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Note that within figures 1 and 2, post-apostolic gifts
always belongto levels 3 and 4, which are called special gifts
and general gifts. Post-apostolic gifts are all fallible. They
are all dependent on Scripture and do not add to the bibli-

cal canon. They are thus analogous to but not identical with
apostolic gifts (level 2) and messianic gifts (level 1).

What goes onin our times on levels 3 and 4.? Inferential
processes include contemporary preaching and informal
Bible study and teaching. Noninferential processes include

instances where biblical ideas or verses come spontaneously
to mind, but without the recipient knowing just where or how
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they arose. Sometimes more striking instances occur. In a
dream or a vision a person sees a woman in a simple white
robe. She is walking through a muddy area. Some mud gets
spattered on her robe. She comes to the gate of a palace. As
she stands outside, she weeps with shame at her filthiness.
A man comes and gives her a glorious bright gown. She puts
it on and enters the palace with joy. Or a man has a dream
where an angel is writing in a book. At the top of the page
is the man’s own name. Under it are all the evil things he
has done and the evil thoughts he has entertained. A man
appears with a bright face, his palms dripping with blood.
He smears his hands over the page. Avoice tells the angel to
read what is on the page, but the angel answers, "I cannot,
because it is covered with blood.”

What do we think about such dreams and visions? Let us
first ask ourselves a related question. Is apostolic preaching
genuinely analogous to post-apostolic preaching? Certainly
apostolic preaching is inspired and unique. Post-apostolic
preaching does not add to apostolic preaching, but is wholly
derivative from it. Hence we may perhaps hesitate to call the
two “analogous.” Yet in some ways the two are unmistakably
analogous. Preachers and commentators have always been will-
ingto drawlessons from the examples of the apostles and even
from the example of Jesus, even though they are unique.

Similarly, we may ask whether Revelation is genuinely
analogous to post-apostolic visions or dreams. The answer is
similar to what we might say about preaching. Revelation is
inspired and unique. Post-apostolic impressions or visions,
to be valid, must not add to the Bible but be wholly derivative
from it. This derivative character is in fact evident in the
two instances above, with the muddy robe and the smeared
book. Both contain the biblical teaching about pardon and
righteousness in Christ, and both use themes and imagery
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derived from the Bible. The first is more general, while the
second applies the truth of justification to a particular per-
son. The second “goes beyond the Bible” only by way of its
particular application, and hence everyone can recognize the
legitimacy of its message. “What one person calls a "vision’
actually may have been a moving application by the Holy
Spirit of the truth of Scripture to his life.”>

People may sometimes be concerned about other dis-
tinctions. They may say, for example, that apostolic preach-
ing and Revelation are fundamentally different because they
involve new content, new revelation. By contrast, post-apos-
tolic sermons and biblically based visions and intuitions
contain aredigestion of “old truth.” But the differences here,
although real, are subtle and easy to exaggerate. Apostolic
teaching is to a remarkable extent based on the Old Testa-
ment, the events of Christ’s life, and the teaching of Jesus
during his time on earth (including Luke 24:25—27, 44—4.9!).
Thus it is far from being absolutely new, although the message
may have been new to many who first heard it. The book of
Revelation weaves together a remarkable amount of thematic
material from Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and other biblical
sources. The accounts in Luke and Acts, by recording earlier
events, introduce nothing fundamentally new in addition to
those events. Moreover, divine authority has nothing to do
with whether something is old or new. Deuteronomy is just as
authoritative when it repeats earlier revelation as it is when
it introduces something new.

In the post-apostolic situation, preaching and visions
and dreams, although old in one sense, may be new in
another: they may well communicate ideas that are new to
those who receive them. Moreover, there are always new appli-
cations to new persons and new circumstances (as with the
man’s name on the blood-smeared book).
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Then where is the decisive difference? All the post-
apostolic processes are wholly derivative with respect to
authority. Post-apostolic preaching possesses authority only
insofar as it reiterates the message of Scripture. The same
holds for post-apostolic intuitions, dreams, visions, and all
other noninferential processes.

Within this picture, we must take seriously the sufficiency
of the Bible and the fallibility of post-apostolic processes. This
principle holds with respect to both inferential and noninfer-
ential processes. In the case of inferential processes, a person
might preach either sound doctrine or heresy. An intuitive
hunch or a dream (when interpreted) might be either true
or false. In a post-apostolic context, neither inferential nor
noninferential processes can add teaching beyond the Bible.

To many people, a vision or audition might seem more
striking and more inexplicable than the inferential processes
of preaching. Hence, they reason, it is "directly” from the
Holy Spirit and therefore infallible. But that is not correct.
The Bible warns us that God may permit the devil to produce

counterfeit miracles:

If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among
you and gives you a sign or a wonder, and the sign
or wonder that he tells you comes to pass, and if he
says, “Let us go after other gods,” which you have not
known, "and let us serve them,” you shall not listen to
the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams.
Forthe LorD your God is testing you, to know whether
you love the LORD your God with all your heart and
with all your soul. (Deut. 13:1-3)

The coming of the lawless one is by the activity of
Satan with all power and false signs and wonders, and
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with all wicked deception for those who are perish-
ing, because they refused to love the truth and so be
saved. (2 Thess. 2:9—10)

No post-apostolic spectacular experience, no matter
howunusual or striking, can fundamentally add to the Bible.
It may in fact be a counterfeit miracle, in the sense of 2 Thes-
salonians 2:9—11; or it may be a reiteration of biblical truth,
yet still contaminated by sinful human reception; or it may
contain information about the present situation (see below);
or it may be a confused mixture of truth and error. We test all
such experience using the Bible as our infallible standard.

DISTINCTIVE FOCUSES
FOR CONTENT

We need one final distinction, one with respect to con-
tent rather than process. So far we have been talking about
the process by which people come to say something. But
we must also attend to the content of what they say. This
content may represent an attempt to reexpress the content
of Scripture, or it may be an attempt to say something about
the circumstances around us, or it may be a combination
of both.

First, people may speak with a focus on didactic content.
They tell us what they think the Bible teaches or what they
think God commands. “"God wants us to pray for the sick.”
Let us call the content of such speech teaching content.

Second, people may speak with a focus on circumstances.
They tell us what is happening around them. Or they tell what
has happened in the past or (if they predict something) what
will happen. “Someone here has back trouble.” Let us call
such speech circumstantial content.

28



Distinctive Focuses for Content E

Third, people may speak with a content that aims to
combine biblical teaching and circumstantial information.
People tell us how they think the Bible applies to the cur-
rent situation. “We need to pray for so-and-so who has back
trouble.” Let us call such speech applicatory content.

Within the New Testament, whatever Jesus and the
apostles teach is the word of God. Thus it is teaching con-
tent, whether it focally speaks of God or history or their cir-
cumstances or application. Then where does circumstantial
content come in? It enters when we attempt to apply the Bible
to our own circumstances. The New Testament commands
us to apply this Word in a discerning way in our own lives,
where we continually confront new circumstances and new
challenges (Rom. 12:1—2; Eph. 5:16—17). To accomplish this
application, we must inevitably deal with circumstantial and
applicatory content.

Now the Bible is the foundation for exercising godly
discernment about our circumstances. The teaching of the
Bible is thus foundational in the Holy Spirit’s work of teach-
ing today. But there is reason to believe that the Holy Spirit
as Creator and Redeemerisinvolved as well in the mundane
aspects of our learning about ourselves and our circum-
stances (Job 32:8; Ps. 94.:10; Prov. 1:2—7). As Proverbs 2:6
indicates, “the LORD gives wisdom; from his mouth come
knowledge and understanding.” This knowledge from the
Lord includes the wisdom and insight concerning everyday
life that the rest of the book of Proverbs champions. Every-
day knowledge, as well as the explicit teaching of the Bible,
comes from the Lord.

Today’s circumstances do not of course possess any
special authority. The Bible, by contrast, possesses divine
authority. Hence, on the issue of authority there is a great gulf
between today’s circumstances and the Bible’s statements
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about circumstances of biblical times. But in another sense
there is an obvious relationship. The people in biblical times
had problems, struggles, and circumstances like ours. In
some ways, then, their application of more general biblical
principles to their circumstances parallels our application
of the Bible to our own new circumstances. In all cases the
Lord is involved in instructing us. It is he who gives us both
knowledge of biblical principles and knowledge of the cir-
cumstances to which we must respond.

THE QUESTION OF
CHARISMATIC GIFTS

We can now integrate contemporary gifts into our general
framework. In our day, various kinds of gifts function through
various processes. It is unnecessary to note them all. The more
controversial kinds of gifts need our attention, in particular the
verbal gifts that “charismatic” groups classify as instances of a
word of knowledge, a word of wisdom, prophecy, discerning
spirits, tongues, and interpretation of tongues.

Those in the charismatic movement believe that the
gifts of prophecy, discernment of spirits, and tongues con-
tinue in the church today, while others argue that they ceased
with the ministry of the apostles and the completion of spe-
cial revelation. Our investigation of the Bible suggests that
post-apostolic gifts are analogous to inspired apostolic gifts.
Hence it may or may not be appropriate to call them by the
same terms as those used in the New Testament. Rather than
becoming bogged down in disputes about terminology, let
us move directly to consideration of what the post-apostolic
gifts actually do within the framework of figure 2.

Interms of our earlier classification, all these controver-
sial gifts are noninferential processes. They are controversial
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because their basis is more obscure and more private. That s,
the basis is noninferential or “intuitive.” By contrast, infer-
ential processes are uncontroversial, because they appeal to
the Bible.

Accordingto the theology of spiritual gifts, inferential
and noninferential gifts simply stand alongside all other
gifts, with no particular superiority. Like all gifts, they are to
be checked for conformity to Scripture (1 Cor. 14:37-38).

But should these noninferential cases even be called
“gifts” of the Holy Spirit? We have already observed from
Job 32:8; Psalm 94.:10; and Proverbs 2:6 that the Holy Spirit
as Creator and Sustainer of human life gives people all the
knowledge that they have. So in a broad sense these are
“gifts.” Moreover, by labeling these works “gifts” we do not
attribute to them infallibility. A gift in preaching, although it
be genuine, does not give the contemporary preacher infal -
libility, because the gift operates in the midst of human sin
and bias; the same is true for noninferential gifts.

Some people still have problems with noninferen-
tial processes because, they would claim, they are innately
uncheckable. If no one can tell whether they conform to
Scripture, then they threaten to disturb the exclusive role
that the Bible plays in the church’s foundation.

But not every instance of noninferential processes is
equally a problem. We need to consider separately teaching
content and circumstantial content.

Teaching content is like an extemporaneous sermon
without a text. If the process is noninferential, the speaker is
not consciously aware of texts on which the speech is based.
But even if the speaker is not consciously aware of texts, the
listeners may become conscious of texts that are relevant. If
the content is biblical, such texts do exist. If the content is
not biblical, then the speech is notto be believed. Hence, this
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type of content is testable. Anyone who knows the Bible well,
or knows the gospel, can see whether the message matches
what he knows. Many utterances called “prophecies” string
together biblical phraseology. It is not too hard to see their
generally biblical character.

Itis, of course, alittle easier to evaluate a textually based
sermon. The text is explicit, and the listeners have imme-
diate access to it. They can compare the text with what the
preacher says. But there are still difficulties. A clever heretic
may use a text plausibly. And a non-heretical preacher may
find himself drifting away from the text by design or on the
spur of the moment. Discernment is therefore necessary in
evaluating teaching content, no matter whether the process
involved is inferential or noninferential.

Note also that people differ in the ways they exercise
discernment. For some people, discernment may usually be
inferential. In their minds they remember a biblical text that
conforms with what the preacher says or else contradicts it.
Other people may discern noninferentially. They “"feel” that
what the preacher is saying is right or wrong. They cannot
point to a specific text. But they just know, perhaps on the
basis of having assimilated and digested alarge amount of the
Bible. Their digested knowledge now works in their hearts
“subconsciously” to give them discernment. The thought
spontaneously rises in their minds, “Something is wrong
with this message.”

Since the Holy Spiritis at work in the lives of believers,
we may also describe all these processes as Spirit-worked.
Of course the Holy Spirit works in ways we cannot fathom.
But he also works through means, such as our knowledge of
Scripture, a knowledge that he has produced (1 Cor. 2:10-16).
From the human side people use primarily inferential or
noninferential processes. But this human description does
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not contradict the fact that the Spirit is working. (Again,
think of the example of the Gospel of Luke and the book of
Revelation.)

Different types of people help one another. Occasion-
ally aperson who discerns inferentially may not immediately
think of a relevant biblical text to use in evaluating a message.
But someone else feels intuitively that something is wrong.
Then the person with inferential discernment takes more
time, and finally a text does come to mind that helps judge
the truth of the speaker’s message.

CIRCUMSTANTIAL CONTENT
RECEIVED THROUGH
NONINFERENTIAL PROCESSES

So far, we have discussed teaching content. This kind of
content is the easiest. Let us now consider the second kind of
content, namely, circumstantial content. In this category we
have statements like the following. In an American church
someone says, "I feel that our sister church in Shanghai is
spiritually struggling and undergoing attack.” During a sermon
Charles H. Spurgeon “pointed to the gallery and said, "Young
man, the gloves in your pocket are not paid for.” " On another
occasion Spurgeon said, “There is a man sitting there who is a
shoemaker; he keeps his shop open on Sundays; it was open last
Sabbath morning. He took ninepence, and there was fourpence
profit onit: his soul is sold to Satan for fourpence!"* Awoman
in Switzerland saw a vision of a lecture hall in Essex, in which
Os Guinness was about to lecture. A strange girl was about to
disrupt the meeting.5 All these are cases of circumstantial
content obtained through noninferential processes.

This kind of content can undoubtedly create difficulty. But
the difficulties diminish if we realize that this information is
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notvery different in content from information obtained through
obvious channels. For example, in principle the church in
Shanghai might have been able to put in a phone call to the
brothers and sisters in the United States. Spurgeon could have
obtained the information (but did not) from the person who
stole the gloves or from the person who opened his shop on
Sunday. Os Guinness could have called the woman in Switzer-
land. The kind of information involved is not striking. What
is striking is that the information came through noninferential
processes. There was no obvious long-distance call or other
scientifically analyzable means that could account for how the
information came to the recipient.

In terms of figure 2, such information is a product of
spiritual processes operating on the level of the ordinary
believer (level 4), or conceivably on the level of "special
gifts” (Ievel 3). Since the canon is complete, there is no way
that this information belongs onlevel1 orlevel 2. Moreover,
there is no practical reason why the information needs to
belongtolevel 1 orlevel 2. What matters is that the recipients
received information, not that the information had some
special status. Hence, information of this kind belongs to
the same broad category as information received through
telephone calls, newspaper news, and direct observation. It
is simply information about the world, not more, notless. In
principle, it is no more a threat to the sufficiency of Scrip-
ture than is information about whether I brushed my teeth
after breakfast!

How do we evaluate circumstantial content? Suppose
someone claims that the church in Shanghaiisunder spiri-
tual attack? Are we to believe the claim or not? Many times it
does not much matter what we believe. We are free to remain
in doubt. And we are well advised to remain in doubt, by
virtue of the fallibility of all post-apostolic noninferential
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processes. We can pray for a situation without knowing for
certain whether the situation is exactly what we think it is.
We can pray for the sister church in Shanghai.

In actuality we are accustomed in many types of situa-
tions to respond to doubtful information. After all, a long-
distance call is not infallible either. There may be static on
the line. The person on the other end of the line may have
misunderstood the situation in Shanghai. Or he may be lying
about the situation. In spite of these problems of fallibility,
it is possible to respond properly to a long-distance call.

SPEAKING IN TONGUES

Finally, what should we think about speaking in tongues?
The Bible discusses the subject in Acts 2:1—12; 10:4.6; 19:6;
and 1 Corinthians 12:10, 28, 30; 13:1, 8; 14:1—4.0. Tongues are
closely linked to prophesying. It appears that in Acts 2 the
apostles spoke in languages that their hearers understood. In
the Corinthian church, speaking in tongues sounded like lan-
guages, but the hearers and even the speakers usually did not
recognize the language. The speeches had to be interpreted in
order to be understood (1 Cor. 14:2—6, 13, 27—28). When they
were interpreted, they built up the church in the same way as
prophesying (1 Cor. 14:5).

Accordingto 1 Corinthians, speaking in tongues is one
spiritual gift among many (1 Cor. 12:10, 28-30). Some but
not all Christians have the gift (1 Cor. 12:30). In the twen-
tieth century, however, some people began to claim that
every Christian ought to speak in tongues as the sign of being
baptized with the Holy Spirit. They postulated a distinction
between the "sign” of tongues, which they claimed was for
everyone, and the “gift” of tongues, which they admitted was
only for some Christians.
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This thinking is muddled. As we indicated earlier, every
Christian believer receives the indwelling of the Holy Spirit
when he receives Christ. Every gift of the Holy Spirit is a
sign of his indwelling. In addition, 1 Corinthians 14.:22, in
the context of its discussion of the gift of tongues, says that
“tongues are asign.” The two terms—gift and sign—act as two
labels for the same reality. In Acts, tongues and prophecy
and miracles and the powerful preaching of the gospel all
functionin a broad sense as signs or indications of the Spirit
atwork. Acts 2 mentions tongues, but also indicates that the
speakers proclaimed “the mighty works of God,” a form of
prophesying (Acts 2:11). Peter’s sermon to the people also
shows the Holy Spirit powerfully at work (Acts 2:14—4.1).

Acts pays special attention to tongues because Pentecost
marks the beginning of a new era in God’s plan. The multiple
languages show that now the Word of God is going to spread
to all the nations of the world, rather than being confined to
Palestine and the Israelite nation (Acts 1:8). The inclusion of
all the nations fulfills the prophecy in Joel 2:28—29, quoted in
Acts 2:17—18: the Spirit will be poured out “on all flesh.”

Does the gift of speaking in tongues fit into the over-
all pattern of spiritual gifts, as summarized in figure 27 It
does. Speakingis a prophetic gift. Speaking in tongues, when
interpreted, functions like prophesying, and prophesying
belongs with other prophetic functions. Figure 2 suggests
that tongues can occur at an inspired, apostolic level. The
apostle Paul indicates that he spoke in tongues (1 Cor. 14:18).
That level is now complete, because of the completion of the
canon of the New Testament. But tongues can also occur ata
subordinate level, the “general” level of every believer. When
a missionary brings the gospel to people in a language that
he has learned, he is using his speaking gift inferentially.
If a person speaks in tongues and does not know the full
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meaning of what he says, he is speaking noninferentially. The
same could hold for a person who undertakes to interpret.
An interpreter could function inferentially if he recognizes
thelanguage. Or he could function noninferentially, if he does
not directly recognize words and sentences, but God never-
theless gives him some grasp of what is said. As a church we
should evaluate all such communications using the Bible as
our standard, just as we would do for any other speech.
When someone speaks in tongues privately, he is praying
or praising God (1 Cor. 14:2, 14, 16). God understands, even
though no one else does (1 Cor. 14:2). Speaking in tongues
publicly is appropriate only if it can be interpreted, so the
church as a whole can be built up (1 Cor. 14:16—17, 26).

WELCOMING SPIRITUAL GIFTS

Let us return to the main point. In our day, God may
work through both inferential and noninferential processes.
Inthe time of the apostles, both kinds of processes occurred
in inspired form. In our time, the giving of the canon of
Scripture is complete and inspiration has ceased. Post-
apostolic processes are fallible. But they are analogous to
the processes that occurred among the apostles. In under-
standing post-apostolic spiritual gifts, we are to take our
cue from what happened in apostolic times.

What, then, are we to do about spiritual gifts in our
time? Contemporary gifts include both inferential (for
example, teaching) and noninferential kinds (for example,
the ability to give an apt word spontaneously, Col. 4:6). The
possibility of both kinds of gifts can be inferred from the
analogous distribution of different kinds of gifts in the time
of the apostles. Moreover, Christ and the Holy Spirit are the
source of all gifts (Eph. 4:7, 11; see also 1 Cor. 12:11). It is
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they, not we, who decide when to use inferential and non-
inferential processes as the Holy Spirit works.

Inresponse, we are to welcome spiritual gifts of all kinds,
honorthem, and receive them (1 Cor. 12: 14,—26). We are espe-
cially to pursue love (1 Cor. 13) and those gifts that build up the
church (1 Cor. 14). At the same time, we are to be discriminat-
ing (1 Thess. 5:21—22). We are to exercise discernment. Post-
apostolic manifestations are always fallible. Everything is to
be evaluated on the basis of Scripture, to which nothing is to
be added at any time (Deut. 4:2; Rev. 22:18—19).
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