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Introduction 

 

Lesson 10 established the formal principle of Sola Scriptura, that Scripture alone is the 

only infallible and ultimately authoritative norm for the faith and practice of the church. 

We clarified what the doctrine does and does not mean, recovered its Reformation 

heritage in Luther’s stand at Worms, and engaged the most significant theological 

challenges to it from Rome and Eastern Orthodoxy. The doctrine has been defined. Now 

we must apply it. 

A doctrine of biblical authority that remains at the level of confessional affirmation 

without penetrating the actual life of the church is worse than no doctrine at all, because 

it produces the most dangerous of all ecclesiastical conditions: the church that says “we 

believe in the authority of Scripture” while living, preaching, worshiping, counseling, and 

making ethical decisions by entirely different norms. This condition, functional denial of 

the authority one formally confesses, is arguably more prevalent in contemporary 

evangelical churches than outright rejection of biblical authority, and it is more insidious 

precisely because it is harder to detect. 

This lesson asks the practical and pastoral question: Where does the authority of Scripture 

actually land? In what concrete dimensions of the church’s life must the supremacy of the 

Word be not merely confessed but embodied? We will examine five domains: preaching, 

worship, counseling, ethics, and church governance. In each domain, we will describe 

what the authority of Scripture looks like when it is genuinely operative, and what it looks 

like when it has been functionally displaced by other norms, pragmatism, cultural 

relevance, therapeutic models, and institutional self-interest. The stakes are high. A 

church that confesses the Word but does not bow under it has not found a stable middle 

ground; it has only delayed and complicated the drift that eventually carries every church 

that loosens its grip on the supreme authority of Scripture. 

 

I. The Church Under the Word: Creatura Verbi 

 

The Reformation’s fundamental insight about the church’s relationship to Scripture is 

captured in Luther’s phrase creatura Verbi, the church is the creature of the Word. The 

church did not produce Scripture; Scripture produced the church. The covenant 

community of Israel was called into existence by the divine word of promise spoken to 

Abraham. The New Testament church was called into existence by the apostolic 

proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and that proclamation, inscripturated in the 

New Testament, continues to create, sustain, and define the church in every generation. 

The church is not the mother of Scripture; it is the child of Scripture. 
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This creatura Verbi principle establishes the fundamental relationship of authority: the 

church stands under the Word, not over it. The church does not sit in judgment over the 

Scripture, deciding which parts are credible and which may be set aside, which commands 

are binding and which are culturally relative, which doctrines are essential and which are 

negotiable. The Scripture sits in judgment over the church. The church’s confession, 

liturgy, counsel, governance, and ethics are all subject to the norm of the God-breathed 

Word, to be evaluated, corrected, and when necessary, condemned by it. 

This does not mean that the church has no authority of its own. The elders and pastors of 

the church exercise genuine authority in the name of Christ (Hebrews 13:17), and the 

church as a body exercises genuine discipline over its members (Matthew 18:15–20). But 

the authority of the church is always a delegated authority, authority received from Christ 

and exercised in accordance with His Word. The moment the church’s authority becomes 

autonomous, the moment the church begins to govern itself by norms other than the 

Word, it has ceased to exercise genuine Christian authority and begun to exercise merely 

human authority dressed in religious clothing. 

The Berean pattern (Acts 17:11) is the practical expression of this principle at the 

congregational level. The Bereans did not simply receive Paul’s preaching on apostolic 

authority; they “received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to 

see whether these things were so.” They brought even apostolic teaching to the bar of 

Scripture. This is not rebellious individualism; it is the proper posture of a congregation 

that understands that its final loyalty is to the Word of God, not to any human teacher, 

however gifted or authoritative. A congregation that can be taught anything by its pastor, 

without reference to the Scripture he claims to be expounding, is a congregation that has 

functionally abandoned the authority of the Word, whatever it confesses on paper. 

 

II. The Authority of Scripture in Preaching: The Primacy of 
Exposition 

 

The most visible and most consequential domain in which the authority of Scripture must 

be operative is the preaching of the Word. What happens in the pulpit week after week is 

the single most powerful formative influence on the theological convictions, spiritual 

health, and practical discipleship of a congregation. A church is, in the long run, what its 

preaching makes it. And a church’s actual doctrine of biblical authority is revealed not by 

its confession but by its pulpit. 

A. Expository Preaching as the Form of Submission 

Paul’s charge to Timothy in 2 Timothy 4:1–2 is the definitive statement of what faithful 

preaching looks like under the authority of Scripture: 
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“I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is 

to judge the living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom: 

preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, 

exhort, with great patience and instruction.”, 2 Timothy 4:1–2, NASB 

1995 

The charge is not to preach about the Word, or to use the Word as a resource for your own 

insights, or to draw inspiration from the Word for messages of your own devising. The 

charge is to preach the Word itself, to bring the congregation into direct, sustained 

encounter with the actual text of Scripture and to derive the message, the structure, and 

the application of the sermon from what the text actually says. This is expository 

preaching, and it is the homiletical expression of the authority of Scripture over the 

church. 

When a pastor preaches exposititorily, working through a book of the Bible, paragraph by 

paragraph, allowing the text’s own argument to shape the sermon’s argument, he is 

submitting himself and his congregation to the authority of the Word. He is saying, in 

effect: “I have not chosen this topic; the text has. I have not devised this application; the 

text has. I am not giving you my opinions; I am giving you what God has said.” The 

expository sermon is an act of submission. It is the preacher acknowledging that the text 

governs him, not the other way around. 

B. The Warnings of 2 Timothy 4:3–4 

Paul’s charge to preach the Word is followed immediately by a chilling pastoral warning 

about what happens when preaching fails to honor the authority of Scripture: 

“For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but 

wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers in accordance with their own desires, and will turn away their 

ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths.”, 2 Timothy 4:3–4, 

NASB 1995 

The dynamic Paul describes is the engine of functional denial: a congregation that prefers 

to hear what it wants to hear will find teachers willing to tell it what it wants to hear. The 

sermon becomes a vehicle for the congregation’s preferences rather than a vehicle for the 

Word’s authority. The preacher’s primary concern shifts from “what does the text say?” 

to “what does the audience want?” And the result, inevitable, though it may take years or 

decades, is the substitution of “myths” for truth: plausible-sounding religious content that 

flatters the congregation’s assumptions without challenging them to repentance, faith, 

and obedience. 

The remedy is the one Paul prescribes: preach the Word, in season and out of season. A 

preacher who will only preach what his congregation finds comfortable has not submitted 

to the authority of Scripture; he has submitted to the authority of consumer preference. 
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The authority of Scripture in preaching means the authority of the text over the sermon, 

even when, especially when, what the text says is not what the audience wanted to hear. 

C. The Danger of Topical Preaching Untethered from the Text 

Topical preaching, organizing sermons around themes, questions, or life situations rather 

than around the sequential exposition of a biblical text, is not inherently illegitimate. The 

great biblical sermons of Acts are topical in their structure, and there is a proper place for 

thematic or occasional preaching that addresses specific needs or seasons in the life of a 

congregation. But topical preaching carries a characteristic danger: it enables the 

preacher to determine in advance what the Scripture will say on any given subject, 

selecting and arranging texts to support a predetermined conclusion rather than 

submitting to the agenda that the text itself sets. 

When topical preaching becomes the dominant pattern, when a church rarely or never 

sits under the sequential exposition of a biblical book, the congregation is subtly shaped 

to believe that the Bible is a resource for addressing human questions rather than the 

supreme authority that sets the agenda for the church’s entire life. The preacher’s 

questions govern the text, rather than the text governing the preacher’s questions. The 

authority relationship has been reversed, and the reversal is all the more dangerous 

because it is rarely explicit. 

 

III. The Authority of Scripture in Worship: The Regulative 
Principle 

 

The second domain in which the authority of Scripture must be concretely operative is 

the corporate worship of the church. The question of what may legitimately be included 

in the church’s public worship is not a matter of aesthetic preference or cultural relevance; 

it is a question of authority. By what norm do we determine what belongs in the worship 

of the living God? 

A. The Regulative Principle Stated 

The Reformed tradition has historically answered this question with the regulative 

principle of worship: the elements of corporate worship must be warranted by a positive 

command or clear example from Scripture, rather than merely permitted by the absence 

of a biblical prohibition. In other words, the question for corporate worship is not “what 

has God forbidden?” but “what has God commanded?” Only what God has authorized in 

His Word has a place in the corporate worship He has prescribed. 

The regulative principle is grounded in several biblical texts. Deuteronomy 4:2 and 12:32 

both prohibit adding to or taking away from God’s commands, including His commands 
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about worship. Leviticus 10:1–2 records the death of Nadab and Abihu for offering 

“strange fire” before the LORD, fire He had not commanded. The consistent pattern of 

Scripture is that God takes the manner of His worship seriously, that He has prescribed 

what He requires, and that unauthorized innovations in His worship are not merely 

suboptimal but offensive. The God who governs the content of His church’s theology also 

governs the form of His church’s worship. 

B. The Regulative Principle in Practice 

In practice, the regulative principle means that the elements of corporate Christian 

worship, the reading of Scripture, the preaching of the Word, prayer, singing of psalms 

and hymns, the administration of the sacraments (baptism and the Lord’s Supper), and 

the collection for the saints, are all elements explicitly commanded or clearly exemplified 

in the New Testament. These elements are not merely traditional or culturally 

established; they are warranted by the authority of Scripture, and they constitute the God-

prescribed content of Christian corporate worship. 

The regulative principle does not mean that every worship service must be identical in 

form, that cultural elements (language, musical styles, meeting times) are irrelevant, or 

that there is no place for legitimate diversity in the circumstances of worship. The 

principle governs the elements of worship (what is done) rather than the circumstances 

(how and when it is done). Within the biblically prescribed elements, there is considerable 

room for contextual judgment. But the elements themselves, Word, sacrament, prayer, 

song, fellowship, are non-negotiable precisely because they are not our inventions but 

God’s prescriptions. 

C. The Danger of Entertainment-Driven Worship 

The contemporary evangelical tendency to design worship primarily around emotional 

experience, cultural accessibility, and aesthetic appeal, rather than around the prescribed 

elements of Scripture, is a form of functional denial of the authority of God’s Word in 

worship. When the ordering of a worship service is determined primarily by what 

produces the most powerful emotional response, by what most resembles the cultural 

experiences the congregation values, or by what most effectively attracts newcomers, the 

implicit governing norm is not Scripture but consumer preference. 

This is not to say that Christian worship should be culturally unintelligible or deliberately 

inaccessible. The New Testament commands the church to do all things decently and in 

order (1 Corinthians 14:40), and genuine pastoral wisdom attends to the needs and 

contexts of the congregation. But there is a fundamental difference between adapting the 

circumstances of worship to serve the biblically prescribed elements, and redesigning the 

entire worship service around the goal of emotional accessibility while marginalizing or 

eliminating the biblically prescribed elements. The first is contextual wisdom; the second 

is the functional displacement of Scripture’s authority by the authority of the market. 
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IV. The Authority of Scripture in Counseling: The Sufficiency of 
Scripture for Soul Care 

 

The third domain is pastoral counseling and soul care, the ministry of helping individuals 

navigate suffering, sin, broken relationships, psychological distress, and the struggles of 

the Christian life. In no domain has the functional authority of Scripture been more 

thoroughly displaced in contemporary evangelical ministry than in counseling, where the 

wholesale importation of secular therapeutic frameworks has produced a pastoral 

practice that often has more in common with Freud or Rogers than with Paul or John 

Owen. 

A. The Biblical Framework for Soul Care 

The New Testament’s model of soul care is built on the sufficiency and authority of 

Scripture. Paul’s description of the pastor-teacher’s ministry in 2 Timothy 3:16–17 

identifies Scripture as “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in 

righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.” 

The word “adequate” (Greek: artios) means fully outfitted, completely prepared, lacking 

nothing necessary. If this description is true of Scripture, then the pastor who is saturated 

with the Word has everything he needs for the ministry of soul care, not merely for 

doctrinal instruction but for the full range of human struggle that pastoral ministry 

encounters. 

Colossians 2:8 provides a corresponding warning about the importation of non-biblical 

frameworks into the church’s life: 

“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty 

deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary 

principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.”, Colossians 2:8, 

NASB 1995 

Paul is not condemning all philosophy or all learning from outside the Christian tradition. 

He is warning against allowing human philosophical and cultural traditions to displace 

the authority of Christ and His Word as the governing framework for the church’s life. 

Applied to counseling, the warning is this: the moment a secular psychological 

framework, with its own account of human nature, its own diagnosis of human problems, 

its own prescription for human flourishing, is imported into the church’s pastoral practice 

without critical evaluation by Scripture, the church has allowed a philosophy “according 

to the tradition of men” to displace the authority of the Word “according to Christ.” 

B. The Integration Question 
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The question of the relationship between biblical counseling and secular psychology is 

genuinely complex, and it would be an overstatement to say that no insights from the 

behavioral and social sciences have any legitimate place in pastoral ministry. God’s 

common grace operates through the work of all human inquiry, including psychological 

research, and a wise pastor will not dismiss everything that careful observation of human 

behavior has revealed about how people function, how trauma affects development, and 

how relationships shape flourishing. 

But the authority question is decisive: Who governs? When the insights of secular 

psychology and the teaching of Scripture conflict, when a psychological framework’s 

account of human nature, human motivation, or human healing contradicts what 

Scripture says, which authority governs? The answer of Sola Scriptura is clear: Scripture 

governs. The insights of secular psychology are to be evaluated by Scripture, not the 

reverse. A counseling model that begins with a secular account of the self and then 

imports biblical concepts into it has not subjected psychology to Scripture; it has 

subjected Scripture to psychology. The authority relationship has been reversed. 

The practical implication is that the church’s pastoral counseling must be grounded in a 

thoroughly biblical anthropology, one that understands human beings as image-bearers 

of God, as fallen through sin, as redeemable only through Christ, and as renewed through 

the Spirit’s work by means of the Word. From within that biblical framework, 

observations from psychology, medicine, and human experience may be received and 

employed as subordinate tools, but the framework itself must be the Word of God, not the 

tradition of men. 

 

V. The Authority of Scripture in Ethics: When Culture and 
Scripture Collide 

 

The fourth domain is Christian ethics, the church’s moral teaching and the standards it 

applies to the conduct of its members. In no domain is the authority of Scripture more 

actively contested in contemporary culture, and in no domain is functional denial more 

prevalent or more consequential. When the culture’s moral convictions change, on 

sexuality, on gender, on the value of human life, on the definition of marriage, the church 

that has learned to govern itself by the authority of Scripture will find the courage to hold 

its ground, while the church that has allowed cultural norms to displace scriptural 

authority will find itself revising its ethics in the direction of cultural approval. 

A. The Pattern of Accommodation 

The pattern by which churches abandon scriptural ethics in response to cultural pressure 

is consistent and well-documented. It begins with the claim that the cultural question at 
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issue (the presenting example changes across generations) represents a genuine 

development in moral understanding that requires the church to “reread” relevant 

scriptural texts in a new light. The hermeneutical move typically involves arguing that the 

biblical texts addressing the issue were written in a particular cultural context that limits 

their applicability, or that the “true principle” behind the texts is better expressed in the 

culturally revised position than in the traditional one. 

What this pattern reveals, in every case, is the functional displacement of Scripture’s 

authority by the authority of cultural consensus. The church that genuinely submits to the 

authority of Scripture begins with the question: “What does the text say and mean in its 

own context, and what does it require of us?” The church that has allowed cultural 

authority to displace Scripture begins with the question: “How can we interpret the text 

in a way that aligns with what our culture now believes?” The second question is not 

exegesis; it is eisegesis, reading cultural convictions into the text rather than deriving 

biblical convictions from it. 

B. The Courage Required 

Maintaining the authority of Scripture in ethics requires courage, the courage to declare 

what the Word says even when the culture regards it as offensive, backward, or harmful; 

the courage to apply biblical ethics to contested questions without softening or 

qualification; and the courage to accept the cultural cost of fidelity to the Word. The 

church that genuinely lives under the authority of Scripture in ethics will find itself 

increasingly at odds with the surrounding culture on a growing range of questions, and 

this is not a problem to be managed but a consequence to be embraced. 

Paul’s instructions to Timothy make the pastoral cost explicit: preach the Word “in season 

and out of season”, the phrase “out of season” (Greek: akairos, inopportune, unwelcome) 

acknowledges that faithful biblical proclamation will sometimes be received as culturally 

irrelevant, offensive, or disruptive. The pastor who preaches the Word out of season is not 

failing in his cultural intelligence; he is fulfilling his mandate. The measure of faithful 

preaching is not cultural approval but fidelity to the Word. 

Isaiah 8:20 provides the ultimate standard: “To the law and to the testimony! If they do 

not speak according to this word, it is because they have no dawn.” The ethical teaching 

that does not conform to the law and the testimony, however compassionate-sounding, 

however culturally acceptable, however enthusiastically endorsed by the academy, is 

darkness, not light. The church that will not hold this line on ethics has no stable ground 

on which to make any other claim to truth. 

 

VI. The Danger of Functional Denial: Churches That Affirm 
Inerrancy but Live by Pragmatism 
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We have now examined four specific domains in which the authority of Scripture must be 

operative. In each domain, we have seen what genuine submission to the Word looks like 

and what functional denial looks like. In this final section, we address the broader pattern: 

the church that confesses the authority of Scripture while actually governing its life by 

other norms. 

A. What Functional Denial Looks Like 

Functional denial of scriptural authority rarely announces itself. It does not typically 

arrive as an explicit theological revision; it arrives as a series of practical decisions, each 

of which seems reasonable in isolation but which together constitute the effective 

displacement of the Word as the governing norm of the church’s life. Consider the 

following composite portrait of a functionally pragmatic evangelical church: 

•  Preaching: Sermons are topical, addressing the questions the congregation 

brings rather than the agenda Scripture sets. Topics are chosen for their 

relevance and emotional resonance. Biblical texts are cited for support but rarely 

exposited in context. 

•  Worship: Services are designed around the goal of emotional experience and 

cultural accessibility. The elements of worship are determined by what produces 

the desired atmosphere rather than by biblical prescription. The Lord’s Supper is 

infrequent; Scripture reading is minimal; prayer is brief. 

•  Counseling: Members struggling with sin, addiction, or relational breakdown are 

referred to licensed secular therapists or to a pastoral counseling ministry whose 

primary framework is drawn from secular psychology with biblical language 

added. 

•  Ethics: On contested cultural questions, the church’s teaching gradually aligns 

with the cultural consensus, justified by hermeneutical moves that reinterpret 

traditional biblical teaching as culturally conditioned rather than permanently 

binding. 

•  Governance: Major decisions about the direction of the church are made on the 

basis of demographic research, market analysis, and best practices from the 

business world, with Scripture serving as a source of motivational support rather 

than as the governing norm. 

 

This portrait may seem exaggerated, but it is a fair description of a pattern that is 

identifiable, to varying degrees, in a large number of evangelical churches that formally 

affirm the inerrancy and authority of Scripture. The formal affirmation is real, but it has 

not penetrated the church’s actual practice. The confession is orthodox; the ecclesiology 

is pragmatic. 
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B. Why Functional Denial Is So Dangerous 

Functional denial is more dangerous than explicit denial for three reasons. First, it 

maintains the appearance of orthodoxy, which makes it harder to identify and challenge. 

A church that explicitly denies biblical authority can be confronted and corrected; a 

church that confesses biblical authority while functionally ignoring it is far harder to 

engage, because it can always point to its confession as evidence of faithfulness. 

Second, functional denial is progressive. Each pragmatic decision that displaces the 

Word’s authority creates a precedent for the next. The congregation gradually loses the 

habit of testing all things by Scripture, the pastoral leadership gradually loses the 

discipline of deriving their decisions from the Word, and the institutional culture 

gradually normalizes the practice of governing the church by norms other than the Word. 

By the time the pattern becomes visible, it has typically been operative for years or 

decades. 

Third, and most seriously, functional denial undermines the very thing the church exists 

to be and do. The church exists to proclaim and embody the gospel of Jesus Christ, and 

the gospel is a word, a message, a verbal communication of divine truth. A church that 

functionally dismisses the authority of the Word over its life has undermined the very 

foundation of its mission. It may continue to generate religious activity, services, 

programs, experiences, community, but it will not produce the deep transformation of 

individuals and communities that only the authoritative, Spirit-applied Word of God can 

produce. 

C. The Remedy 

The remedy for functional denial is not primarily a program or a structural reform; it is a 

recovery of genuine theological conviction. A church that deeply, personally, and 

collectively believes that the Bible is the inspired, inerrant, and supremely authoritative 

Word of the living God will naturally want its preaching to be governed by the text, its 

worship to be shaped by God’s prescription, its counseling to be grounded in biblical 

anthropology, its ethics to be derived from the Word rather than from cultural consensus, 

and its governance to be guided by the wisdom of Scripture rather than the wisdom of the 

market. 

The path back to the genuine authority of Scripture runs through the same place the 

doctrine of Sola Scriptura has always run, through a fresh encounter with the God who 

has spoken, a renewed confidence in the self-attesting authority of His Word, and a 

willingness to let every dimension of the church’s life be examined and governed by the 

only norm that carries the unconditional authority of the God who cannot lie. 
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Key Texts (NASB 1995) 

 

Acts 17:11 

“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.” 

 

Colossians 2:8 

“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty 

deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary 

principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.” 

 

2 Timothy 4:1–4 

“I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus… 

preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, 

exhort, with great patience and instruction. For the time will come when 

they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears 

tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance with 

their own desires, and will turn away their ears from the truth and will 

turn aside to myths.” 

 

Theological Terms and Definitions 

 

 

Term Definition 

Creatura Verbi Latin for “creature of the Word.” The Reformation principle, drawn 
from Luther, that the church is not the mother of Scripture but the 
child of Scripture, called into existence, sustained, and defined by the 
Word of God. The church does not stand over the Word as its judge or 
guardian; it stands under the Word as its servant and herald. 

Expository 
Preaching 

A method of preaching in which the meaning and application of a 
biblical text governs the content and structure of the sermon. The 
expository preacher submits to the text, deriving his message from 
what the passage actually says rather than using the passage as a 
springboard for his own ideas. Expository preaching is the homiletical 
expression of the authority of Scripture over the church. 
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The Regulative 
Principle of 
Worship 

The Reformed principle that the elements of corporate worship must 
be warranted by a positive command or clear example from Scripture, 
rather than merely permitted by the absence of a biblical prohibition. 
Grounded in passages like Deuteronomy 4:2, 12:32, and Leviticus 
10:1–2, the regulative principle submits the church’s worship to the 
authority of the Word rather than to human creativity or cultural 
preference. 

Nouthetic 
Counseling 

A model of Christian counseling, developed by Jay Adams in the 1970s, 
that grounds pastoral care and soul cure in the sufficiency of Scripture 
rather than in secular psychological frameworks. Nouthetic counseling 
holds that Scripture provides everything needed for the spiritual and 
psychological health of the believer, and that the integration of secular 
therapeutic models imports assumptions incompatible with a biblical 
anthropology. 

Functional 
Denial 

The condition of a church that formally affirms the authority (or 
inerrancy, or sufficiency) of Scripture in its confession but whose 
actual practice, in preaching, worship, counseling, governance, or 
ethics, is governed by other norms: pragmatism, cultural relevance, 
consumer preferences, or therapeutic frameworks. Functional denial is 
often more dangerous than explicit denial because it maintains the 
appearance of orthodoxy while evacuating it of practical force. 

Pragmatism 
(ecclesial) 

The governing assumption, operative in many evangelical churches, 
that ministry decisions should be driven primarily by what “works”, 
what produces numerical growth, emotional response, or cultural 
engagement, rather than by what Scripture prescribes. Ecclesial 
pragmatism is the primary mechanism of functional denial: a church 
that makes effectiveness its supreme norm has implicitly dethroned 
Scripture from its rightful authority. 

The Normative 
Principle of 
Worship 

The Lutheran and Anglican alternative to the Reformed regulative 
principle, holding that anything not explicitly prohibited by Scripture 
is permitted in worship. The normative principle allows considerably 
more latitude for cultural and traditional elements in corporate 
worship, provided they do not contradict scriptural teaching. The 
debate between regulative and normative principles concerns how the 
authority of Scripture governs the specific form of corporate worship. 

Biblical 
Anthropology 

The Bible’s own account of what human beings are: image-bearers of 
God (Genesis 1:26–27), fallen through sin (Romans 3:23; 5:12), 
redeemable only through Christ (John 14:6; Romans 5:1–10), and in 
need of the Spirit’s sanctifying work through the Word (John 17:17; 2 
Timothy 3:16–17). Biblical anthropology provides the framework for a 
distinctively Christian understanding of human nature, motivation, 
suffering, and healing, a framework that differs at key points from 
secular psychological models. 

2 Timothy 4:2 
Mandate 

Paul’s charge to Timothy, “preach the word; be ready in season and out 
of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and 
instruction”, which defines the pastor’s fundamental responsibility as 
the proclamation of Scripture in every circumstance, regardless of its 
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cultural reception. The 2 Timothy 4:2 mandate is the normative 
description of what faithful pastoral ministry looks like under the 
authority of the Word. 

The Berean 
Pattern 

The practice of the Bereans in Acts 17:10–11, who “received the word 
with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether 
these things were so.” The Berean pattern is the model of the 
congregation under the authority of Scripture: actively engaging the 
Word, testing all teaching by it, and submitting both themselves and 
their teachers to its authority. It is the congregational counterpart to 
the pastoral 2 Timothy 4:2 mandate. 

 

Practical Application 

 

A. For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the authority of Scripture is not a confessional abstraction but a 

practical reality that must be embodied in every dimension of the church’s life. The 

question is not merely “do we believe the Bible is authoritative?” but “does the Bible 

actually govern our preaching, our worship, our counseling, our ethics, and our 

governance?” Confessional orthodoxy without practical submission to the Word is not the 

halfway house it appears to be; it is a form of functional denial that may be more 

spiritually dangerous than honest unbelief, because it inoculates the congregation against 

the real thing. 

We must also believe that the creatura Verbi principle is not merely ecclesiological theory 

but the description of what the church actually is and is called to be. The church is the 

creature of the Word. Every aspect of its life is derivative, dependent on and accountable 

to the Word that called it into existence. A church that forgets this, that begins to govern 

itself by its own wisdom, its own cultural intelligence, or its own institutional self-interest, 

has forgotten what it is. 

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

This lesson should produce in us a searching and honest self-examination. Where in my 

own life, my own ministry, my own congregation, has the authority of Scripture been 

functionally displaced by other norms? Where do I make decisions based on what works 

rather than what the Word requires? Where do I preach to please rather than to submit? 

Where do I counsel from a framework that I have never submitted to the bar of Scripture? 

Where do I adjust my ethical convictions in response to cultural pressure rather than in 

response to careful exegesis? 
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The honest answer to these questions is likely to be uncomfortable. That discomfort is the 

work of the Word exercising its authority, the very authority this lesson is about. Receive 

it as such. Let the conviction produce not guilt-driven performance anxiety but a genuine, 

Spirit-worked return to the Word as the governing norm of your life and ministry. The 

God who breathed out this Word is patient and gracious. His Word is sufficient for the 

correction as well as for the instruction. 

C. For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

1. Audit your church’s preaching diet. Over the past year, has your church’s 

preaching been primarily expository, working through books of the Bible, 

allowing the text’s agenda to govern the sermon’s agenda? Or has it been 

primarily topical, driven by cultural relevance, congregational preference, or the 

pastor’s own interests? The answer reveals the functional authority of Scripture 

in your church’s pulpit. 

2. Evaluate your worship by Scripture’s norm. What determines what is included in 

your corporate worship? Is it the biblically prescribed elements, adapted with 

contextual wisdom? Or is it primarily driven by what produces the desired 

emotional experience or cultural accessibility? Apply the regulative question: not 

“what has God forbidden?” but “what has God commanded?” 

3. Examine your counseling framework. Is the pastoral counseling in your church 

grounded in a thoroughly biblical anthropology, with insights from behavioral 

science received as subordinate and evaluated by Scripture? Or has the 

framework been imported from secular therapeutic models, with biblical 

language added? The test is the authority question: who governs? 

4. Hold the ethical line. On the contested cultural questions that press upon the 

church, and they will press, in every generation, resist the pressure to reinterpret 

scriptural teaching in the direction of cultural approval. Return to the text. Ask 

what it says in its context, what it means, and what it requires. Preach it out of 

season if necessary. The measure of faithful ethical teaching is not cultural 

acceptance but fidelity to the Word. 

5. Practice the Berean pattern corporately. Build a culture in your church where 

members are not merely passive recipients of pastoral teaching but active, 

Scripture-engaged participants who bring every sermon, every decision, and 

every proposed direction back to the bar of the Word. This is not rebellious 

individualism; it is the right exercise of the congregation’s accountability to the 

ultimate authority. 

D. For Every Season of Life 

For the pastor: You stand in the pulpit as the servant of the Word, not its master. Your 

authority in that room is borrowed, borrowed from the God whose Word you are 
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expounding. The moment you begin preaching your own opinions rather than the text’s 

teaching, the moment you adjust your message to manage the congregation’s response 

rather than to deliver the Word’s verdict, you have evacuated your pulpit of the only 

authority it possesses. Preach the Word. In season and out of season. With great patience 

and instruction. The congregation may not always thank you for it; but the God who gave 

you the charge will. 

For the church member: Your responsibility under the authority of Scripture is not to be 

a passive consumer of religious services but an active participant in the community of the 

Word. Come to worship expecting to encounter the living God through His Word. Bring 

the Scripture to every pastoral conversation, every small group discussion, every ethical 

decision. Test what you hear by what the text says. And when the Word confronts you, 

when the text reproves or corrects or trains you, receive it as what it is: the gracious, 

authoritative voice of the God who loves you enough to tell you the truth. 

For the parent: Your home is the first and most formative context in which your children 

will learn whether the Bible actually governs life, or whether it is merely one resource 

among many. Deuteronomy 6:6–9 calls parents to saturate the home with the Word, to 

talk of it when you sit, when you walk, when you lie down, when you rise. This is not the 

prescription for a rigidly religious home but for a home in which the Word is genuinely 

the norm by which all of life is evaluated. That is the creatura Verbi principle lived out at 

the family level, and it is the most powerful counter-formation against the functional 

pragmatism that the surrounding culture will press on your children throughout their 

lives. 

 

Study and Discussion Questions 

 

Opening Question 

1.  Think about the church you currently attend or have most recently attended. In 

which of the five domains discussed in this lesson, preaching, worship, counseling, 

ethics, governance, do you see the authority of Scripture most clearly operative? 

Where do you see the greatest gap between what is confessed and what is practiced? 

 

Observation Questions (What Does the Text Say?) 

2.  Read Acts 17:10–11. What two things did the Bereans do with Paul’s preaching? 

What does their example teach us about the relationship between congregational 

reception of teaching and the authority of Scripture? 
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3.  Read 2 Timothy 4:1–5. What specific charge does Paul give Timothy in verses 1–2? 

What specific warning does he give in verses 3–4? How do these two passages 

together describe both faithful preaching and its failure mode? 

4.  Read Colossians 2:6–8. What does Paul warn the Colossians against? What is the 

standard by which all teaching is to be evaluated? How does this passage apply to the 

question of counseling frameworks? 

 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

5.  Explain the creatura Verbi principle. What does it mean for the church to be the 

creature of the Word rather than the mother of Scripture? What practical 

implications does this principle have for how a church makes decisions? 

6.  The lesson distinguishes between the regulative and normative principles of worship. 

Explain the difference between these two principles. Which do you find more 

biblically grounded, and why? 

7.  What is functional denial of biblical authority, and why is it more dangerous than 

explicit denial? Describe the composite portrait of a functionally pragmatic 

evangelical church from Section VI. How many of those characteristics do you 

recognize in the evangelical churches you have known? 

8.  The lesson argues that the church’s authority is always delegated authority, exercised 

in accordance with the Word. What does this mean for the authority of the pastor? 

For the authority of the elders? For the authority of church councils or 

denominational bodies? 

 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

9.  2 Timothy 4:2 commands Timothy to preach the Word “out of season”, when it is 

culturally unwelcome. Can you think of a specific example from your own church 

context where faithful biblical preaching would be “out of season”? What would 

faithfulness look like in that situation? 

10.  The lesson argues that the integration of secular psychological frameworks into 

pastoral counseling raises an authority question: Who governs? Evaluate the 

counseling resources or practices in your own church. Who, or what, actually 

governs the framework? 

11.  On the question of Christian ethics and cultural accommodation: What is the 

difference between legitimate contextual application of biblical ethics to 

contemporary situations (which every generation must do) and illegitimate revision 

of biblical ethics in response to cultural pressure? How can a church tell the 

difference? 
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12.  The lesson closes by arguing that the remedy for functional denial is a recovery of 

genuine theological conviction, a fresh encounter with the God who has spoken. 

What would a concrete “recovery of biblical authority” look like in your specific 

church context? What would need to change, and what would remain the same? 

 

Prayer Focus 

Spend time in prayer as a group, asking the Lord to search your church’s life honestly, its 

preaching, its worship, its counseling, its ethics, its governance, and to reveal the places 

where the authority of Scripture has been functionally displaced by other norms. Pray for 

your pastor, that he would have the courage to preach the Word in season and out of 

season, and the wisdom to do so with great patience and instruction. Pray for your 

congregation, that it would cultivate the Berean pattern of active, Scripture-testing 

engagement with all teaching. And pray for the church in your city and nation, that in a 

generation when the Word’s authority is under assault from every direction, the Spirit 

would raise up churches that not only confess the authority of Scripture but actually live 

under it, in every room of the house, in every dimension of the community’s life. 

 

 

This lesson concludes Unit 4: The Authority of Scripture. In two lessons, we have 

established the formal principle of Sola Scriptura (Lesson 10) and its practical 

application to the concrete life of the church (Lesson 11). In Unit 5, we turn from the 

authority of Scripture to its sufficiency, the claim that Scripture contains all that is 

needed for the knowledge of God, for salvation, and for godliness, requiring no 

supplementation from any extra-biblical source. 

 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 


