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Because It Is the Word of God

K .  S c o t t  O l i p h i n t

M Y TA SK H E R E is to attempt to offer some helpful points with 
respect to the relationship between our doctrine of Scripture and 
the first chapter of the WCF. It would be difficult to overestimate 
the importance of that first chapter. A quick survey of history would 
show that the church errs and leaves its central task of proclaim-
ing the gospel at precisely the point where it begins to lose its grip 
on the position articulated in WCF chapter 1, that is, on a biblical 
doctrine of Scripture.

Before looking more specifically at chapter 1, it seems important 
for the matter at hand to first make clear the theological rationale 
behind the chapter. The question has been asked as to why the 
confession did not begin with justification, given the central signifi-
cance of this doctrine during the time of the Reformation, or why 
it did not begin with Christ, given the centrality of Christology for 
the Christian faith. We should note here that there was a definite 
and resolute rationale for beginning this confession with a biblical 
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doctrine of Scripture. In order to understand that rationale, it will 
help us to remember the deep-seated roots of the theological (and 
philosophical) notion of principia.1

The Principles (Principia) of Theology

The term principia has its roots in the Greek word archē / !"#$%&, 
which means a beginning point, a source, or a first principle. Its 
theoretical roots go back at least as far as Aristotle. Aristotle argued 
that archai / !"#$!'—or first principles, or beginning points—are 
the “first point from which a thing either is or comes to be or is 
known.”2 In other words, archai / !"#$!', according to Aristotle, 
provide the bedrock foundation for everything that is or is known. 
This concept of a beginning point, what some have called an Archi-
medean point, is a necessary and crucial aspect of all thinking 
and being. Aristotle understood this, philosophy has continued to 
articulate this idea, and Christian theology has seen it as basic to 
its own discipline.

To use just one example in theology, the Dutch Reformed 
theologian Sibrandus Lubbertus argued in the late sixteenth 
century that all disciplines, and especially theology, require 
principia, and that such principia partake of at least the fol-
lowing properties: (1) they are necessarily and immutably true, 
and (2) they must be known per se, that is, in themselves, as 
both immediate and indemonstrable.3 By “immediate” here is 
meant that the status of a principium is not taken from some-
thing external to it, but is inherent in the thing itself. It does 
not mean, strictly speaking, that nothing mediated the truth 
therein, but rather that nothing external mediated that truth. 
By “indemonstrable” here is meant that the fact of a principium 

1. Here I will depend heavily on the historical spade-work of Richard Muller, but 
see also Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt, trans. John Vriend, 
4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992–2008), 1:205ff.

2. Quoted in Richard A. Muller, Prolegomena to Theology, vol. 1 of PRRD, 431.
3. Muller, PRRD, 1:431.
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is not proved by way of syllogism or by external means, but is 
such that it provides the ground upon which any other fact or 
demonstration depends. It is, in that sense, as we will see in a 
minute, a transcendental notion.

For example, speaking of the discipline of theology, Philippe 
du Plessis-Mornay, the so-called “Huguenot Pope,” states:

For if every science has its principles, which it is not lawful to 
remove, be it ever so little: much more reason is it that it should 
be so with that thing which hath the ground of all principles as 
its principle.4

What Mornay says here is not unique among the orthodox 
Reformed. He is saying much more than that theology has its own 
principia; he was also affirming that, whereas all sciences have their 
own principia, theology’s principia undergird and underlie any and 
every other principia. The principia of other sciences are relative 
to those sciences; the principia of theology are prior to any other 
principia of any and all other disciplines.5

For the Reformed, principia could never be located, even if 
tangentially, in the human self. To do so would lead to the kind 
of skepticism that followed in the wake of Cartesian philosophy. 
Instead, as Richard Muller notes,

4. Philippe du Plessis-Mornay, A Worke Concerning the Trunesse of Christian Reli-
gion, Written in French: Against Atheists, Epicures, Paynims, Iewes, Mahumetists, and 
Other Infidels. By Philip of Mornay Lord of Plessie Marlie. Begunne to Be Translated 
into English by That Honourable and Worthy Gentleman, Syr Philip Sidney Knight, and 
at His Request Finished by Arthur Golding. Since Which Time, It Hath Bene Reviewed, 
and Is Now the Third Time Published, and Purged from Sundrie Faultes Escaped Here-
tofore, Thorow Ignorance, Carelesnes, or Other Corruption, trans. Sir Philip Sidney 
Knight and Arthur Golding (London: George Eld, 1604), 2, electronic edition accessed 
through Early English Books Online, http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home.

5. According to Muller, “Divinity alone begins with the absolute first principles 
of things which depend on no other matters; whereas the basic principles of the other 
sciences are only first relative to the science for which they provide the foundation, 
the basic principles of theology are prior to any other ‘principle of Being’ or ‘principle 
of knowing,’ ” Muller, PRRD, 1:436.
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The classical philosophical language of principia was appropriated 
by the Reformed orthodox at a time and in a context where . . . 
[it] served the needs both of the Reformation sense of the priority 
of Scripture and the Reformation assumptions concerning the 
ancillary status of philosophy and the weakness of human reason. 
By defining both Scripture and God as principial in the strictest 
sense—namely as true, immediate, necessary, and knowable—the 
early orthodox asserted the priority of Scripture over tradition 
and reason and gave conceptual status to the notion of its self-
authenticating character in response to both Roman polemicists 
and philosophical skeptics of the era.6

We should make clear here that in Reformed thinking there were 
two principia, and this follows again from philosophical discussions 
dating at least as far back as Aristotle. In Metaphysics 4.3, Aristotle 
notes that first principles, in order to be first principles, must them-
selves be most certain, indemonstrable, immediately evident, and 
never a postulate or hypothesis. According to Aristotle, first principles 
are that which anyone must have when he comes to study anything 
at all. First principles, therefore, cannot be something that someone 
acquires as a result of one’s reasoning or argument.

In this sense, as we just mentioned, the principia that form the 
foundation for everything else are themselves transcendental in 
nature. They provide for the possibility of anything else; if in a par-
ticular science, then they provide for the possibility of that science. 
But if in an ultimate sense, as is the case with theological principia, 
then they provide for the possibility of anything else whatsoever. They 
provide for the possibility of being and for the possibility of knowing.

God and His Word

This brings us to a further general point concerning principia 
that relates directly to our confessional study. In the discussions of 

6. Ibid., 432.
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principia, two categories were central. Again, following on philo-
sophical concerns, principia were referenced to two central contexts. 
There was necessarily a principium with respect to Being and, just 
as necessarily, a principium with respect to knowing. Principia, 
therefore, refer primarily to the principium essendi, which is the 
principle, source, or foundation of Being, and the principium cogno-
scendi, which is the principle, source, or foundation of knowing.

Given these two concerns, the two primary doctrines that serve 
as principia for theology are the doctrine of God and the doctrine 
of Scripture. And while we do not have the space here to work out 
the relationship between these two principia, we should note at 
least the following.

First, the juxtaposition, so familiar in the Reformed confessions, 
between the doctrine of Scripture and the doctrine of God relates 
specifically to a particular Reformed understanding of who God is 
and of how he may be known. One of Calvin’s brightest students, 
Franciscus Junius, developed a categorization of the knowledge of 
God that relates directly to the Reformed scholastic understanding 
of principia.

In attempting to articulate the relationship of God’s own 
knowledge to our knowledge of God, Junius made a distinction 
between archetypal knowledge and ectypal knowledge. Archetypal 
knowledge is that knowledge that God alone has. It is knowledge 
of God that partakes of all the essential divine attributes. Hence, it 
is knowledge that just is God himself, given the simplicity of God.

Ectypal knowledge is true knowledge that has its foundation in 
archetypal knowledge. Notice that this knowledge is not identical 
with God’s archetypal knowledge. It could not be since archetypal 
knowledge is infinite, eternal, immutable, etc. But it is nevertheless 
true knowledge, even though finite and limited, because it has its 
roots in God’s own essential knowledge. God himself has ectypal 
knowledge, based on his archetypal knowledge, and God’s ectypal 
knowledge is given to his creatures by way of revelation; we then 
also have ectypal knowledge.
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This is all just another way of saying that the only way in which 
we can know God, or anything else, is if God graciously chooses to 
reveal himself to us. As creatures, therefore—and this is the salient 
point to make with respect to the Reformed confessions, and the 
WCF particularly—there is an inextricable principial link between 
God and revelation. From the perspective of the creature, we cannot 
have one without the other.

It was this concern, the concern for principia, as those relate 
specifically to God and our knowledge of him, that brought about a 
specifically Reformed doctrine of Scripture. Prior to the Reformation, 
there is no well-articulated doctrine of Scripture, especially a doctrine 
of Scripture that fills the place of a principium cognoscendi. While 
Aquinas and Duns Scotus note the necessity of revelation, neither of 
them develops a doctrine of Scripture as a principium of theology.7

What we have, therefore, in this most excellent beginning chap-
ter from the WCF is something solidly Reformed, magnificently cre-
ative (in the best sense), and theologically (as well as philosophically) 
charged. What we have is an articulation and a true “confession” of 
what are for Reformed folk our bedrock foundations, Scripture and 
God, apart from which we cannot know anything, without which 
we cannot have any certainty, and behind which we cannot go.

Because It Is the Word of God

I would like now to set out just a highlight or two from chapter 1 
of the WCF. We can begin by remembering the historical moment 
of its composition. According to B. B. Warfield, who quotes noted 
church historian and WCF scholar Alex F. Mitchell:

“If any chapter of the Westminster Confession of Faith,” says Prof. 
Mitchell, “was framed with more elaborate care than another, it 
was that which treats ‘Of the Holy Scripture.’ It was considered 
paragraph by paragraph—almost clause by clause—by the House 

7. This point is taken from Richard A. Muller, Holy Scripture: The Cognitive 
Foundation of Theology, vol. 2 of PRRD, 152.
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of Commons, as well as by the Assembly of Divines, before it was 
finally passed.”8

Warfield goes on to note that, in spite of the care given to this 
chapter, there was very little debate about its content; the divines 
were, as he says, “very much at one concerning its propositions.” 
The reason for this is fairly clear. By the time the Assembly met to 
put together the confession, the nature of Scripture, particularly 
with respect to a doctrine of Scripture, was not a controversial issue 
among Protestants.

Sadly, such is not the case in our own day. Especially with the 
rise of new forms of theology set forth today, subtle attacks on 
the doctrine of Scripture as presented in chapter 1 of the confes-
sion are proliferating. In order to understand these attacks, we 
should be clear about the relationship between Scripture itself 
and our confession.

Scripture as Norming Norm

One way (maybe not the best way) to think of this relationship 
is by way of a classical, categorical distinction between the norma 
normans and the norma normata. In this distinction, Scripture is 
the norma normans, or the norming norm, whereas the WCF is 
the norma normata, or the normed norm. The confession takes 
its cue from Scripture; embedded in the confession is the theol-
ogy of Scripture itself. Since, therefore, Scripture is the original 
authority and is the Word of God, it alone should be seen to be 
infallible and inspired. The norm that is normed by Scripture, that 
is, the confession, has its authority derivatively; it is not authori-
tative because of what it is in itself, as is Scripture, but because 
of its origin. That is, its authority obtains only when and where 
it is in conformity to Scripture. Unlike Scripture, therefore, the 
confession is a derivative and fallible document.

8. B. B. Warfield, “The Westminster Doctrine of Holy Scripture,” in SSW, 2:560.
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The Short Step

It is a short step, however, from this truth to its perversion. It 
is a short step, though we must admit a short distorted step, from 
the affirmation of the confession’s fallibility to an affirmation of its 
functional uselessness. One example will have to suffice here, an 
example that is given on a more “popular” level and therefore has the 
double implication of being both superficial and, perhaps for that 
reason, more influential. In one recent criticism of a confessional 
approach to theology, the author notes the following:

Such an approach [that is, a traditional confessional approach to 
theology] is characteristic among those who hold confessional 
statements in an absolutist fashion and claim such statements teach 
the “system” of doctrine contained in Scripture. [It should not 
escape us here that the author, in this statement, has just indicted 
the entirety of Reformed and Presbyterian churches.] The danger 
here is that such a procedure can hinder the ability to read the 
text and to listen to the Spirit in new ways.9

This criticism, we should note is couched in terminology that 
would be appealing to some, especially to some who look askance 
at Reformed theology. It is couched in terms that require either 
that one is confessional, or that one is spiritual, i.e., “listening to 
the Spirit in new ways.” This “necessarily provisional dimension” 
of theology accrues, we are told, to any and every doctrine that is 
gleaned from Scripture.10

It should be noted, however, that this way of construing the 
relationship of doctrine, and particularly of confessional doctrine, 
to Scripture gets things backwards. In our affirmation of the full, 
unique, divine authority of Scripture, and of the consequent possible 

9. John Franke, The Character of Theology: An Introduction to Its Nature, Task, 
and Purpose (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 135.

10. See as well John R. Franke, “Reforming Theology: Toward a Postmodern 
Reformed Dogmatics,” WTJ 65, 1 (Spring 2003): 1–26.
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fallibility of every human construction of doctrine, we are not at 
the same time affirming that everything to which we confessional 
folk subscribe is only and always provisional; fallibility and provi-
sionality are not two sides of the same coin. I am a fallible human 
being, prone to sin and limited in everything that I think and do. 
But that fact does not in any way cause me to lack certainty in the 
fact that I am now typing these words in my study. Neither should 
it cause you to lack certainty that you are where you are and are 
reading these very words. Neither does it cause me to lose certainty 
about that fact that Christ is the Son of God, the second person of 
the Trinity, who took on a human nature, or that the triune God 
exists, or that Jesus Christ is the only way to the Father. These are 
theological construals, but I am nevertheless certain of their truth. 
I do not hold such truths provisionally. Fallibility does not entail 
provisionality.

By the same token, the relationship of Scripture to the truth 
set forth in the confession is not such that we affirm that the Holy 
Spirit has completed his work of illumination in the church (as if 
nothing new could be gleaned from Holy Scripture). It goes with-
out saying that an affirmation of truth, even of much truth, is not, 
thereby, an affirmation of all truth. Thus these kinds of approaches 
have yet to work through the most basic issues of what it means to 
be confessional.

Confessing Biblical Truth

What we confess in our Confession is that a particular confes-
sion contains nothing less than biblical truth. What we are con-
fessing, in other words (in words taken from chapter 1 of this very 
confession), is that, in our subscribing to this confession, we are 
agreeing that what it articulates, is, by good and necessary conse-
quence, the very truth of God himself, revealed in Scripture, and 
systematically articulated in the confession.

A brief word about the phrase good and necessary consequence. 
Suppose I am your pastor, and I say to you that a consequence of 
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the biblical command to love your neighbor is that you should be 
involved, at least voluntarily, in some kind of social mission work 
each week. You ask me why I would assert such a thing and I say 
that it follows from the command to love your neighbor. Am I 
right? Does it follow? It certainly does. But just because it follows 
from that command does not mean that it is entailed by that com-
mand. That is, social work is a good consequence of the command 
to love your neighbor, but it is not a necessary one. To make it a 
necessary consequence would have the effect of adding a specific 
command to Scripture.

On the other hand, what if you and I are involved in a Bible 
study together, and we begin our study with the doctrine of God. 
We look through Scripture and, after much searching and exegeti-
cal work, conclude that when Scripture speaks of the Father it is 
speaking of God, when it speaks of the Son it is speaking of God, 
and when it speaks of the Holy Spirit it is speaking of God. The 
Father has distinct properties, so does the Son, so does the Spirit. 
What, then, is the necessary consequence of such a study? It is that 
these three distinct individuals are all three God. Does that mean 
that there are three Gods? That may be a necessary consequence of 
our study, but it cannot be a good consequence, because Scripture 
will not allow such a conclusion. So, though the fact that the three 
Persons are distinct, with properties unique to each, and are also 
all three fully and completely God might entail the fact that there 
are three Gods, Scripture will not allow for such a conclusion. It is 
not a good consequence in that it does not conform to what Scrip-
ture requires us to affirm. We affirm, therefore, that God is one in 
essence and three in Persons; he is both One and Three.

But here is the point with regard to confessions. Is it the case 
that your affirmation of the Trinity, or mine, is simply a fallible, 
provisional, “restricting-of-the-Spirit” kind of affirmation? This has 
not been the church’s practice with regard to such a confession. You 
cannot be a member of a Reformed or Presbyterian church (that 
is, a biblical Reformed or Presbyterian church) unless you confess 
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in some credible way the triune God, and unless that confession 
carries with it the content and authority of Scripture itself. That is, 
your confession is a confession of your faith, of the faith as it is set 
down for us in Scripture, which you have embraced. Or, to put it 
in more practical terms, once you begin to question the doctrine of 
the Trinity, any church worth its biblical salt will need to address 
those questions with you, especially in terms of your membership 
in that church.

To put it in the context of our discussion of principia, if current 
trends that seek to deny confessional commitment are correct, and 
if everything is necessarily provisional, then there really are no prin-
cipia, no true, certain, immediate, and indemonstrable principles 
on which we all must stand. But of course, if that is true, then either 
Scripture is not infallible, or, if infallible, there is no way for us to 
access it, since we are all confined within our own contextual or 
linguistic cocoons. But then, if that is true, not only is everything 
that we say floating in the air, without grounding or foundation, 
but there simply is no truth to be had at all. No principia means 
no truth, or at least no knowledge of the truth. The only upside to 
this is that the notion that everything is contextual and provisional 
is itself floating in the air, and should be taken no more seriously 
than anything else.

The first chapter of the WCF is designed to negate such 
approaches, and to provide parameters within which we can 
operate. WCF chapter 1 lays out for us the reality of our princi-
pium cognoscendi; it gives us, in a way that is without equal in the 
history of the church, a robust and lively doctrine of Scripture. 
It articulates where it is that Christians stand with respect to 
that which they claim to know and believe.

The Authority of Scripture

With that in mind, we can focus the discussion on the notion 
of the authority of Scripture as the confession lays it out for us.
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First, a minor point or two with respect to the authority of 
Scripture. While this is a minor point, we should not think that 
what the Westminster divines did here was a minor matter.

After laying out the necessity of Scripture—a necessity, we 
should note, that has its foundation in, as the confession says, 
the good pleasure of God—the divines provide an itemization of 
the books of Scripture in section 2. That is, after affirming that it 
pleased the Lord to have written down what he, at other times and 
places, chose to reveal in various ways, the confession lays out for 
us the parts of the whole and affirms those parts to be “given by 
inspiration of God to be the rule of faith and life.” Then section 3, 
in case there be any misunderstanding, goes on to affirm that the 
apocryphal books, “not being of divine inspiration, are no part of 
the canon of the Scripture.”

The reason for sections 2 and 3 is important for our discussion 
of authority. The so-called “formal principle” of debate during the 
time of the Reformation was the issue of Scripture, more generally 
the issue of authority itself. So why spell out each and every book of 
the Bible? One reason would be that the Council of Trent had done 
just that, with different results. As a matter of fact, according to 
Richard Muller, “Beginning with the fourth session of the Council 
of Trent in 1546 . . . for the first time in the history of the church . . . 
the canon of Scripture received not only clear identification and 
enumeration but also confessional and dogmatic definition.”11

Because the issue at the time of the Reformation, including the 
issue debated during the Counter-Reformation, was the issue of 
authority, the Council of Trent thought it necessary to enumerate 
both the books of Scripture and the “official” version of Scripture 
in the Latin Vulgate. But the books enumerated by Trent are dif-
ferent from the ones enumerated in the WCF.

What should be underscored here is that it is not the case simply 
that Protestants have a different canon of Scripture than Roman-
ists. That is true enough. But what should be seen, and what is 

11. Muller, PRRD, 2:372 (emphasis added).
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more fundamental, is that the Council of Trent determined not 
that the books of Scripture would be different simpliciter (simply), 
but that the Roman church would itself be canon, the normative 
rule of faith and practice, for the Roman church. So the issue is not 
simply which books are included; the issue is why the books that 
are included are included. For the Romanists, the books included 
are included because the church says so.12

It is not the case, therefore, that Scripture is the principium for 
the Roman church. Rather, with regard to the formal principle of 
the Reformation, two vastly different notions of principium cogno-
scendi emerged. The Roman view is that holy mother church, and 
it alone, is the true, immediate, and indemonstrable principium. 
This is why a fides implicita (implicit faith) is the proper response 
of those within that church. For the Reformed, however, because 
Scripture is inspired, it provides its own criteria for canon, and thus 
is its own self-referential authority.

And this leads us to the major point articulated in section 4 of 
the WCF. After establishing the necessity of Scripture in section 1, 
and the content of Scripture in sections 2 and 3, section 4 declares 
the self-referential authority, what we might call the principial 
authority, of Holy Scripture:

The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, 
and obeyed, dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or 
Church; but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author thereof: 
and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of God.

One of the first things that must be firmly embedded in our 
minds in this regard is the absolute self-attesting authority of 
Scripture. You can, no doubt, understand some of the reasons 

12. It is worth noting here that the Romanist notion is circular; it declares itself to 
be its own final authority. The problem, though, is not circularity per se; the problem 
is which circle is the proper one. Rome thinks its circle is proper, based on itself. 
Historically, the only options available are either that the church is the final authority 
(thus, authority depends on man) or that Scripture is.

Garner_Did God Really Say.indd   13 4/11/12   2:30 PM



K. Scot t Oliphint

14

for that, particularly in the face of opposition from Roman 
Catholicism.

Notice first of all, that the confession is interested specifically 
here in authority, the authority of Scripture. And the intent of the 
paragraph is to set out for us the ground as to why the Scriptures are 
authoritative, and thus why they ought to be believed and obeyed. 
The section sets out very clearly that the authority of Scripture in 
no way rests on the church or its councils, or on any man. Rather, 
its authority rests on its author, God, and is to be received because 
it is his Word. This is sometimes called the autopiston of Scripture, 
translated as self-attesting, or self-authenticating. What does that 
mean?

The Self-Attestation of Scripture

We should be clear that self-attestation does not mean self-
evident. Self-authentication, or attestation, is an objective attribute, 
whereas self-evident refers more specifically to the knowing agent. 
It therefore does not mean that revelation as self-authenticated 
compels agreement. That which is self-authenticating can be denied. 
What it means is that it needs no other authority as confirmation 
in order to be justified and absolutely authoritative in what it says. 
This does not mean that nothing else attends that authority; there 
are other evidences, which we will see in a moment. What it does 
mean is that nothing else whatsoever is needed, nor is there anything 
else that is able to supersede this ground, in order for Scripture to 
be deemed authoritative. To put the matter philosophically, Scrip-
ture’s warrant rests solely and completely in itself, because of what 
it is, the very Word of God.

This is why we must understand the nature of a principium 
in order to see what the Westminster divines were doing in this 
chapter. Again, according to Muller,

Since . . . it is of the very nature of a first principle that it is most 
certain, indemonstrable or immediately evident, and never a 
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postulate or hypothesis, the Reformed orthodox identification 
of Scripture as the principium cognoscendi unicum13 of theology 
involves the assumption that the biblical norm cannot be ratio-
nally or empirically verified and, indeed, need not be—and that its 
authority is known in and through its self-authenticating character.14

The confession is quite perspicuous at this point. When the 
question comes as to the ground or foundation of Scripture’s author-
ity, the divines knew that to reference anything other than Scripture 
would be to deny the Word of God as theological principium. They 
knew this because the only other option available, and the prime 
example of this—the Roman Catholic church—was right before 
their eyes. And note the juxtaposition of the two principia of theol-
ogy embedded within this one section. The authority of Scripture 
depends on God, who is truth itself, and therefore is to be received 
because it is his Word. Not because we say it is his Word or have 
shown it to be his Word, but because of what it is, the very Word 
of God. Self-attestation is embedded authority.

We should note here that the point made in section 4 of the confes-
sion is not simply that Scripture is the Word of God because it says it 
is. Rather, the point is that Scripture is the Word of God because God, 
who is truth itself, is its author. This is an important point in the face 
of other, false, religions that also have books that claim to have come 
from God or to be his word. Many of those books were around during 
the writing of this confession; the divines were aware of such things.

The point the confession is making, however, is simply that 
God has worked in a particular way in history, revealing himself 
through various means along the way, and that now, since it has 
pleased him to commit such revelation to writing, he himself has 
authored Holy Scripture. It is incumbent on those who hear it or 
read it, therefore, to receive it because it is God himself speaking 
in and through every word of it.

13. “Only source of knowing.”
14. Muller, PRRD, 1:436–37.
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In his discussion on the authority of Scripture, Calvin says this:

It is utterly vain then to pretend that the power of judging Scripture 
so lies with the church that its certainty depends upon churchly 
assent. Thus, while the church receives and gives its seal of 
approval to the Scriptures, it does not thereby render authentic 
what is otherwise doubtful or controversial. But because the church 
recognizes Scripture to be the truth of its own God, as a pious duty 
it unhesitatingly venerates Scripture. As to their question [thinking 
here of the Roman Catholic doctrines]—How can we be assured 
that this has sprung from God unless we have recourse to the 
decree of the church?—it is as if someone asked: Whence will we 
learn to distinguish light from darkness, white from black, sweet 
from bitter? Indeed, Scripture exhibits fully as clear evidence of 
its own truth as white and black things do of their color, or sweet 
and bitter things do of their taste.15

Calvin later declares that Scripture is self-authenticated. 
“Hence,” says Calvin, “it is not right to subject it to proof or 
reasoning.”16 This is, by definition, a principium. Calvin affirms that 
there is no higher authority to which one can appeal for proof, no 
better or more transcendent reasoning, than looking to Scripture 
itself, since it carries with it its own infallible authority. Any other 
reasoning, any other proof, will simply be subject to error and con-
fusion. The basic principle of self-attestation is that we understand 
what Scripture is by subjecting it to itself, and to itself alone. It is 
its own witness, by virtue of what it is.

The Author of Scripture

We have one further point to make on this section, a point that 
could easily be overlooked but that is prescient in its affirmation, 
given current discussions of Scripture. Note that this section, which 

15. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. 
Ford Lewis Battles, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975), 1.7.2.

16. Ibid., 1.7.5.
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is the only section that references the authorship of Scripture, says 
that Scripture has one author, and that its author is God.

For the Reformed, God, and God alone, is the author of Scrip-
ture. It is surely not the case that the Westminster divines were 
unaware of the fact that God used men to write his own Word. But 
they were jealous to maintain that, even though men were used to 
write God’s Word down, those men were not, in the fullest sense of 
the word, authors. Men used to write God’s Word were the ministers, 
used by God. Scripture’s author is God, who uses “actuaries” or 
“tabularies” to write his words. If the notion of authorship can be 
used with respect to these men they were themselves instrumental 
secondary authors.17 Or, to use the causal language in use dur-
ing this time, men were instrumental causes while God, and God 
alone, was the efficient cause of Scripture, and therefore could be 
referenced as the author of Scripture.

God is the primary author of Scripture, and men are instrumen-
tal secondary authors. And, if instruments, then what men write 
down is as much God’s own words as if he had written it down 
without human mediation. We should not lose sight of the fact that 
this section notes that Scripture’s author is God, not God and man. 
This notion of divine authorship is in keeping with the Scripture’s 
notion of itself, i.e., that it is theopneustos (“God-breathed,” 2 Tim. 
3:16); it is not theo- and anthropopneustos (“man-breathed”).

In other words, what the confession sets out to affirm here is 
that Scripture is foundationally and essentially divine. In this entire 
chapter on the doctrine of Scripture, there is no mention of the 
human authors of Scripture. This is no oversight in the confession; 
it is not that the Reformers and their progeny did not recognize the 

17. Muller observes that “the Protestant scholastics looked both to the medieval 
scholastic tradition and to the works of the Reformers. From the medieval teachers 
they received the definition of God as the auctor principalis sive primarius Scripturae 
and of human beings, the prophets and apostles, as secondary authors or instruments. 
From the Reformers they received no new language, but they did find confirmation 
of the point in the repeated identification of Scripture as God’s Word, as given by 
God.” Muller, PRRD, 2:226.
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human element of Scripture. It is not that they were not privy to 
extra-biblical sources and other cultural, contextual, and human 
elements that surround Scripture. Rather, it is in keeping with the 
testimony of Scripture itself about itself that the WCF affirms that 
Scripture is foundationally and essentially divine (though contin-
gently, secondarily, and truly human).18 This means for the WCF 
(and Reformed theology faithful to it) that the doctrine of Scripture 
is to be formulated and framed first of all according to itself as 
God’s Word (i.e., its self-witness).19 The confession is setting forth 
the notion here, radical in its context, that one determines what 
Scripture is not by going somewhere outside of Scripture, but by 
Scripture itself. It carries its authority and its “doctrine” within 
itself. We come again to the notion of Scripture as the principium 
cognoscendi.

Second, and building on the first point, the divines understood 
that we cannot allow the so-called “phenomena” of Scripture, as 
important as those phenomena are, to establish a doctrine of Scrip-
ture, or to determine just what Scripture is. This principle is well 
articulated by B. B. Warfield. Speaking of the human writers of 
Holy Scripture, Warfield notes:

If they are trustworthy teachers of doctrine and if they held and 
taught this doctrine (i.e., of inspiration), then this doctrine is true, 
and is to be accepted and acted upon as true by us all. In that case, 
any objections brought against the doctrine from other spheres of 
enquiry are inoperative; it being a settled logical principle that so 
long as the proper evidence by which a proposition is established 
remains unrefuted, all so-called objections [based on the data or 
“phenomena” of Scripture] brought against it [Scripture’s self-

18. “[The] distinction between revelation and inspiration is also demanded by the 
Reformed assumption that, ‘considered essentially,’ Scripture proceeds from God, 
while ‘accidentally,’ it was written by human beings.” Ibid., 242.

19. According to Richard Muller: “The entire discussion [of the causes of Scripture] 
appears to be an outgrowth of the language of Scripture as the self-authenticating and 
self-interpreting ultimate norm for faith and practice—and, therefore, the sole norm 
for the framing of a doctrine of Scripture.” Ibid., 230 (emphasis added).
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witness] pass out of the category of objections to its truth into the 
category of difficulties to be adjusted to it. . . . The really decisive 
question among Christian scholars (among whom alone, it would 
seem, could a question of inspiration be profitably discussed), 
is thus seen to be, “What does an exact and scientific exegesis 
determine to be the Biblical doctrine of Inspiration?”20

This is how we understand Scripture’s authority, its inspiration 
and its self-witness.

In another place, in speaking of the WCF’s doctrine of Scripture, 
Warfield notes the view of John Lightfoot, one of the divines of 
Westminster. According to Lightfoot, the phenomena of Scripture, 
which can cause difficulty of understanding, are there, at least in 
part, for that reason. Commenting on 2 Peter 3:15, John Lightfoot 
notes Peter’s admission that some things in Paul are hard to under-
stand. This, however, does not mean that Scripture’s authority is 
in question, as if our understanding of it were a condition of that 
authority. Rather, says Lightfoot, Peter

acknowledges that in some places [the Scriptures] are hard to 
be understood, and were misconstrued by some unlearned and 
unstable ones, to their own ruin; yet neither doth he nor Paul, who 
was yet alive and well knew of this wresting of his Epistles, clear 
or amend those difficulties, but let them alone as they were: for 
the Holy Ghost hath so penned Scripture as to set men to study.21

This is what it means for Scripture to be its own witness; this is 
what it means that Scripture is to be believed and obeyed because 
it is the Word of God. Any other “because” that would be inserted, 
if thought to be a final court of appeal, would undermine the 

20. B. B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible (Philadelphia: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1948), 174–75 (emphasis added).

21. John Lightfoot, The Harmony, Chronicle, and Order of the New Testament, 
vol. 3 of The Whole Works of the Reverend and Learned John Lightfoot, ed. John Rogers 
Pitman (London: J. F. Dove, 1822), 327, quoted in B. B. Warfield, The Westminster 
Assembly and Its Work (New York: Oxford University Press, 1931), 296.
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Reformed principle of sola Scriptura. It would undermine Scripture’s 
self-attestation. It would undermine the fact of Scripture’s essential 
divinity. This is the note sounded by the apostle in his assessment 
of his own preaching, an assessment that is directly applicable to 
Scripture as a whole, that, ultimately considered, it is to be received 
“not as the word of man, but as what it really [alēthōs / !()%*+&,]-
is, the word of God” (1 Thess. 2:13).

One final point before we conclude. Nothing we have said thus 
far means that Scripture does not carry anything else with it to 
testify of its own character. Self-authentication, self-attestation, 
does not simply exist in a vacuum.

In line with this, and clearly with this in mind, chapter 1 of 
the WCF, after affirming Scripture’s self-attestation, continues in 
this way in section 5:

We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to 
an high and reverent esteem of the Holy Scripture. And the heavenli-
ness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the 
style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole (which is, to 
give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of 
man’s salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies, and the 
entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it does abundantly 
evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet notwithstanding, our full 
persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority 
thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness 
by and with the Word in our hearts.

The point here, perhaps a minor point, though a major truth, 
is that the arguments and evidence available to show that Scripture 
is authored by God, that it attests to its own authority, that it is the 
principium cognoscendi, is found, as we should expect by now, in 
Scripture itself. Scripture’s authority, therefore, is not established 
by man nor given by man, but is intrinsic to its character because 
of its source. Scripture is essentially authoritative; that is its nature, 
and there is abundant evidence for that authority.
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Conclusion

We may, no doubt, be frustrated that we have not given such 
a magnificent and majestic chapter its due. We certainly have not. 
What we have attempted to do, however, is to argue that the struc-
ture of this chapter is such that Reformed Christians who subscribe 
to this confession are thereby bound to affirm the reality and the 
necessity of theological principia. This affirmation will have at least 
two positive applications for us.

The first is that we will, of necessity, hold the Word of God 
high as our sole ground for a redemptive knowledge of God (and 
of everything else). This has the practical effect of helping us to 
understand just why it is that those outside of Christ must be, as 
Paul says, “renewed unto knowledge.”

One short example of  how this might go wrong will help illustrate 
the point. In a book designed to help readers rethink their doctrine of 
Scripture, one author contends that due to the humanness of Scripture, 
any cohesive or coherent understanding of what the Bible says betrays 
what it, in fact, is. So, to attempt to understand how it can be that God 
is both eternal and that he, for example, interacts with us in time is 
to do an injustice to what Scripture is, it is to deny its humanness, or 
so we are told. But in arguing against the coherence of Scripture, the 
author notes that whether or not prayer has “some effect on God” is 
“for God to know, not us.”22 In this way of thinking, the very reality of 
prayer has to be reconstrued as an act of agnosticism, because Scripture 
is so diverse that we could never conjure up a coherent understanding 
of an eternal and immutable God who actually hears and responds 
to our prayers. Is there any question, given this example, of just how 
inextricably linked the principium cognoscendi is to the principium 
essendi? The doctrine of Scripture presented here is no abstract doc-
trine, but is the only way in which we can begin rightly to see who 
God is and how we might properly worship him.

22. Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2005), 107.
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The second application of this confessional understanding 
of what Scripture is will have the effect of solidifying for us the 
fact that unless Christianity be true, unless, that is, the Reformed 
doctrine of God and of Scripture as the two inextricably linked 
principia be affirmed, then nothing can either be or be true. This 
means that revelation must be the ground for everything else that 
we know, in theology and in any other sphere of life. That, in 
itself, is fundamental to a Reformed understanding of theology. 
Without revelation as our principium, we have no foundation 
or ground for any knowledge, including, but not limited to, our 
knowledge of God in Christ.
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