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66  Sola Scriptura

Sometimes the slogan is used to exclude suppos-
edly rival agents of  churchly authority. For some Prot-
estants, governance by bishops or functionally equiva-
lent office-holders is the paradigmatic case of  what sola
scriptura excludes.

The problem with this use of  the slogan is that, as
we earlier noted, the canon of  the New Testament and
the establishment of  the episcopate emerged in the
church at much the same time and in joint answer to the
same crisis. Indeed the episcopate was there a little ear-
lier, so that it was an episcopally governed church that
acknowledged the canon. Why then the one and not
the other? If  the New Testament was a gift of  the
Spirit in a crucial time, why not the episcopate that
received the gift? Use of  sola scriptura to suppport a
general denial of  the church’s ancient governance is
an obvious abuse — which is not to say that churches
not now episcopally governed must forthwith aban-
don their present structures.

Another possibility: it is widely supposed that the
slogan affirms Scripture and denigrates “tradition.” Thus
the Council of  Trent’s formula of  “Scripture and/or tra-
dition” has been the target of  Protestant polemics for
centuries. The difficulty is that most of  the books that
make up the canon themselves came to pass by lengthy
processes of  community tradition, first of  oral tradition
and then of  glossing, supplementing and editing texts.
The documents’ selecting and collection into volumes
understood as Scripture came similarly to pass. If  we
have no confidence in tradition under the leading of  the
Spirit, we can have no confidence in supposedly inspired
Scripture. Moreover, there was no New Testament for
the first 150 years of  the church; thus the rule that the
writings there collected are authoritive for the life of
the church is itself  a pure piece of  churchly tradition.



!"#$%!&'()*+'$ %,2

>-0#')0#&" #!"#$.!%&'()*&$#,&#0+"&(20#B+&,#,($3.,.&+C
.)#,-')#$#10(0#&M51&(&+;#8',#"&(#$%%#,-$,#-$)#3&+0#@.309
)/(0$3#3$1$*0# .+# ,-0# %."0# &" # ,-0#4(&,0),$+,# 2-'(2-0);
"&),0(.+*#,-0#30%').&+#,-$,#@0#2&'%3#.*+&(0#,-0#20+,'(.0)
&" #,-0&%&*.2$%#(0"%02,.&+#$+3#308$,0#,-$,#$2,'$%%5#<&.+#')
,&#,-0#/(.1$%#2-'(2-;#@.,-&',#%&))#&"#$220))#,&#Z2(./,'(0
.,)0%"6#>-0#2-'(2-#(020.=03#,-0#\0@#>0),$10+,#$)#$#2&+9
,(&%%.+*#($&)."2#-0(#,($3.,.&+;#+&,#$)#$#)'8),.,',0#"&(#.,6

>-0#')0#&" #,-0#)%&*$+#,-$,#.)#/0(-$/)#2%&)0),#,&#.,)
$2,'$%#(&%0#.+#U0"&(1$,.&+#/&%01.2)#.)#3.(02,03#$*$.+),
$+5#".+$%%5#302.).=0#3$4'!),&'*3;#$+5#".+$%#,0$2-.+*#$'9
,-&(.,5#.+#1$,,0();#$)#.,#.)#&",0+#/',;#@-.2-#$(0#B+020)9
)$(5# ,&# )$%=$,.&+6C#>-0(0# .)# ,&#80#+&#/$),&($,0#&+# ,-0
&(30(#&" #,-0#/$/$25:#&+%5#Z2(./,'(0#.)#,&#-$=0#)'2-#$#(&%06
>-.)#')0#.)#/0(-$/)#%0))#.1103.$,0%5#&M51&(&+.2#,-$+
,-0#,@&#<'),#2$+=$))03;#8',#.,#,&&#-$)#.,)#/(&8%01)6

>-0#3."".2'%,5#.)#,-$,#Z2(./,'(0#.)#$#8&&X;#$+3#,-')
2$++&,#.,)0%" #0M0(,#.,)#&@+#$',-&(.,5:#)&10&+0#1'),
3&#,-.)6#P-&#.)#,-$,#,&#80a#7)#0=0(5#80%.0=0(#,&#80#$
3$4'!),&;#$)#)&10#4(&,0),$+,.)1#)'//&)0)a#7" #)&;#@-&1
3&0)#-0#,0$2-a

J#3020+,($%.I03#1$*.),0(.'1#.)#)&10,.10)#,-&'*-,
2&1/$,.8%0#@.,-#!"#$.5%&'()*&$:#$+3#1'2-#&" #4(&,0),$+,9
.)1#-$)#0M/0(.10+,03#&+#,-&)0#%.+0);#@.,-#3.)2&'($*.+*
(0)'%,)6#Z&10#2-'(2-0)#&" #,-0#U0"&(1$,.&+#-$=0#,(0$,03
,-0.(#,-0&%&*.2$%#"$2'%,.0)#$)#1$*.),0(.$%#8&3.0):#1&),#-$=0
@.,-#*&&3#(0$)&+#*.=0+#,-.)#'/6#\&(#-$=0#=$(.&')#0/.)9
2&/$%#&(#/(0)85,0($%#*(&'/.+*)#800+#+&,$8%5#)'220))"'%
.+#*'$(3.+*#'+.,5#&" #,0$2-.+*#&(#/($2,.206

J+3#,-0+#@0#1'),#$)XL#P-&#$",0(#$%%#2$((.03#,-0
U0"&(1$,.&+# .,)0%" a#7+#/$(,#&" #Z2$+3.+$=.$;# .,#@$)#,-0
$(2-8.)-&/)#$2,.+*#'+.%$,0($%%5;#$)#)&10,-.+*#%.X0#.+"$%9
%.8%0#(0*.&+$%#/&/0)6#!+#,-0#2&+,.+0+,;#,-0(0#@$)#$#)-$X5
$%%.$+20#&" #'+.=0().,5#,-0&%&*.$+)#$+3#/(.+20);#,-0#%$,,0(
=0(5#1'2-#@.,-#,-0.(#&@+#$*0+3$)6#7+#e+*%$+3;#,-0#1&+9



,3 %!"#$%!&'()*+'$

$(2-#,&&X#&=0(#3.(02,%5#$)#$(8.,0(#&" #,-0&%&*.2$%#3.)/',0)6
>&#2&+,.+'0#@.,-#,-.)#0M/0(.10+,#$*$.+),#,-0#0=.30+20#&"
.,)#(0)'%,);#.+#,-0#+$10#&" #B&+%5#Z2(./,'(0;C#.)#)'(0%5#$+#$8')06

>-.)# $*$.+# .)# +&,# ,&# )$5# ,-$,#4(&,0),$+,.)1# 2$+
.1103.$,0%5#(0,'(+#,&#,-0#/$/$%#1$*.),0(.'16#>-0#02'9
10+.2$%#1&=010+,#-$)#%$8&(03#"&(#,-0#(0+0@03#'+.,5#&"
,-0#2-'(2-#"&(#-$%" #$#20+,'(5;#@.,-#%.1.,03#(0)'%,6#7,#.)#&+%5
,&#)$5#,-$,#')0#&" #B&+%5#Z2(./,'(0C#,&#2&=0(#,-0#3.)$),0()#&"
4(&,0),$+,.)1G)#%$2X#&" #$#1$*.),0(.'1#.)#$+#$8')06

Z&#,&#,-0#)02&+3#̀ '0),.&+#$8&',#,-0#!"#$6#P-$,#.)#.,
,-$,# &+%5#Z2(./,'(0# .)# )'//&)03# ,&#3&a#J)# 0$(%.0(# 3.)9
2'))03;#@0#-$=0#&",0+#,$X0+#!"#$.!%&'()*&$#$)#$#'+.,#@.,-
!"#$.4&$)'$#$+3#!"#$.2'/,6#>-0+#.,#$//0$()#,-$,#Z2(./,'(0
1'),#<'),."5#&(#)$=0;#).+20#,-$,#.)#@-$,#"$.,-#$+3#*($20
3&6#A',#,-$,#2$++&,#80#(.*-,6#7)%$1#.+3003#-&%3)#,-$,#,-0
)$=.&(#.)#$#8&&X;#.+3003#$#8&&X#,-$,#@$)#.+#,-0#80*.++.+*
@.,-#V&3;#8',#,-$,#.)#/(02.)0%5#&+0#&" #,-0#/&.+,)#,-$,#%03
H-(.),.$+#,-0&%&*5#,&#2%$))."5#7)%$1#$)#$#H-(.),.$+#-0(9
0)5;#).+20#,-0#P&(3#@-.2-#.)#.+#,-0#80*.++.+*#@.,-#$#/0(9
)&+$%#V&3#1'),#<'),#)&#80#/0()&+$%6#P0#$(0#+&,#<'),.".03
&(#)$=03#85#80%.0=.+*#,-0#A.8%06

P0#$(0;#-&@0=0(;#80,,0(#&"" #@.,-#,-.)#)02&+3#`'0)9
,.&+#,-$+#@0#@0(0#@.,-#,-0#".(),6#>-0#+0M,#*0+0($,.&+#&"
K',-0($+#,-0&%&*.$+)#$",0(#,-0#U0"&(10();#,-0#)&92$%%03
K',-0($+#)2-&%$),.2);#30=0%&/03#$#,0$2-.+*#,-$,#-$)#1'2-
,&#(02&110+3#.,6Df#>-0)0#,-0&%&*.$+)#3.),.+*'.)-03#,@&
,-.+*)#,-$,#&+%5#Z2(./,'(0#3&0)6

7+#&+0#(&%0;#$)#%.,'(*.2$%%5#(0$3#.+#,-0#2-'(2-0)#$+3
$)#/0(=$3.+*#,-0# %.,'(*5#$+3#(0$3# "&(#30=&,.&+;#Z2(./9
,'(0# .)# .,)0%" # $# %.=.+*#=&.20#&" # ,-0#*&)/0%# $+3#-$)# ,-0
%.=.+*#*&)/0%G)#/&@0(#,&#$@$X0+#"$.,-6#J+3#B&+%5C#.)#-0(0

Df6#>&#,-.);#)00#H$(%#Y0.+I#U$,)2-&@;#7*)8,&'!%8,.9"43$)':.;<'!%8,+
=,2"&3$)''"+.*+/.>*2:#$,&*+4#OVg,0()%&-L#SDf]9#T;#7LhS9SNE6



!"#$%!&'()*+'$ %,4

.+#$#@$5#$//(&/(.$,0;#).+20#@.,-&',#Z2(./,'(0#,-0(0#@&'%3
+&@#80#+&#%.=.+*#@&(3#$,#$%%6

Z2(./,'(0G)# &,-0(# (&%0;# $22&(3.+*# ,&# ,-0)0# &%3
K',-0($+);#.)#%0*$%L#.+#3&2,(.+$%#$+3#0,-.2$%#$(*'10+,#.,
.)#,-0#+"&3$.+"&3$+!.+"+.+"&3$)$;#,-0#B+&(1#@-.2-#+&(1)
$+3#.)#+&,#+&(103;C#,-0#$',-&(.,5#@-.2-#2$++&,#80#,('1/036
>-.)#3&0)#+&,#+020))$(.%5#10$+#,-$,#$%%#,-0&%&*.2$%#$(*'9
10+,)#1'),#80#3.(02,%5#30(.=$8%0#"(&1#Z2(./,'(0;#&+%5#,-$,
,-05#1'),#+&,#30%.=0(#(0)'%,)#2&+,($(5#,&#Z2(./,'(06

7" # ,-0(0# .)# $# %0*.,.1$,0# (0$3.+*# &" # !"#$# .+# !"#$
5%&'()*&$#7#,-.+X#.,#.)#,-0#!%3#K',-0($+#(0$3.+*6#A',#.+
15# <'3*10+,#@0#1.*-,#80,,0(#3&#@.,-&',# ,-0# )%&*$+;
$+3#).1/%5#)$5#@-$,#,-0#&%3#K',-0($+)#)$.3#1$,0(.$%%5L
&+#,-0#&+0#-$+3#@0#)-&'%3#-0$(X0+#,&#Z2(./,'(0#$)#%.=9
.+*#%$@#$+3#*&)/0%;#$+3#/(.=.%0*0#.,)#=0(8$%#/(0)0+20#.+
,-0# 2-'(2-# )&# ,-$,# .,# .)# ,-0(0# ,&#80#-0$(3:# $+3#&+# ,-0
&,-0(#-$+3;#@-0+#.+#3&'8,#$8&',#1&($%#&(#,-0&%&*.2$%
`'0),.&+);#(02'(#,&#Z2(./,'(0#$)#,-0#%$),#$',-&(.,56#>-0
B&+%5C#$33)#+&,-.+*#,-$,#+003)#,&#80#$33036


