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2  AUTHORITY AND THE BIBLE

2.1 Authority in the church

Authority in the church could be understood as either theological, ecclesiastical, or
scriptural. Definitions of these categories are not straightforward and there will always
be a certain amount of overlap. However, a simplified definition would show the three
to be quite different. In a Christian context, the ultimate authority is God. This
theological authority, although difficult to define further, is that which is exercised by
God over the church. Ecclesiastical authority is that which the church exercises over
itself in the form of church polity or government. This also takes on many different
forms. Scriptural authority is the authority which the Bible is said to have in the life of
the church. This is also difficult to define precisely, most of all because it is understood
in various ways. While both theological and ecclesiastical authority can take the form
of a ‘power’ which commands obedience, scriptural authority is more of an influence
which is willingly embraced. The present study is concerned only with scriptural
authority and the role it plays in the interpretation of the book of Jonah.

Some recent writers have bewailed the fact that in the modern church the authority of
the Bible is in a crisis. A general distrust of authority in western culture has not left the
Bible untouched. Froehlich suggests that the rational intellectualism of the present age
is the reason why more and more biblical scholars are seeing ‘scripture as an
indispensable resource rather than as binding authority’ (Fretheim & Froehlich
1998:12). Whereas the authority of the Bible was simply assumed throughout the his-
tory of the church (Bird 1997:33), the widespread accepténé.é of the historical-critical
method by the scholarly community has resulted in a Bible which has, for the purpose
of engendering faith in the life of the church, ‘lost its voice’. This is the opinion of
Braaten and Jenson in an introductory chapter of a symposium, Reclaiming the Bible
Jor the Church (1995:ix). Their view (and the view of their contributors) is that the
Bible, as an authoritative book, has been lost to the church. Foundational to this asser-
tion is the understanding that the Bible ‘exists on account of the church and for its sake’

and that ‘its authority derives from the same gospel that gave birth to the church’
(1995:xi). '

For conservative evangelicals the authority of the Bible has never been lost, for they
have resolutely resisted any form of biblical criticism that presupposed that the Bible is
anything but the ‘inspired” Word of God. The Bible is authoritative because it is the
inspired Word of God. Therefore, merely utilising the Bible in a religious or theologi-
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