
Writing an essay on “The Bible and Revelation” is a journey
which the present writer embarked upon with a sense of anticipa-
tion as well as fear and trembling.  “Anticipation” because the
subject matter touches on issues central to the Christian faith,
and “fear and trembling” because post-Enlightenment moderns
have spilled more ink on the theological issues raised by this topic
than perhaps any other, with the possible exception of discussions
on the nature of the atonement. Here the conventional wisdom
reflected in the old saying that “fools rush in where angels fear to
tread” certainly holds true, an observation easily authenticated by
the strident tone and temper one sometimes encounters in Inter-
net blog discussions dedicated to this topic.  Even a casual ob-
server of these discussions quickly senses that the issues at stake
are of fundamental importance for the Christian church; hence
the powerful emotions they unleash in debate, especially in the
context of intramural debates among Christians who share in the
church’s traditional belief that the Bible alone functions as the au-
thoritative medium of God’s revelation to the post-apostolic
church.  

Given that belief in the authority of Scripture has rarely been
challenged by orthodox insiders to the church, how does one ac-
count for the emotional intensity of what might be termed “in-
house” disputes?  In spite of our shared conviction that the Bible
mediates God’s word to the church, even orthodox evangelicals
continue to wrestle with questions surrounding the Bible’s form
and function in the life of the church.  Here the question con-
cerns how one goes about properly defining the nature of the
Bible in light of its own self-witness.  Is the Bible to be directly
identified with revelation itself, or is its testimony to revelation
more properly understood in an indirect sense, that is, as a wit-
ness to revelation?  Critics of the former thesis (both “orthodox”
and “liberal”) insist that direct identification of the Bible with rev-
elation leads to worship of the Bible itself rather than worship of
God, thereby subverting the proper focus of Scripture, while crit-
ics of the latter thesis maintain that refusal to identify directly the
Bible with revelation inevitably contributes to the erosion of bibli-

cal authority in the life of the church.  To further complicate mat-
ters, in addition to the aforementioned debates over questions of
definition (what dogmaticians speak of as “formal” questions),
evangelicals have also struggled among themselves over questions
of function.  Just how does the Bible function as a medium of
God’s revelation to his church?  What social and political factors
(if any) are involved in our understanding of the Bible’s function
as a medium of revelation?  The hermeneutical and theological is-
sues raised by these questions have never been satisfactorily re-
solved by the modern church.  If anything, they have been further
exacerbated by the rise of “postmodernism,” through which ques-
tions of race and gender have now also entered the mix.  Thus to
questions surrounding the Bible’s formal nature as a medium of
God’s revelation (questions bearing a distinctly “modern” aroma
and flavor), one must now add questions aimed at discerning the
role that ethnic identity and gender play in our understanding of
the Bible as a medium of revelation.

The issues at stake
Evangelical and orthodox believers of all stripes (Anglican,

Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, as well as Roman Catholic and
Orthodox) have typically shared in the ancient church’s conviction
that the Bible mediates the revelatory word of God to all genera-
tions, thereby laying authoritative claim upon both the apostolic
and early church as well as the community of believers in our day.
The Bible’s theological and ethical reach is therefore not to be lim-
ited to “benighted” premoderns and medievals unfortunate
enough to be living before the advent of modern science and tech-
nology, but instead provides transcendent norms which continue
to constrain and authoritatively address the people of our own day.
Yet it is precisely this conviction, basic and fundamental to intra-
mural debates among the orthodox from the early church to the
present, that is now under dispute.  Indeed, it would not going too
far to assert that it is precisely this issue – the continuing rele-
vance of Scripture – which forms the underlying subtext for the
current crisis of biblical authority in the Anglican Communion.

Is the Bible’s own literary form capable of brokering an au-
thoritative word from God for our times?  Again, whatever else
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one might say about various and sundry disputes among conser-
vatives over the Bible, the common thread uniting such disputes
is a shared belief in the Bible’s ability to speak a word beyond its
own day into ours.  Apart from this shared conviction, these dis-
putes not only lack motivation, but are ultimately pointless and
moot, since the necessary preconditions for their continuing via-
bility and vitality as disputes, both theological and cultural, de-
pend upon this conviction.  One might add that the loss of this
shared belief by the liberal wing of the church also effectively un-
dercuts the possibility of arriving at a consensus on the ethical is-
sues presently troubling the church of our day, for without such a
conviction one simply cannot construct a “dialogical bridge” that
will provide closure to the gap separating those who still have
faith in the Bible’s ability to speak a word to our day, and those
who see it as a document wholly limited by the cultural horizons
and assumptions of its own time.  In the end, unbelief with re-
spect to the Bible’s unique and enduring authority as God’s revela-
tion inevitably translates into the loss of a common basis for
dialogue and disagreement among professing Christians, a truth
abundantly testified to in the post-apostolic history of the church.
The present essay therefore takes its starting point in humble
agreement with, as well as confident submission to, the church’s
traditional conviction that the Bible (in both its Old Testament
and New Testament forms) mediates the revelation of God’s eter-
nal Son to his people through his word and by his Spirit, a revela-
tion which culminates in the incarnate life, death, and
resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ.  As such it also confesses
the Bible to be a wholly trustworthy and fully reliable medium of
God’s revelation to biblical Israel, the apostolic church, and be-
yond.

Since the problem we are currently facing in the church
clearly involves a loss of confidence in the Bible’s ability to con-
strain authoritatively a people living well beyond its cultural hori-
zons, it is this problem which we must inevitably reckon with in
any responsible and contemporary discussion of “The Bible and
Revelation.” The focus of this essay will therefore be directed to-
ward diagnosing the hermeneutical assumptions underlying the
loss of this confidence in early modern biblical scholarship, as

well as the interpretive assumptions governing its more recent
“postmodern” incarnations.  Rather than mounting a defense of
one particular view of the way in which the Bible mediates its rev-
elational claims, in what follows the intellectual forces which have
eroded the hermeneutical assumptions underlying the debates
themselves will be briefly expounded and subjected to critique.
That such an analysis is sorely needed stems first of all from the
fact that the citizens of late modernity, Christian or otherwise,
now face serious assault from a form of historicism far more viru-
lent and radical than the 19th-century prototypes which collec-
tively gave it birth.  That the hermeneutical assumptions
underlying this attack must be understood before they can be cri-
tiqued would seem to be self-evident.  

Strangely enough, however, most evangelicals themselves
have been reluctant to mount a full-scale assault on the hermen-
eutics of historicism, especially within evangelical circles where
the comparative method pioneered by Hermann Gunkel (the
method of Religionsgeschichte), a method later refined by W.F. Al-
bright and Frank Cross, has tended to dominate evangelical ap-
proaches to biblical interpretation.  One might speculate that this
telling silence is in part due to the fact that a number of histori-
cism’s cherished assumptions regarding the hermeneutical role of
“original historical context,” assumptions which often underwrite
evangelical applications of Albright’s method, have been uncriti-
cally espoused by modern evangelicals (albeit for apologetic pur-
poses).  Could it be that the historicist ethos of post-Enlighten-
ment modernity has also had a negative impact upon evangelical
approaches to the Bible, in ways far more subtle than the crass
historicism implicit in the hermeneutics of late modern liberal-
ism?  Whatever one concludes in this regard, my purpose in ven-
turing into the history of ideas is not to engage in an intellectual
parlor game of the sort played by “armchair theologians,” but to
lay bare and illuminate the hermeneutical moves in early modern
biblical scholarship which have effectively silenced the Bible as a
medium of authoritative revelation for our times.  The fact that
such an analysis has eminently practical implications will hope-
fully be grasped by my readers in the brief discussion of the cur-
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rent crisis in the church over sexual ethics in the church, a crisis
which will serve as a sort of “test case” illustrating my argument. 

The Bible and the rise of historicism
It is helpful for understanding the hermeneutical crisis fos-

tered by the rise of historical consciousness in the late 18th cen-
tury to examine the influence of J. P. Gabler’s retooling of the
discipline of biblical interpretation and exegesis.1 In brief,
Gabler’s programmatic agenda for biblical theology attempts to
place the discipline of biblical exegesis “on the sure path of a sci-
ence” by modeling it upon an approach to explanation found in
the natural sciences (erklären),2 with “history” rather than the
laws of Newtonian physics functioning as the foundational basis
or “covering law” for judging the validity of particular exegetical
claims.  The goal of this distinctly historical approach to biblical
interpretation was to prevent exegesis from being unduly influ-
enced by dogmatic (read: theological) prejudices through the es-
tablishment of an allegedly independent and objective foundation
for assessing the validity of exegetical claims.  

The significance of Gabler’s project for modern biblical inter-
pretation should not be underestimated. Whereas in the past, the
original historical context of biblical texts functioned as an aid to
their understanding, on Gabler’s model the hermeneutical role
occupied by “history” now became decisive for the real meaning of
biblical texts.  Traditional views of the relation between biblical
texts and their historical context regarded the latter to be integrally
connected with, and subordinate to, the canon’s literary form.

The historicist hermeneutic fostered by Gabler reversed that rela-
tionship, thereby effecting its own version of a Copernican revolu-
tion in biblical hermeneutics. Instead of being inescapably joined
with, and subordinated to, Scripture’s canonical context, original
historical context now functioned as a critical control on the liter-
ary form and meaning of the canon, thereby subordinating that
form to itself.  In sum, Gabler’s program to place biblical exegesis
on the sure path of a science amounted to the assumption that
“history” rather than canonical context functions as a critical con-
trol upon the meaning of biblical texts.  

As Hans Frei famously argued,3 this hermeneutical move ef-
fectively severed the meaning of biblical narrative from its native
canonical context and relocated that meaning in an autonomously
reconstructed category known as “history,” resulting in a new state
of affairs in biblical interpretation in which the narrative context
of Scripture no longer functioned as the final arbiter or decisive
court of appeal for its meaning.  To state the matter another way,
“history” was no longer the non-autonomous handmaiden to
Scripture’s canonical context, but now functioned as its hermen-
eutical ground or Grundlage. The hermeneutics of historical sub-
ordinationism implicit in this approach to biblical texts reflect a
form of foundationalism peculiar to biblical hermeneutics which
may be aptly styled historical foundationalism.  Such an approach
rests upon the assumption that in order to explain a text, one
must somehow get outside of it and gain an independent perspec-
tive upon it.  Ultimately such an independent perspective func-
tions as the ground of justification for the interpretation of any
biblical text, and thus biblical interpretation on this model
amounts to a grounding exercise in which Scripture’s canonical
meaning is ultimately grounded in critically reconstructed histori-
cal realities of the past, access to which is now the private baili-
wick of technically trained biblical historians and archaeologists.

More importantly for the purposes of this essay, in the wake of
Gabler’s attempt to redefine biblical theology as a primarily histori-
cal enterprise, theological and historical approaches to biblical in-
terpretation began to come apart, resulting in the creation of a
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2The allusion to Kant’s attempt to reconstruct philosophy upon the model of
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attempt to reconstruct the discipline of biblical theology in terms of the newly
emerging historical consciousness awakened by the Enlightenment. 

3Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and
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hermeneutical gap between what the text meant, that is, what bib-
lical texts meant in their past historical contexts, and what biblical
texts now mean in their contemporary context, the latter of which
properly belonged (on Gabler’s view) to the sphere of dogmatics
and theology rather than biblical exegesis.  Here the philosophical
roots of Gabler’s program clearly reflect the impact of Enlighten-
ment philosophies of history upon biblical hermeneutics in the
late 18th century, especially Lessing’s well-known dictum that “the
accidental truths of history can never become the proof of neces-
sary truths of reason.”4 Lessing’s dictum carried with it the impli-
cation that the meaning of historically conditioned texts is
hermeneutically tethered to particular times and places, and
therefore fully anchored in the past.  Because the historical nature
of biblical texts prevents them from brokering their meaning for
the present, such texts are necessarily irrelevant to latecomers,
hermeneutically speaking.  Whatever meaning inheres in biblical
texts from the past is therefore to be sharply distinguished from
their meaning in the present.5 Thus among the many troubling
hermeneutical problems fostered by Gabler’s program of histori-
cal foundationalism is the problem of historical distance.  The
Bible’s real meaning resides, not in the narrative of Scripture, but
in a historical context now past. 

Sexual ethics and the current crisis of biblical authority in The
Episcopal Church

What does all this have to do with the current crisis over sex-
ual ethics in The Episcopal Church?  From the point of view of
historicism, everything.  The logic of historicism implicit in early
modern biblical scholarship confined the Bible’s theological reach
to the past.  Because this entails the conclusion that the Bible be-

longs (literally) to a bygone age, it follows on the basis of strict his-
toricist logic that there are no transcendent norms which might be
applied to the ethical issue of homosexuality in our day.  Even the
church now faces the reality of future shock.  We are a church
adrift in time,6 a people living outside the reach of the biblical
world and its wisdom, confronting an ethical issue wholly unan-
ticipated by the writers of Scripture.  The apostle Paul, limited as
he must have been by his own historical context, could not have
anticipated our times, a time in which females would function as
the androgynous counterpart to males and homosexuality would
come to be viewed as a biological reality.  With respect to the ques-
tion of homosexual practice in the church, it is argued, we are
dealing with something entirely new, inasmuch as we now have
access to a special knowledge about homosexuality (namely its
character as inborn and genetic) which previous generations could
not have known, given their lack of access to the scientific wisdom
we as moderns now possess.  Indeed, we are specially positioned
to interpret the Bible correctly in a way not previously available to
those who formerly condemned homosexuality on biblical
grounds.  We are a truly modern priestly caste, and proper biblical
interpretation regarding homosexuality waited until our arrival,
prior to which the church was simply left in darkness, despite the
Bible’s inherent claim that its stance on the sexual ethics origi-
nates with what might be called “Maker’s knowledge” of the
sexes.7 Such a stance not only partakes in gnostic elitism, but
also represents an approach to biblical interpretation against
which the post-apostolic church battled more than once over the
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centuries, especially during the Reformation and its assault on the
“priestcraft” of the medieval church, the latter of which deprived
the laity of the Bible by laying claim to the sole right of proper in-
terpretation.  Such a stance makes perfect sense, however, when
one reads the Bible according to the wisdom of historicism.

Conclusion
The Christian apologist Francis Schaeffer often wrestled with

the tendency of Christians to map the world of Christian belief in
terms of secondary and tertiary doctrines derived from the Bible
(e.g., variant views on church government, the gifts of the Spirit,
baptism and communion).  Instead of making second-order con-
cerns the basis for mapping the boundaries of the Christian
world, Schaeffer proposed that theological maps of the world at
large in the late 20th century should be redrawn on the basis of
two groupings: those who believe that the Bible testifies to an en-
during word from God, and those who do not.  In light of the terri-
tory that has been traversed in this essay, it is certainly not going
too far to suggest that this issue forms the underlying subtext for
most, if not all, debates over the continuing ability of the Bible to
broker an authoritative revelation for our times.  If this is so, then
the present ethical crisis in the church not only lays upon us the
obligation of calling homosexuals to repentance, but also presents
us with an opportunity to rethink the proper place of “history”
and “original historical context” as interpretive categories in evan-
gelical hermeneutics.

To return full circle to an issue with which we began, what-
ever one might say about debates among evangelicals over the
Bible (debates which continue to have their proper place in the
life of any vital church), it is crucial to recognize that such debates
are being conducted within parameters established by the canon
of Scripture itself, the latter of which are not up for debate among
the orthodox, but rather form the enduring constraints for such
debates.  Chief among these constraints is the revelational truth,
native to the Bible’s own self-witness, that Scripture is not simply
a container for strictly provisional or temporary ethical norms, but
an enduring witness to the will of God for his people (Isa 40:8; 1
Pet 1:24-25).  The nature of this abiding witness ultimately rests,

not upon a constantly changing standard subject to shifting cul-
tural paradigms and the progress of human knowledge, but upon
the unchanging character and identity of God himself, a truth of
which God often reminded his rebellious people through the wit-
ness of the prophets (Mal 3:6; cf. Jas 1:17).  

Debates over the continuing force of God’s commands among
orthodox believers therefore take place within an entirely different
hermeneutical framework than that of the ethical reasoning driv-
ing Protestant liberalism’s most recent incarnations.  Thus while
evangelicals, for example, often debate over the precise nature of
the continuing ethical force of Old Testament Israel’s judicial laws
for modern societies (e.g., the case laws of Exodus 21-23), the more
basic question of whether the commands God delivered to biblical
Israel are relevant at all has never been “at issue” in the debate.
Precisely because all God’s commands were ultimately grounded
in his identity as merciful and just (Ex 34:5-7), a “general equity”
and ethical relevance for future generations was thought to reside
in the variegated commands of Scripture, regardless of their
changing applications over time.  Resolving ethical issues was
therefore not a question of coming to terms with changing stan-
dards, but one of wrestling with, as well as making prayerful sense
of, changing applications of those standards in light of the Bible’s
two-testament witness.  In sum, implicit in such an approach was
the conviction that the ethical aspects of biblical revelation remain
relevant for later generations, notwithstanding the difficulties in-
volved in discerning their proper application.  

No Country for Old Men?
Over against this orthodox consensus one now finds a version

of Protestant liberalism that has by-passed the aforementioned
struggle entirely by arguing that the shelf life for the Bible’s stance
on ethical issues expired long ago.  In closing it is interesting to
note that the same historicist logic underwriting the current lib-
eral stance on sexual ethics in The Episcopal Church also finds ex-
pression in a recent film by the Coen brothers.  In No Country for
Old Men, Tommy Lee Jones plays the part of a west Texas law offi-
cer whose lineage traces back, through his father and grandfather
before him, to the tradition of law enforcement embodied by the
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Texas Rangers.  Yet Jones finds himself up against a new kind of
criminal that the judicial wisdom of those who preceded him, the
“wisdom of the fathers,” simply could not have anticipated.  A vio-
lent and apparently unique breed of criminal now confronts
Jones, and he finds himself at a loss to meet the challenge he is
facing.  Near the end of the movie Jones visits a former law en-
forcement officer, injured in the line of duty and now bound to a
wheelchair, who tries to convince him that the situation he is fac-
ing “ain’t nothing new.”  Jones, however, cannot be so convinced.
Having convinced himself that the species of criminal he is facing
is truly unique and without precedent, he is simply unable to avail
himself of the wisdom of the past.  Jones’ character is truly living
in “No Country for Old Men.” 

Thankfully, we have a better hope, an eschatological hope fully
grounded in the Bible and its enduring witness to God’s revela-
tion for his people.
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