believers. It is not the
production of new revelatory content but the enabling of genuine understanding of the content already revealed.
The Spirit does not add to Scripture through illumination; He opens the eyes of the believing reader to see and
receive what is already there. The distinction is crucial: illumination cannot be appealed to as a source of new
doctrine or a basis for private revelations that supplement the inscripturated Word. It is the Spirit’s gift of
understanding, not the Spirit’s gift of additional revelation.

B. The Necessity of the Spirit for True Understanding

The natural person cannot understand the things of the Spirit of God (1 Corinthians 2:14). This is not a statement
about the obscurity of Scripture; it is a statement about the spiritual condition of the unregenerate reader. Sin
has not merely limited human intelligence; it has warped the will, darkened the understanding, and produced a
fundamental hostility to the truth of God (Romans 1:18; 8:7). The unregenerate person encounters the clear
teaching of Scripture and suppresses it, distorts it, or dismisses it, not because the text is unclear but because the
reader is spiritually unable to receive it.

The Spirit’s regenerating and illuminating work reverses this condition. Through the new birth (John 3:3-8), the
Spirit creates new spiritual capacities in the believer: capacities to see, receive, and delight in the truth that was
always there in the perspicuous Word. This is why conversion is often described in terms of seeing: “One thing |
do know, that though | was blind, now | see” (John 9:25, NASB 1995). The blind man did not receive new
information that was previously unavailable; he received the ability to see what had always been visible to those
with eyes.

The practical implication for biblical interpretation is the priority of prayer. The interpreter who approaches
Scripture without prayer for the Spirit’s illumination is approaching it as if its clarity were merely intellectual, as if
diligent study alone were sufficient for genuine understanding. But the perspicuity of Scripture is a gift of grace,
received through the Spirit’s illuminating work. The most rigorous scholar who approaches the text without the
Spirit’s illumination will fail to receive its essential teaching, while the most unlearned believer who approaches it
in dependence on the Spirit may receive what the scholar misses.
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VII. PERSPICUITY AND THE ANALOGY OF FAITH:
SCRIPTURE INTERPRETS SCRIPTURE

The final dimension of the perspicuity doctrine that deserves extended attention is its relationship to the
hermeneutical principle of the analogy of faith: the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture.

A. The Analogy of Faith Defined

The analogy of faith (analogia fidei) is the principle that the meaning of any particular biblical passage must be
consistent with the teaching of the whole of Scripture. Where a passage is obscure or seems to support a
conclusion at odds with the clear teaching of other passages, the obscure passage must be interpreted in the light
of the clear ones. The Westminster Confession states the principle in Chapter 1, Paragraph 9: “The infallible rule
of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself: and therefore, when there is a question about the true and
full sense of any scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it must be searched and known by other places that
speak more clearly.”

This principle presupposes perspicuity in two ways. First, it assumes that there are clear passages, passages that
speak plainly enough to serve as the interpretive key for more difficult ones. If no passage were clear, there would
be no basis for the analogy of faith; there would be no clear light to cast on the dark places. It is precisely because
the essential teachings of Scripture are clear that the principle has force. Second, it assumes the unity of Scripture:
the same Spirit who inspired the clear passages also inspired the difficult ones, and therefore there is a coherent
message running through the whole that provides the context for interpreting any part.

B. Practical Application

The analogy of faith has immediate practical implications for how we read and interpret Scripture. When a
particular passage seems to teach a doctrine that contradicts the clear teaching of other passages, the interpreter
should notimmediately conclude that the Bible is self-contradictory. She should ask: Am | interpreting this passage
correctly? Have | attended to its literary form, its historical context, its place in the canonical argument? What do
the clearer passages say on this subject, and how do they illuminate this more difficult text?

For example: Difficult passages about election and free will (Romans 9; John 6; Ephesians 1) must be interpreted
in light of the clear biblical teaching that God genuinely calls all people to repentance (Acts 17:30; 2 Peter 3:9) and
that every person is genuinely responsible for their response to the gospel (John 3:18, 36). Neither set of texts
may be dismissed; both must be received, and the interpreter must work toward a reading that does justice to
the full canonical witness. The analogy of faith is not a tool for privileging one set of texts over another; it is a
commitment to reading the whole Scripture together, trusting that the God who inspired the clear and the difficult
alike intended them to be received as a coherent whole.

C. Perspicuity as the Foundation of Canonical Unity

The analogy of faith ultimately rests on the perspicuity doctrine because it depends on the conviction that the
canonical whole is coherent and interpretable. If Scripture were fundamentally obscure, with no part of it reliably
clear, there would be no foundation for the canonical interpretation of its parts. But because the essential
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teachings are clear, and because the Spirit who inspired the whole intended it to be understood, the interpreter
who brings the whole of Scripture to bear on any part is doing the most faithful possible reading of the text.

This is the deepest sense in which perspicuity and the analogy of faith belong together: perspicuity provides the
ground of confidence on which the canonical interpretation of Scripture rests. We read the difficult in light of the
clear because we trust that the God who gave both intends them to be understood together, and He has made
sure that what is necessary for that understanding is sufficiently, reliably, graciously clear.
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Key Texts (NASB 1995)

“For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of
reach. It is not in heaven... Nor is it beyond the sea... But the word is very near you, in your
mouth and in your heart, that you may observe it.”

Deuteronomy 30:11—14

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.”
Psalm 119:105, 130

“The unfolding of Your words gives light; it gives understanding to the simple.”
2 Peter 3:15—16

“Regard the patience of our Lord as salvation; just as also our beloved brother Paul, according
to the wisdom given him, wrote to you, as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these
things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort,
as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction.”

1 Corinthians 2:12—14

“Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we

may know the things freely given to us by God... But a natural man does not accept the things

of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because
they are spiritually appraised.”
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Theological Terms and Definitions

Perspicuity

INIumination

The Magisterium

The Priesthood of
All Believers

Private Judgment

Analogia Fidei

Analogia
Scripturae

The Sensus
Literalis

From the Latin perspicuus, “clear, transparent.” The doctrine that Scripture is sufficiently clear
in its essential teachings (particularly those necessary for salvation and godliness) that
ordinary believers, aided by the Holy Spirit and the teaching ministry of the church, can
understand them without requiring the mediation of an infallible ecclesiastical authority.
Perspicuity does not claim that every passage is equally clear or that no part of Scripture
presents difficulty.

The ongoing work of the Holy Spirit by which He opens the minds and hearts of believers to
understand, receive, and apply the Scriptures. Illumination is distinguished from inspiration:
inspiration was the unique, completed act by which the Spirit produced the biblical text;
illumination is the Spirit’s continual work enabling readers to grasp what the inspired text
says. lllumination does not supplement Scripture with new content; it enables the reception
of the content already inscripturated.

The official teaching authority of the Roman Catholic Church, exercised by the bishops in
communion with the Pope. The Council of Trent (1545—-1563) responded to the Reformation
by asserting that the Magisterium alone has the authority to interpret Scripture, effectively
making the church the arbiter of Scripture’s meaning rather than a servant of it. The
Reformation doctrine of perspicuity was a direct challenge to this claim.

The Reformation doctrine that every believer has direct access to God through Jesus Christ,
the one mediator (1 Timothy 2:5), without requiring the mediation of a human priest or
ecclesiastical institution. Applied to Scripture, this doctrine affirms the right of every believer
to read, interpret, and apply the Word for themselves, under the Spirit’s illumination and
within the accountability of the church’s teaching ministry.

The right of the individual believer, under the Spirit’s illumination, to read and interpret
Scripture for themselves. The Reformation affirmed private judgment as both a right and a
responsibility. However, private judgment does not mean that every individual’s
interpretation is equally valid; it means that the individual is accountable to the text itself
rather than to an infallible ecclesiastical interpreter. Private judgment must be exercised with
humility, within the accountability of the church’s confessional tradition.

Latin for “analogy of faith.” The hermeneutical principle that Scripture must be interpreted in
light of the whole of Scripture, so that the meaning of any particular text must be consistent
with the clear teaching of the rest of the Bible. The analogy of faith presupposes perspicuity:
Scripture can serve as its own interpreter only if its clear passages are genuinely clear enough
to illumine the obscure ones.

Latin for “analogy of Scripture.” The related principle that Scripture interprets Scripture: the
best commentary on any passage of the Bible is the rest of the Bible. Where a passage is
obscure or difficult, the interpreter should seek clarity from other texts that address the same
subject more plainly. This principle is grounded in the unity of divine authorship and the
perspicuity of the essential teachings.

Latin for “the literal sense.” The grammatical-historical meaning of a biblical text; what the
human author, under divine inspiration, intended to communicate to his original audience in
the particular literary form he employed. The perspicuity of Scripture is grounded in the
sensus literalis: Scripture is clear because God communicated through human language in
forms that human beings can understand, and because the Spirit illumines readers to receive
that plain meaning.

Dr. Joshua Nichols
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Difficult Passages

The Teaching
Office of the
Church

Passages of Scripture that are genuinely hard to understand, whether because of linguistic
complexity, cultural distance, theological depth, or the compressed nature of the literary
form. The existence of difficult passages is fully consistent with the doctrine of perspicuity.
Peter’s acknowledgment that Paul’s letters contain “some things hard to understand” (2 Peter
3:16) does not contradict perspicuity; perspicuity claims sufficiency of clarity in what is
necessary, not uniform clarity in all things.

The responsibility of pastors, teachers, and elders to equip the congregation through the
faithful exposition and application of Scripture. The teaching office does not stand above
Scripture as its interpreter; it serves Scripture by helping the congregation receive what the
text actually says. The teaching office is necessary not because Scripture is obscure but
because the congregation needs guidance, accountability, and the accumulated wisdom of
the church’s engagement with the Word.

Dr. Joshua Nichols
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Practical Application

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe?

We must believe that God wrote a Book that can be understood. The God who breathed out Scripture for the
knowledge of Himself, for salvation, and for godliness did not breathe out a text that is fundamentally inaccessible
to the people for whom it was written. This conviction is itself an expression of confidence in the character of God:
a God who commands obedience but provides no understandable standard for that obedience would be a God of
cruel caprice, not the faithful covenant God of Scripture.

We must also believe the nuances: that not every passage is equally clear, that the Spirit’s illumination is necessary
for genuine understanding, that diligent study is the proper response to a perspicuous text, and that the church’s
teaching ministry serves rather than replaces the believer’s own engagement with the clear Word. Perspicuity is
a doctrine about the sufficiency of Scripture’s clarity for the purposes God intends, not a doctrine about the
absence of difficulty or the irrelevance of effort.

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

The doctrine of perspicuity should produce in us a confident and expectant hunger for the Word. We come to
Scripture not as detectives trying to crack a code, not as archaeologists excavating buried meaning, but as children
receiving a letter from their Father: a letter written for us, in a language designed for us to understand, by a God
who wants to be known. That expectation (that we will understand what we read, that the Spirit will illumine what
we study, that the essential things will be clear) is the proper posture of the believer approaching the perspicuous
Word.

Let the doctrine also produce gratitude. The gift of a clear Word was not inevitable. God could have remained in
the silence of His self-sufficiency; He did not. He could have spoken in forms so elevated above human
understanding that only a priestly elite could access them; He did not. He spoke in human language, through
human instruments, in forms designed for human understanding, and He sent His Spirit to illumine what He wrote.
That is grace, the condescending grace of a God who made His Word near, in our mouths and in our hearts.

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do?

1. Read Scripture for yourself. The doctrine of perspicuity is an invitation and a responsibility. Every believer who
has access to the Scripture in their own language has the right and the duty to read it, receive it, and be formed
by it. Do not outsource your engagement with the Word entirely to your pastor, your small group leader, or your
favorite Bible teacher. The perspicuous Word is addressed to you.

2. Pray for illumination before you read. The Spirit’s illuminating work is the means by which perspicuity becomes
effective in your life. Come to Scripture in dependence on the Spirit who inspired it and who alone can open your
eyes to receive what is already there. Make Psalm 119:18 your daily prayer: “Open my eyes, that | may behold
wonderful things from Your law.”

3. Work at the difficult passages. The existence of hard texts is not an occasion for despair or for dismissing the
doctrine of perspicuity; it is an occasion for the diligent study that 2 Timothy 2:15 commands. Use the tools the
church has provided: commentaries, lexicons, study Bibles, confessions, and the counsel of wise teachers. The
analogy of faith is your primary hermeneutical tool: interpret the difficult in the light of the clear.
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4. Submit your interpretation to accountability. The right of private judgment does not exempt you from the
responsibility of accountability. Bring your reading of Scripture to the community of the church, to its confessional
tradition, to the wisdom of the teachers God has given for the equipping of the saints. Interpretive humility is not
the opposite of perspicuity; it is its proper companion.

5. Teach the perspicuity doctrine to your children and congregation. A congregation that believes the Bible is
fundamentally inaccessible without expert mediation will not read it. A congregation that believes Scripture is
clear in what matters most, and that the Spirit illumines what they read, will approach the Word with the confident
hunger that produces genuine transformation. Cultivate that hunger.

D. For Every Season of Life

For the new believer overwhelmed by the vastness of Scripture: You do not need to understand everything before
the Word can do its work in you. The essential things (who God is, what Christ has done, how you are to live) are
clear. Begin there. Read the Gospels. Read Paul’s letter to the Romans. Read the Psalms. Let the clear teach you
first, and trust that the Spirit who gave you the Word will give you understanding as you grow.

For the believer in a season of doubt about Scripture’s reliability: The doctrine of perspicuity is not a claim that
Scripture is simple or that every interpretive question has an easy answer. It is a claim that the God who wrote
the Book intended it to be understood, and that the Spirit who inspired it will illumine it for the one who comes
in faith. Bring your doubts to the clear texts rather than starting with the difficult ones. Let the luminous clarity of
John 3:16 or Psalm 23 or Romans 8 speak first, and approach the harder texts from within the faith those clear
texts have established.

For the pastor preaching through difficult biblical texts: The doctrine of perspicuity does not require you to make
every passage seem simple from the pulpit. It requires you to be honest about difficulty while being confident
about the clarity of the essential teaching, and to do the hard hermeneutical work that enables you to present the
clear message of even a difficult text with the confidence of one who has wrestled with the text and found it, in
the end, luminous.
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Study and Discussion Questions

Opening Question

1.

Think about the most difficult passage of Scripture you have ever encountered, one that genuinely puzzled,
troubled, or confused you. How did you handle it? Did your experience with that text challenge or confirm
your confidence in the perspicuity of Scripture?

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?)

2.

Read Deuteronomy 30:11-14. To whom is Moses speaking? What specific objections to the accessibility of
the Word does he preemptively answer? What does he affirm about the location of the Word in relation to
the hearer?

Read Psalm 119:105 and 130. What does the psalmist say the Word does for those who receive it? What is
the significance of the phrase “understanding to the simple” in verse 130 for the doctrine of perspicuity?

Read 2 Peter 3:15—-16. What does Peter acknowledge about Paul’s letters? What does this acknowledgment
tell us about the nature of perspicuity, both what it claims and what it does not claim?

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?)

5.

The Westminster Confession states that the things “necessary to be known, believed, and observed for
salvation” are clearly propounded in Scripture. What is the significance of this qualifier, “necessary for
salvation”? What does it tell us about the scope of the perspicuity claim?

Explain the distinction between inspiration and illumination. Why is this distinction important for
understanding how the Spirit’s work relates to the perspicuity of Scripture? What would be lost if the two
were conflated?

What is the analogy of faith, and how does it depend on the doctrine of perspicuity? Why can’t you have
the analogy of faith without a commitment to perspicuity?

The Reformation’s doctrine of perspicuity was a direct challenge to the Magisterium’s claim to interpretive
monopoly. How does the doctrine of perspicuity dismantle that claim without dismissing the value of the
church’s teaching ministry? What is the key distinction?

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?)

9.

10.

11.

12.

The lesson argues that the right of private judgment comes with the responsibility of interpretive humility
and accountability to the church’s confessional tradition. Where do you see private judgment exercised well
in your context? Where do you see it abused? What makes the difference?

The lesson identifies three conditions for receiving the perspicuous Word: diligent study, the Spirit’s
illumination, and the teaching ministry of the church. In your own practice of Bible reading and study, which
of these is strongest? Which needs the most attention?

How does the doctrine of perspicuity affect the way a pastor should preach difficult biblical texts? Should
the existence of hard passages change the confidence with which the essential message of those texts is
proclaimed? How does the analogy of faith help in preaching through difficult material?

The lesson closes by arguing that perspicuity and the analogy of faith together provide the ground of
confidence for reading the whole of Scripture as a coherent whole. In practice, what does it look like to
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apply the analogy of faith to a difficult text you are currently studying? Walk through an example together
as a group.
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Prayer Focus

Spend time in prayer as a group, thanking God for the gift of a clear Word and for the condescending grace of a
God who wrote a Book in human language, through human instruments, for human understanding, and sent His
Spirit to illumine what He wrote. Thank Him that the Word is not in heaven or beyond the sea, but very near: in
our mouths and in our hearts. Ask the Spirit to illumine your reading and study of Scripture, to open your eyes to
behold wonderful things from His law, and to give understanding to the simple among you. Pray for a renewed
and expectant hunger for the perspicuous Word, the confident hunger of those who know that what they seek in
the Scripture is genuinely there to be found.

This lesson concludes Unit 6: The Clarity and Perspicuity of Scripture. In one lesson, we have defined perspicuity,
carefully qualified it against common misunderstandings, rooted it in the Reformation’s recovery of the believer’s
direct access to the clear Word, and connected it to the Spirit’s illuminating work and the hermeneutical principle
of the analogy of faith. In Unit 7, we turn to the Canon of Scripture: the question of which books constitute the
inspired, authoritative Word of God, how the church recognized them, and why the canon is exactly what it is.

Soli Deo Gloria
To God Alone Be the Glory

FAITHFUL TO THE WORD
Dr. Joshua Nichols

josh@faithfultotheword.com | faithfultotheword.com
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