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If you think you're on safe theological ground because of a pet verse, better look twice.
Simple proof-texting has its perils. Here's how to avoid them.

PROOF-TEXTING PERILS

Dear Friend,

Virtually every Christian with a theological point of view thinks his view is scriptural.
Why shouldn't he. He has a text he can quickly quote in his defense.

This kind of “proof-texting” happens all the time on our radio show. A caller gives
me his opinion and cites supporting verses. | can almost hear him settling back in his
chair and folding his arms.

My verses say one thing; his appear to say another. As long as he can find a verse that
— at least at first glance — supports his view, he’s satisfied. Whenever the issue comes up,
he can simply quote his pet text. His work is done, or so he thinks.

CREATING CONTRADICTIONS

If you're not careful, though, simply picking out a verse that seems to support your
view may result in pitting one text against another, creating an apparent contradiction.
This may be satisfying for the moment because the verse affirms your pet doctrine. But
your take on the passage may be wrong, and the conflict created with other texts under-
mines the authority of the Bible in general. When my verses say one thing and yours
appear to say another, simply camping out on our verses ignores the contradiction.

So how do we solve this problem? We keep one goal in mind. Our question should
be, “What does the Bible teach?,” not simply “What does my verse seem to teach?” How
do we learn what the Bible teaches? By choosing an interpretation that makes the best sense
out of all the relevant verses.

That takes more work than simple proof-texting. If there’s an apparent conflict, we
must try to solve it. It is not enough to point to a verse that supports our position. If all
of the Bible is God’s Word and without error, then we must also consider the scriptural
evidence that seems contrary to our theology and attempt to factor it into our answer.

If we are convinced God would not contradict Himself in the Bible — if we have a
high view of Scripture — when something looks like a contradiction, we are going to try
to resolve it in a reasonable fashion. We will try to find a legitimate way
T AND to harmonize what at first seem to be contradictory verses.

TO REASON ONE VOICE OR MANY?

Here is the principal way | resolve the problem of opposing verses:
Determine whether the verses being cited are univocal or equivocal.
Let me explain what I mean.

®

EXPANDING HORIZONS
QUICK SUMMARY:

To solve the problem of
seeming contradictions in
Scripture keep one goal in
mind: “What does the
whole Bible teach?”

We learn what the Bible
teaches by choosing an
interpretation that makes
the best sense out of all the
relevant verses.

If we have a high view of
Scripture and are convinced
that God wouldn’t contra-
dict Himself, we will try to
reconcile verses that seem
to conflict in a reasonable
fashion, looking for more
than one possible meaning.

Pay attention to the gram-
mar. Sometimes it offers an
alternative interpretation
that resolves the apparent
conflict between verses.

When you do your home-
work on the full range of
teaching on an issue in
Scripture many distortions
simply fade away.

Find the view that brings
the most harmony between
the relevant passages. It’s
probably going to be the
right interpretation.

Sometimes questions
remain so we should do our
best to follow the evidence
where it leads.
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Univocal verses speak with one voice (“uni-vocal”)
and are, therefore, unambiguous. Even after looking at
the text from a number of different angles, it’s hard to
imagine any alternate meanings.

Equivocal verses, on the other hand, have more
than one possible meaning. One interpretation may
appear most obvious, but upon further study others sug-
gest themselves.

Noticing that the meaning of a certain verse or pas-
sage may be equivocal is a key to resolving the problem
of apparent contradictions. Is it possible one or more of
the proof-texts have more than one reasonable meaning?
If so, then choosing one of the alternate meanings could
remove the apparent contradiction. If one verse seems
completely inflexible (univocal, or unequivocal), then
adapt the more flexible verse (the equivocal one) to
bring harmony.

Let me give you an example. Is baptism necessary
for salvation? Is it necessary to be water baptized after
one’s profession of faith before one can receive the gift
of forgiveness and new life through regeneration? Or is
baptism a proper act of obedience after one becomes a
Christian?

In the first case, the order would be faith, then bap-
tism, resulting in salvation. In the second case the order
would be faith, resulting in salvation, followed by baptism.

PETER VS. PETER

Verses seem to support both sides. In Acts 2:38 we
read, “And Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and let each of
you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the for-
giveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of
the Holy Spirit.”” If the repentant believer is baptized
“for the forgiveness of sins,” then repentance and belief
are not enough. The order here appears to be faith, then
baptism, resulting in salvation.

This verse seems very straightforward. To some,
simply quoting it is enough. The problem comes when
one flips over a few pages to Acts 10:44-48. There
we read:

While Peter was still speaking these words,
the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were
listening to the message. And all the cir-
cumcised believers who had come with
Peter were amazed, because the gift of the
Holy Spirit had been poured out upon the
Gentiles also. For they were hearing them
speaking with tongues and exalting God.
Then Peter answered, “Surely no one can
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refuse the water for these to be baptized
who have received the Holy Spirit just as we
did, can he?” And he ordered them to be
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then
they asked him to stay on for a few days.

Notice what’s happening. Peter — the same speaker
in the Acts 2 passage — preaches the Gospel to Cornelius
and his household. In the midst of Peter’s sermon, the
Holy Spirit falls on those listening and they manifest
spiritual gifts.

This is irrefutable evidence to Peter that these
Gentiles have “received the Holy Spirit just as [he] did.”
Other verses make it clear that possessing the Holy
Spirit in the New Testament sense is proof of salvation
(see Ephesians 1:13-14 and Romans 8:9).

After these Gentiles are regenerated, Peter
announces that water baptism is now appropriate. The
order in Acts 10 is faith, resulting in salvation, followed
by baptism.

The problem is obvious. Acts 2 seems to teach that
salvation comes after water baptism, and Acts 10 indi-
cates it can come before baptism. This appears to be a
contradiction. Unless these passages are harmonized,
merely asserting one verse against another actually does
violence to the authority of God’s Word.

This is when we must ask our question: Is either of
the passages equivocal? That is, are there any legitimate
alternative readings?

Here is my take. The Acts 10 passage seems com-
pletely inflexible in its meaning. It’s univocal. The
sequence of events leaves no question (though I'm open
to suggestions) that the order is faith/regeneration/bap-
tism. Peter’s response is unmistakable.

Further, when the Jews later take issue with Peter
about his involvement with Gentiles, he simply recount-
ed the event and they were satisfied (Acts 11:1-18). In
this passage regeneration clearly follows faith, not bap-
tism. Note the wording:

If God therefore gave to them the same gift
as He gave to us also after believing in the
Lord Jesus Christ, who was | that | could
stand in God’s way?” And when they heard
this, they quieted down, and glorified God,
saying, “Well then, God has granted to the
Gentiles also the repentance that leads to
life.” (Acts 11:17-18)

Notice baptism isn't even mentioned here, only
the salient details of regeneration: repentance, faith, and
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“ESTABLISHED IN"THE TRUTH”

Monday Evenings January 14th-=February 11th « 7 - 9:30 p.m.
Hope Chapel <2420 Pacific Coast Highway, Hermosa Beach, CA
To become and remain “established-in the truth” requires goad teaching drawn-from Scripture and each of our teachers will
convey Biblical truths applied to today’s challenges. The cost for five sessions is $30. Individual sessions are $7. Seating is limited so
you may want to pre-register. Call Hope Chapel at (310) 374-4673 to register and get directions. For more information or to order
recordings of the lectures call Stand to Reason at (800) 2-REASON or go to www.str.org.
“The Case for Civility — And Why the Church'’s Effectiveness Depends on It”
“Christ or Caricature: New Evidence from History and Archaelology”
“They Like Jesus, but Not the Church: Reaching the Emerging Culture while Remaining Orthodox”
“God in a Box: Drawing Praoper Boundaries for Orthodoxy”
“The New Atheists: Old Arguments, New Attitude”

salvation. By all appearances, Acts 10 is unambiguous.
Baptism is not necessary for salvation.

GUIDANCE FROM GRAMMAR

What about in Acts 2? Is it possible this passage
means something different than it appears to at first?
On closer inspection the answer is that it does. The key
is in the grammar.

In Acts 2, the command to repent is in the plural,
as is the reference to those who receive the forgiveness of
sins (i.e., “All of you repent so all of you can receive for-
giveness”). The command to be baptized, however, is in
the singular (i.e., “Each of you should be baptized”).

This makes it clear that repentance, not baptism,
leads to salvation, since an individual’s baptism cannot
cause the salvation of the entire group. Individual
(singular) baptisms do not result in corporate (plural)
salvation.

As it turns out, then, the phrase “for the forgiveness
of sins” modifies repentance, not baptism. A more pre-
cise rendering might be, “Let all of you repent so all of
you can receive forgiveness, and then each who has
should be baptized.”

If there is any question about which translation of
Acts 2:38 is appropriate, Acts 10 and 11 give us the
answer. Clearly, Peter’s Gentiles were not getting bap-
tized in order to bring about their salvation. They were
baptized as a result of salvation. The clear (univocal)
teaching in Acts 10 and 11 informs the ambiguous
(equivocal) nature of Acts 2:38.

The merits of the interpretation | have offered for

Acts 2 now become obvious against its alternative. Not
only is my take on the passage grammatically acceptable.
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It resolves the apparent contradiction, restoring harmo-
ny to God’s Word.

If we are to be scripturally balanced, our theological
views should take into account the full body of scrip-
tural references when considering an issue. Only then
can we hope to clear up any apparent contradictions
in the text.

Sometimes even when we're careful questions
remain; everything does not fall neatly into place. In
times like these we do our best to lay our biases aside,
look carefully at all the data, and then follow the evi-
dence where it leads. Find the view that brings the most
harmony between the relevant passages. It's probably
going to be the right interpretation.

DOING YOUR HOMEWORK

Here’s a tip on how to get that done. Go to your
Bible concordance and look up all the forms of the
word “baptize” (e.g., “baptism” or “baptized”). Next
write each reference on a 3x5 card or record it in a com-
puter word processing file. This will allow you to look at
all the references together and begin to group them
according to content.

For example, many of the texts will be about John's
baptism. Put them in one group. Others will be about
the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Put those in another.
There are references to the baptism of Moses and to
baptism by fire. Jesus refers to yet another, the baptism
of trial (“Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or
to be baptized with the baptism with which I am bap-
tized?” Mark 10:38).

This is how to systematically study any doctrine or
topic. Take all the verses pertaining to a particular issue
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and look closely at what they say. Then begin drawing
conclusions from that broad base of research — instead
of proof-texting favorite verses — so you don't miss any-
thing important.1

The exercise takes a little time, but it can be a lot
of fun and the results are very satisfying. Doctrines
begin to unfold before your eyes, giving you a solid
biblical understanding on any issue. By drawing instruc
tion from the full counsel of God on the subject, you
are able to make informed judgments that are biblically
balanced.

You'll also notice that by surveying the full range of
teaching in the New Testament on an issue (baptism, in
this case) many distortions simply fade away.

HONORING INERRANCY

This approach to resolving Bible conflicts always
takes biblical inerrancy for granted:2 The Bible is the
Word of God. God can't err. Therefore, the Bible can't
err. When faced with apparent contradictions, we always
look for a way to harmonize. We do this by employing a
core precept of interpretation: Interpret the unclear in
light of the clear.

When all is said and done, there still may be appar-
ent contradictions. Though time and scholarship have
resolved many problems, some still remain. At that
point we should acknowledge the difficulty and choose
the view that in our opinion is best supported by the
relevant passages, being open to better alternatives if
they present themselves. Then we should be charitable
and understanding to those who disagree.

Your partner for the truth,

g APl

Gregory Koukl
President, Stand to Reason

PUTTING YOUR KNOWLEDGE INTO ACTION

another, creating an apparent contradiction.

to teach?”

@’ Picking out a verse to support your view of a certain issue in Scripture may result in pitting one text against
@ Remember to keep one goal in mind: Ask, “What does the Bible teach?”” not ““What does my verse seem

M’ Look for the interpretation that legitmately harmonizes what at first seem like contradictory verses.

ﬂ Do your homework, using a concordance to look up all passages that contain the word or concept in question
and then group them according to content. This will help you to be scripturally balanced, taking into account
the full body of scriptural references when considering an issue.

@/ Carefully look at the grammar for clues to the meaning of the passage.
@l Don’t forget that this approach to resolving Biblical conflicts always takes inerrancy for granted.

Ef In the rare instance when apparent contradictions still exist, choose the view that is best supported by the
relevant passages in your view. Always be charitable and understanding to those who disagree.

1 Find examples of this on our web page at www.str.org. Check under
“Quick Studies” for a summary of business principles from the book of
Proverbs, a look at the evangelistic messages of the Apostles in Acts, and
a thorough analysis of the New Testament teaching on prayer.

2 Establishing biblical inerrancy is a separate task.

This letter may be reproduced or forwarded via e-mail without change and in its entirety for non-commercial purposes without prior permission from
Stand to Reason. ©2007 Gregory Koukl
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STR Resources Online —

Are you serious about understanding the
truth claims of Christianity & becoming a
more effective ambassador for Christ?
Go to www.str.org for commentaries,
interactive studies, books, audio CDs,
MP3s, DVDs, and more. Or call
800-2-REASON for more information.

Prany wwith Us

Cruise Alaska vi
Stand to Reason

Q) We praise God for the growth we've
seen this year. Please pray for wisdom A“U“Sl 2'9, 2008
as we plan for 2008 that the Lord With Josh McDowell
would help us make the best use of J.P. Moreland. Sean1
our resources to train more ambassa- McDowell, and Greg Koukl
dors for Christ.
U Please pray for Greg, Steve, Brett, If studying Christian subjects with some of the sharpest minds on the

planet, in the fellowship of other believers, aboard a beautiful ship sailing the
tive and effective speakers, equipping Alaskan coas?lme sou.nds like your idea of a perfect vacation, thIS. is ’the trip
T for you! We'll set sail from Vancouver, BC aboard Holland America’s ms
T e Chrlstlans'to_have &l Statendam for a voyage you'll never forget. Explore Glacier Bay, Skagway,
answer for the hope within. Juneau, and Ketchikan, plus listen and learn from our distinguished speakers,
U Please pray for Greg as he works Josh McDowell, J.P. Moreland, Sean McDowell, and Greg Koukl.
to finish his book on Tactics in For more information, co_ntac_t In_spirati_on Cruises at (800) 247-1899 or
Defending the Faith www.inspirationcruises.com

and Alan that they would be produc-

STR SPEAKERS’™ SCHEDULE

Greg Koukl

NOVEMBER
4 Wheatstone Academy, Chino Hills, CA 6:30 p.m. Topic: TBD Contact: (562) 690-1027

6 Reasons to Believe chapter meeting, Boston, MA 7 p.m. Topic: TBD Contact: dmccarthy@pensionc.com
7 Boston Trinity Academy chapel, Boston, MA

29  Christian Fellowship Club, Olympia, WA 12 p.m. Topic: The Intolerance of Tolerance Contact: (360) 701-3591 or
johnisaacson@reachone.com

Brett Kunkle

NOVEMBER
4 Wheatstone Academy, Chino Hills, CA 6:30 p.m. Topic: TBD Contact: (562) 690-1027

5 North Coast Church, Vista, CA 7:00 p.m. Topic: How to Witness to a Mormon Contact: (760) 724-6700 or
www.northcoastchurch.com/ncu/

16-17 Evangelical Philosophical Society Apologetics Conference, San Diego, CA Topics: Moral Truth: True for You but Not
for Me? and Is One Way the Only Way? Contact: (888) 332-4652

As additional dates are scheduled, they will be posted on our web page at www.str.org




“I do not feel obliged to believe that
the same God who has endowed us with
sense, reason, and intellect has intended

us to forgo their use.” - Galileo

Truth & the Real World Brett Kunkle, 3 Audio CDs, Leader's Guide in PDF & Student
A8 O REASON STUORNT i Booklet, (CD276) $15.00 **Special introductory price through December 2007, regular price: $24.95
‘Cruth & the Truth_ ma.ttgrs. Truth exists. Careful thinking about tr_uth .is. not_ a meaningless intellec-
Real World tual exercise, it is a requirement for followers of Jesus Christ living in a postmodern age.
: According to Jesus your eternity hangs on what you think is true. But increasingly our
' culture has denied truth’s existence at all. So who are you going to listen to, Jesus or a
postmodern culture?

Brett will help you (and your students) think carefully about truth and its relationship
to two of the weightiest areas of human existence: morality and religion.

This set includes a Leader’s Guide in PDF to facilitate an engaging group study with

|M'|§'f\\é\/T ,-‘S,ESRO%T#CDEE%R Pl discussion and activities for junior high, high school, or college students. You may make as

SMALL GROUP STUDY. V“ many copies of the student worksheets as needed for your group. The format fits well into
' almost any program, whether it's a Sunday school class, small group or Bible study.

Or study on your own. A Student Booklet is also included. Also available as an mp3
at Www.str.org.

The Apologetics Study Bible Hardcover, (BK302) $35.99
Real Questions. Straight Answers. Stronger Faith. The Apologetics Study Bible will The :
help today's Christians better understand, defend, and proclaim their beliefs in this ’\ : [ 0y _i[ o oy
age of increasing moral and spiritual relativism. More than one-hundred key questions [ ! )OI )4( [CS
and articles placed throughout the volume about faith and science prompt a reward- Studv Bible
ing study experience at every reading. Highlights of this new thinking-person’s edition T
of God's Word include the full text of the popular Holman Christian Standard Bible® :
translation, two-color page layout, an introduction to each Bible book focusing on its
inherent elements of apologetics, and profiles of historic Christian apologists from
Justin Martyr to C. S. Lewis. Also featured are valuable contributions from a who's-
who of modern apologists such as Chuck Colson, Norman Geisler, Josh McDowell,
Albert Mohler, Ravi Zacharias, J. P. Moreland, and Philip Johnson.

Never Read a Bible Verse Gregory Koukl, Hardcover, (BK215) $1.00
Greg calls this teaching “the most important practical lesson I've ever learned...and the single most important thing
I could ever teach you.”

In this practical easy-to-follow booklet, you will learn why you should never read just a single verse, but always read a
paragraph at least. Only when you are properly informed by God’s Word the way it is written - in its context - can you be
transformed by it.

This is an excellent resource to pass out or use in a small group study. And, it’s a perfect “stocking stuffer” for every
believer over the age of ten.

To order, please check the resources you would like on the enclosed card and send with check or credit card information to Stand to Reason,
1438 East 33rd St., Signal Hill, CA 90755 or order online at www.str.org



