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Abstract : What does it mean to say that the Bible has authority? The author
introduces and develops J. M. Bochen! ski’s philosophical theory about the nature of
authority. On this basis, he distinguishes between different kinds of authority, which
he applies to the authority of the Bible. Subsequently, he shows that the theory of
Bochen! ski should be improved by reworking it from the perspective of speech–act
theory. This leads to the presentation of an overall theory of authority that matches
authority in general as well as the authority of the Bible.

Introduction

Most Christian believers accept, at least to some extent, the authority of the
Bible. However, it is not immediately clear what it means to accept the Bible as an
authority. One may ask whether accepting the authority of the Bible as a whole is
a single phenomenon, or rather several different phenomena, connected with
different kinds of texts in the Bible. For example: one may ask whether accepting
Genesis 1.1 ‘ In the beginning, God created heaven and earth’ (NIV) as an authority
is similar to accepting Matthew 7.7 ‘Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you
will find; knock and the door will be opened to you’ (NIV). Suppose that they are
different, which are the kinds of authority that could be distinguished?

Apart from the question of what kinds of authority we have, hermeneutical
problems follow from ascribing authority to the Bible. If we take Genesis 1.1 as an
example, prima facie, this passage seems to be a statement about the past, but
does that necessarily mean that believers should accept Genesis 1.1 as a statement
about the past? And, what happens if they do not accept it as a statement? What
kind of authority could they ascribe to it? In this paper, I shall address these issues.
I start from a philosophical analysis of the concept of authority in general. In the
’70s, Joseph M. Bochen! ski wrote some essays and a book on the concept of
authority. In the section ‘Bochen! ski’s theory of authority ’, I introduce his theory,
diagnose its weaknesses and try to propose remedies for these.1 After that, I shall
apply his theory to the authority of the Bible, in order to see to what extent biblical
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authority could be elucidated with the aid of Bochen! ski’s theory. In the following
section I argue that Bochen! ski’s theory, in spite of its merits, still fails to provide
a complete picture of all different kinds of authority, authority in general as well
as biblical authority. Therefore, I introduce a certain version of speech–act theory
to rework Bochen! ski’s theory from the perspective of speech–act thought. This
leads to a sketch of an overall theory of authority that matches authority in general
as well as the authority of the Bible.

Methodological remarks

In this paper, I presuppose that the Bible has authority for Christian
believers. I do not try to argue in favour or against the acceptability of biblical
authority.2 That does not mean that my analysis is of no interest to the believer or
philosopher who wants to justify or falsify the authority of the Bible. The need for
a particular kind of justification depends on the way the authority functions. If, for
example, the authority of the Bible mainly functions as an authority in the field of
historical knowledge, someone who wants to justify that authority will have to
provide evidence from the field of historical knowledge.

Secondly, I presuppose that the authority of the Bible is not fundamentally
different from authority as it functions in other life situations. By doing so, I am
able to use philosophical theories about authority in general to elucidate the
concept of authority in relation to the Bible. This presupposition implies that
authority cannot only be ascribed to persons, but also to things, such as books and
databases. Bochen! ski denies that authority could be ascribed to things. To him,
every case of authority is eventually based upon the authority of a person.3 Perhaps
in most cases, that is true, but in some cases, the authority of, for instance, a book,
has nothing to do with the authority of the person who wrote it. One does not
accept the authority of the book because one accepts the authority of the author,
but one accepts the authority of the book in its own right.4 One can accept the
authority of a book without even knowing who has written it, which is incom-
patible with that authority’s being dependent upon the authority of the book’s
author.5

Bochen! ski’s theory of authority

As we have said above, our first step in elucidating the concept of biblical
authority is to have a look at Bochen! ski’s philosophical theory of authority.
Bochen! ski defines authority as a triadic relation, a relation between a bearer x, a
subject y and a field γ.6 Accordingly, he describes authority as follows:

(1) x is an authority for y in γ, if and only if, y accepts all utterances
belonging to γ that are communicated by x to y.7

This definition causes some problems. First, the definition seems to be too strict
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to cover all cases in which we speak of authority. As Bochen! ski himself recognizes,
in our ordinary human experience, almost no authority is completely reliable.
Therefore, almost no x can be an authority in such a way that we can accept all
utterances belonging to γ.8 It is unclear why Bochen! ski nevertheless holds on to
the principle that x has authority, if and only if, y accepts every utterance belonging
to γ, and communicated by x. To avoid this problem, I propose to change ‘all
utterances’ to ‘at least one utterance’.

Secondly, Bochen! ski does not distinguish between what has traditionally been
called a de jure and de facto authority. Someone or something may for instance
have extensive knowledge in a certain field: he is a de jure authority. That does not
mean that there actually is some y who de facto recognizes that he is such an
authority. Someone can also be a de facto authority for some y without having the
knowledge normally connected with authority. It seems that we could improve
Bochen! ski’s theory by distinguishing between these two kinds of authority.

Thirdly, although Bochen! ski’s description of authority is in a certain respect
too strict, in another respect the description seems to be too broad. According to
Bochen! ski, x is an authority for y, if and only if, y accepts all utterances com-
municated by x to y in field γ. This means that, when a certain pupil communicates
a certain utterance to his teacher, for instance because the teacher wants to test
whether the pupil has memorized his lessons, and the teacher accepts the
utterances communicated by the pupil, the pupil is an authority for the teacher.
This is not what we ordinarily mean by ‘authority ’. It seems to be particularly
central to the notion of authority, that y accepts the utterances communicated by
x, because they are communicated by x to y. The modifications that result from
solving these three problems lead to two definitions of de jure and de facto auth-
ority:

(2) x is a de jure authority for y in γ, if and only if, y should accept at
least one utterance belonging to γ, because it is communicated by
x to y.

(3) x is a de facto authority for y in γ, if and only if, y accepts at least
one utterance belonging to γ, because it is communicated by x
to y.

These two definitions 2 and 3 seem to be adequate descriptions of authority in
general, but we may wonder whether they are adequate descriptions of the auth-
ority of the Bible. One of the traditional claims about biblical authority is that the
Bible is a completely reliable authority. Therefore, the phrase ‘accepts all
utterances belonging to γ ’ in Bochen! ski‘s initial definition of authority is, accord-
ing to traditional theologians, appropriate in connection with biblical authority,
although it may be inappropriate in connection with authority in general. Thus,
we can define biblical authority as ‘ infallible’ or ‘absolute’9 as follows, distin-
guishing between de jure and de facto infallible authority :
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(4) x is a de jure absolute authority for y in γ, if and only if, y should
accept all utterances belonging to γ, that are communicated by x
to y, because it is x who communicates them.

(5) x is a de facto absolute authority for y in γ, if and only if, y accepts
all utterances belonging to γ, that are communicated by x to y,
because it is x who communicates them.

The implications of this way of defining biblical authority depend on the fields
in which we take the Bible to be authoritative. Some traditional views of biblical
authority seem to imply that the Bible is an authority in every field on which it has
anything to say. In this case, the Bible is equally authoritative in the field of
cosmology as it is in the field of speaking about God. Pope Leo XIII, for instance,
takes this line of argument in his Encyclical Letter, Providentissimus Deus, of 1893 :

For all the books which the Church receives as sacred and canonical are written
wholly and entirely, with all their parts, at the dictation of the Holy Spirit ; and so
far is it from being possible that any error can coexist with inspiration, that
inspiration not only is essentially incompatible with error, but excludes and rejects
it as absolutely and necessarily as it is impossible that God Himself, the supreme
Truth, can utter that which is not true.10

In Protestant theology, the so-called inerrancy movement advocates the same
view of the authority of the Bible:

Holy Scripture, being God’s own Word, written by men prepared and
superintended by His Spirit, is of infallible divine authority in all matters upon
which it touches: it is to be believed, as God’s instruction, in all that it affirms,
obeyed, as God’s command, in all that it requires ; embraced, as God’s pledge, in all
that it promises. Being wholly and verbally God-given, Scripture is without error or
fault in all its teaching, no less in what it states about God’s acts in creation, about
the events of world history, and about its own literary origins under God, than in
its witness to God’s saving grace in individual lives.11

This way of talking about the authority of the Bible is not without problems.
Firstly, there is a problem believers have in their everyday experience. Many
Christian believers have at least the strong impression that there are errors in the
Bible. Even if they like to accept the authority of the Bible in the sense of inerrancy,
they cannot do so because they experience again and again that the Bible, at least
sometimes and in some fields, fails to be a wholly reliable authority. If the Bible
has de jure absolute authority in the sense of absolute authority, believers are
coerced to accept an authority of which they know that it is not legitimate. Sec-
ondly, if the authority of the Bible is absolute in this sense, one has to assume that
all texts in the Bible are in some sense true or false, for something that is neither
true nor false cannot be inerrant. However, it seems that there are texts in the Bible
that are neither true nor false, such as expressions of feelings and emotions.
Thirdly, defining biblical authority in terms of absolute authority in every field
upon which the Bible touches implies a kind of straightforward hermeneutics that
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is not able to do justice to the fact that in writing, not every aspect of our com-
municating activity is equally important and intimately connected with our
writing intentions. When we communicate a message to someone, we sometimes
have to start from our audience’s presuppositions, cultural values etc., even if
we do not share them. It may be that we have to explain our own revolutionary
message in terms of the view we try to refute. In less problematic cases, we express
our views using terms, ideas and concepts which truth or adequacy we never
assessed.12 It seems difficult to do justice to these aspects of writing if we have to
accept every detail of the biblical writings as infallibly true and intended as divine
revelation.

Therefore, traditionally, many Christian theologians have denied that the Bible
is an absolute authority in every field that is touched by it. They have claimed that
the Bible is inerrant only in all things to be believed or obeyed. As the Westminster
Confession of Faith states: ‘The whole counsel of God, concerning all things
necessary for his own glory, man’s salvation, faith and life, is either expressly set
down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from
Scripture.’13 It is striking that a recent document of the Catholic Church, the
dogmatic constitution on divine revelation Dei Verbum, uses the same formu-
lation of the infallibility of the Bible.14 Hermeneutically speaking, this view restricts
the claim of inerrancy in such a way that we could say that the Bible is inerrant in
its scopus, namely those things to be believed and obeyed. Texts that do not have
the scopus to be believed or obeyed, are, according to this view, not inerrant. When
we accept the latter infallibility claim, we are able to connect the infallibility claim
with the claims the texts themselves make in relation to those things that should
be believed or obeyed. In the following sections, I will not come back to the
implications of the infallibility claim for the definitions of the authority of the
Bible. Definitions of authority in general will be formulated with ‘at least one
utterance’ and no special definitions will be given for the absolute authority of the
Bible.

Epistemic authority

We now have an initial understanding of what it means to say that x is an
authority for y in field γ. A further question is whether authority is a single
phenomenon. According to Bochen! ski, it is not. He distinguishes between two
kinds of authority : epistemic and deontic authority. In this subsection, we will deal
with epistemic authority. In the next subsection, deontic authority will be
discussed. Some of the modifications of Bochen! ski’s definition of authority apply
to his definition of epistemic authority too. If we apply these modifications to his
definitions, the result is as follows:

(6) x is a de jure epistemic authority for y in γ, if and only if, y should
accept at least one proposition belonging to γ, because it is
asserted by x to y.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412500005400 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412500005400


478 maarten wisse

(7) x is a de facto epistemic authority for y in γ, if and only if, y
accepts at least one proposition belonging to γ, because it is
asserted by x to y.15

Bochen! ski’s differentiation of authority according to ‘kinds of utterances’ makes
clear that different sentences in the Bible may have different kinds of authority.16

Epistemic authority in the Bible is connected with propositions. Suppose that we
take Genesis 1.1 as a series of propositions, what does it mean that this passage has
epistemic authority for believers? It seems that it implies that they accept the
propositions in Genesis 1.1 as true.

However, at least two questions are particularly pressing in this connection. The
first is a hermeneutical and the second an epistemological one. The hermeneutical
question is : what is the propositional content of a certain text? Many biblical
interpreters will protest against simply taking Genesis 1.1 as a series of propositions.
They will argue that the text is strongly poetic in character, which means that not
every utterance in the text is of a referential nature. In this paper, we need not
decide whether and how Genesis 1.1 has epistemic authority. It is enough to in-
dicate that assigning epistemic authority to a certain text implies that people make
a lot of decisions about the nature of the text and its meaning. We can also observe
that if we do not take Genesis 1.1 as a series of propositions, this does not mean that
we completely deny its epistemic authority. We may, for instance, assign epistemic
authority to its overall message, the proposition: ‘God is the creator of the uni-
verse’, leaving the details of the description aside as belonging to the poetic
framework of the text.

The epistemological question is : in what sense do we need to be justified that
the authority of the Bible is reliable in this particular realm (cosmology) before we
may accept its authority? The answer to that question depends on the epistemo-
logical principles we accept for determining the rationality of religious beliefs. One
well known possibility is the evidentialist principle of rationality : one is rational in
accepting p as true, if and only if, one has good evidence that p.17

If we accept this principle, authority as a phenomenon in fact collapses.18 We
have defined authority as accepting p as true because p was asserted by x. The
evidentialist principle, however, states that I am only rational in accepting p, if and
only if, I have good evidence. Few adherents of the evidentialist principle will
accept the fact that x asserted p as sufficient evidence that p.19 A second conse-
quence of the evidentialist principle is that critical biblical scholarship gains enor-
mous importance for the epistemic authority of the Bible, at least traditionally.
Critical scholarship is the instrument for determining whether we have sufficient
evidence for accepting p as true. It is not only the rise of historical thinking that
made historical scholarship so important within theology as a discipline, but it is
the epistemological pressure of evidentialist epistemology that has moved her-
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meneutics into the direction of ‘showing whether the things reported in the text
are true’.

Of course, one could ask serious hermeneutical questions as to whether the
interpretation of a text should aim at an assessment of the truth of the statement
made by the text. It seems also worth noticing that recent developments in epis-
temology show that the evidentialist principle of rationality itself is highly prob-
lematic, for instance, because it is ‘self-referentially incoherent’.20 Therefore, it
seems interesting to introduce the presumptionist principle of rationality in order
to see what the consequences of that principle are for the epistemic authority of
the Bible.21 If we introduce the principle:

x is rational in accepting p as true, if and only if x does not have good
evidence that p,

it is interesting to see how the principle changes our understanding of the legit-
imacy of the epistemic authority of the Bible.22 Now we are able to accept rationally
many epistemic claims the Bible makes, even if we do not have sufficient evidence
that these claims are right. Two points seem to me of particular importance.

In the first place, the presumptionist principle changes the role of what we
could call the ‘doubt cases’ within historical scholarship in relation to the
epistemic authority of the Bible. Let me explain what I mean by ‘doubt cases’. As
a matter of fact, there is little consensus among biblical scholars about the his-
torical reliability of particular stories in the Bible. What one scholar sees as most
probably purely fictional, is viewed by others (equally non-fundamentalist) as a
very reliable piece of information about reality.23 Now this lack of consensus in
biblical scholarship is of crucial importance for those who accept the evidentialist
principle of rationality. This is because this lack of consensus prevents them in
many cases from accepting p as true, because of a lack of sufficient evidence. Every
‘bit ’ of doubt cast on the truth of the text is a serious threat to the potential
epistemic authority of that text. However, if we accept the presumptionist prin-
ciple, the lack of consensus is, of course, a problem within biblical scholarship, but
is not of such a crucial importance, as it is given the perspective of evidentialist
epistemology. That seems to me a benefit of the presumptionist principle. In the
second place, it is important that although the presumptionist principle is less
critical than the first, it is nevertheless not uncritical.24 Also, from the perspective
of the presumptionist principle, historical scholarship can search for the historical
roots of the biblical texts. However, because from the presumptionist principle the
authority of the Bible does not depend upon the results of historical scholarship,
space is available for (1) concentrating upon other kinds of research on the biblical
texts and, (2) doing historical research while accepting that most of its results will
be tentative only. These points seem to be benefits of the presumptionist principle
as well.
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Deontic authority

Apart from epistemic authority, which entails the acceptance of
propositions, Bochen! ski argues that we can speak of authority that has to do with
rules.25 Bochen! ski calls that kind of authority ‘deontic authority ’. Bochen! ski‘s
definition of this kind of authority runs as follows:

(8) x is a deontic authority for y in γ, if, and only if, for all rules
belonging to γ, and communicated with assertion by x to y,
adherence to those rules by y is the necessary condition for an
event desired by y.26

This way of defining deontic authority is unconvincing for several reasons. If we
accept this definition, we have to believe that there is a fundamental difference
between the structure of epistemic authority on the one hand, and the structure
of deontic authority on the other. The difference is, according to Bochen! ski, that
deontic authority is intimately connected with trying to reach a certain aim,
whereas epistemic authority is not. The aim of accepting deontic authority is,
according to Bochen! ski, not merely that one wishes to obey the authority, but the
aim of accepting deontic authority lies outside the acceptance of authority as such.
To my mind, however, we could also imagine many cases of epistemic authority in
which the aim of accepting the authority lies outside knowing the facts reported
by the authority. An example is consulting the phone book in order to call some-
one. I have seldom met someone who read the phone book because he liked to
memorize the numbers.

So, if we had to take up the notion of aim in the definition of a certain kind of
authority, when there are external aims connected with the kind of authority we
wish to define, we had to define epistemic authority in terms of aim as well.
However, it seems better not to incorporate the notion of aim in our definition of
authority. There are many cases of both epistemic and deontic authority without
any specific goal apart from knowing what the authority has to say or obeying the
authority. Therefore, it seems best not to incorporate the notion of aim in our
definition of epistemic and deontic authority. The difference between these two
kinds of authority is not that the one is aim-related and the other is not, but the
difference is that the one has to do with propositions, and the other with rules.
Hence, we can define deontic authority as follows:

(9) x is a de jure deontic authority for y in γ, if and only if, y should
accept at least one rule belonging to γ, because it is
communicated by x to y.

(10) x is a de facto deontic authority for y in γ, if and only if, y accepts
at least one rule belonging to γ, because it is communicated by x
to y.
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Again, some interesting hermeneutical issues come to the fore when we apply
these definitions to the authority of rules in the Bible. The first issue can be shortly
phrased as ‘context ’. Suppose I accept the deontic authority of Paul’s notorious
saying in 1 Corinthians 14.34, ‘As in all the congregations of the saints, women
should remain silent in the churches. They are not allowed to speak, but must be
in submission, as the Law says’ (NIV). What do I accept? Do I accept that no
woman should learn in the Christian community of faith ‘at any time or any
place’? But, if I do so, is that what Paul wanted to say? If it is not, I am not really
accepting the authority of the text, although it might seem that I am applying the
authority of the text in the strictest sense possible.

Alternatively, do I accept that Paul appropriately gave this rule in the Christian
community of Corinth 50 CE? If I do so, what does that mean for the situation in
the Church of the third millennium? Of course, we all will grant that some rules in
the Bible should be obeyed in our present situation. Perhaps some even always
and everywhere,27 but certainly not all rules in the Bible.

The second issue is precisely about the deontic authority of all rules in the Bible.
Christians namely accept the deontic authority of the rules in the Bible, but at the
same time, they do not obey most of them, especially those in the Torah, probably
the largest collection of rules in the Christian canon. Christians have chosen a nice
subset of the rules in the Torah, of which they claim that it contains the most
important and eternally valid ones. However, the Torah itself contains many other
rules of which the texts themselves claim: ‘This is a lasting ordinance for the
generations to come, wherever you live: You must not eat any fat or any blood’.28

Why is that and how is it possible? To my mind, the only answer can be: because
Christians accept the deontic authority of, for instance, Paul’s letters, in the light
of which they reinterpret the deontic authority of the Torah. That answer, of
course, by no means solves all the difficulties we have with understanding the
deontic authority of the Torah for Christian faith today.

Towards a broader concept of authority

So far, we have used Bochen! ski’s theory of authority as a framework for the
analysis of the authority of the Bible. This appears to be a successful strategy, since
we have been able to elucidate what the claim that the Bible has authority means,
and how this authority could function. However, the theory of Bochen! ski is unable
to account for the authority of utterances in the Bible that are evidently neither
propositions nor rules – for example: expressions of feelings and promises. Prob-
ably, Bochen! ski did not take these into account because the theory of language he
used did not explicitly include these kinds of utterances. So, in order to elaborate
Bochen! ski’s theory, we have to seek for a theory of language that is able to deal
with utterances that are neither propositions nor rules.29 In order to do that, I
propose to use the theory of illocutions, originally developed by J. L. Austin and
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developed by Vincent Bru$ mmer.30 The remainder of the paper will be devoted to
a discussion of the implications of an application of this theory to Bochen! ski’s
theory of authority.

An important difference between the traditional theory of language and the
theory of illocutions is that traditional theory is concerned with kinds of
utterances, whereas the theory of illocutions is concerned with the act performed
by means of these utterances. This act is called an illocution. A consequence of
this difference is that a theory of authority that is based upon the illocution theory
can no longer be based upon kinds of utterances, but should be based upon kinds
of illocutions. Bru$ mmer distinguishes between four kinds of illocutions: con-
statives, prescriptives, commissives and expressives. I quote Bru$ mmer’s
definitions of the different speech acts :

We perform a constative in a speech act when we assert in it that a certain state of
affairs exists in reality.31 … In a prescriptive, I lay upon my hearer(s) or potential
hearer(s) the obligation to adopt a certain attitude or follow a certain line of
action.32 … In a commissive a speaker commits himself, before his hearer(s), to
some specific future act(s).33

Bru$ mmer does not give an exact definition of an expressive. An expressive can take
different forms. Bru$ mmer distinguishes between expressives of conviction or be-
lief, expressives of attitude and expressives of intention. When one performs an
illocutionary act that entails an expressive, one expresses one’s personal convic-
tion, intention or attitude towards a certain state of affairs, person or utterance. An
expression can be neither true nor false, it can only be sincere or insincere.

If we relate this theory of illocutions to Bochen! ski’s theory of authority, we are
able to incorporate two additional forms of speech in our theory of authority :
commissives and expressives. The other two kinds of illocutions, constatives and
prescriptives, correspond to categories of utterances discussed earlier : propo-
sitions correspond to constatives and rules correspond to prescriptives, although
we should keep in mind the difference between classes of utterances and kinds of
illocutionary acts. That means that a rule was traditionally interpreted as a class of
utterances, whereas it is now interpreted as a certain aspect of an illocutionary act,
which is dominant in some utterances. Consequently, we can redefine epistemic
authority as authority that is related to constatives and we can redefine deontic
authority as authority that is related to prescriptives. With regard to commissives
and expressives, we have to develop definitions of the authority that can be
ascribed to them.

Commissive authority

The easiest way to formulate a definition of commissive authority is to
substitute the term ‘utterance’ in our definition of authority in general by the term
‘commissive’. In that case, however, it is difficult to understand what it means to
say that y ‘accepts’ at least one commissive because it is asserted by x. It could

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412500005400 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412500005400


Biblical authority 483

perhaps mean that y believes that x sincerely committed himself to fulfil his
promise. But, that is not what we ordinarily mean when we ascribe authority to
one’s commissives.34 One could also say that commissive authority means that one
accepts that the state of affairs that x commits himself to realize, will come true.
Thus formulated, commissive authority is a kind of epistemic authority, because
one accepts a certain constative about a state of affairs in reality. However, this
way of defining commissive authority also seems to miss the point. When we
accept someone as a commissive authority, that does not primarily mean that we
believe that the state of affairs he promises to realize, will come true, but it means
that we trust the commissive authority, that he will take care for the realization of
the promised state of affairs. In other words, in ascribing commissive authority to
someone, we do not accept a constative about the result, but we trust the person
that makes the promise. Consequently, the following definition of commissive-
authority can be formulated:

(11) x is a de jure commissive authority for y in γ, if and only if, y
should rely on the fulfilment by x of at least one commissive
belonging to γ, because x committed himself thereto.

(12) x is a de facto commissive authority for y in γ, if and only if, y
relies on the fulfilment by x of at least one commissive belonging
to γ, because x committed himself thereto.

However, these definitions bring us into conflict with one of the pre-
suppositions we accepted above. There, we assumed that authority cannot only
be ascribed to persons, but also to things, such as books. But, when we say that
commissive authority is a trust of y that x will fulfil the commissive, x must be able
to fulfil the commissive. That is not the case with books, which cannot perform
actions. So, definition (8) and (9) cannot successfully be applied to the commissive
authority of the Bible. As a consequence, in a strict sense, the Bible itself cannot
have commissive authority. When someone trusts in a promise made in the Bible,
he does not rely on the fulfilment of the promise by the Bible, but he relies on the
fulfilment of the promise by the person who made the promise in the Bible.

Expressive authority

Expressive authority is twofold. First of all, an authority can be expressive-
authority in the sense that his expressives are taken as sincere by the subject of the
authority. Taken in this sense, expressive authority accompanies many, if not all,
cases of other kinds of authority. When someone accepts a constative about re-
ality, he will also accept the sincerity of the one making the constative. The same
seems to go for cases of deontic authority, because accepting a certain prescriptive
because it is made by x implies that y accepts the sincerity of x in making the
prescriptive. The acceptance of commissive authority too, entails the acceptance
of the sincerity of the one promising. Otherwise, one cannot trust that the one
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promising will fulfil his promise. From this kind of expressive authority follow
these definitions:

(13) x is a de jure expressive authority
1

for y in γ, if and only if, y
should accept at least one expressive belonging to γ, because it is
communicated by x to y.

(14) x is a de facto expressive authority
1

for y in γ, if and only if, y
accepts at least one expressive belonging to γ, because it is
communicated by x to y.

However, we should define another kind of expressive authority, which is of
particular relevance to the authority of the Bible. In many cases, religious believers
express their faith by quoting or alluding to a particular passage from Scripture,
for instance passages from the Psalms. To me, it seems appropriate to call this a
kind of de facto authority, because believers express their faith this way just be-
cause these words are used in Scripture. Thus, the texts of the Bible get a kind of
authority that means that one is allowed to express one’s faith in a certain way
because the sacred scripture one accepts also does so. This is what I call expressive
authority

2
. The following definitions describe this kind of expressive authority :

(15) x is a de jure expressive authority
2
, for y in γ, if and only if, y may

quote at least one expressive belonging to γ, because it is
communicated by x to y.

(16) x is a de facto expressive authority
2
, for y in γ, if and only if, y

quotes at least one expressive belonging to γ, because it is
communicated by x to y.

Although few will deny that this kind of authority de facto exists, some religious
believers certainly may wish to restrict it, because they may argue that an un-
restricted de jure expressive authority

2
, applied to the authority of the Bible,

implies that the believer is entitled to do things that we judge to be utterly immoral,
such as praying the words of Psalm 137 :8–9 : ‘O Daughter of Babylon, doomed to
destruction, happy is he who repays you for what you have done to us – he who
seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks’ (NIV). Several strategies
seem to be at their disposal : (i) One could say that before God, we are allowed to
express all our thoughts and feelings, though some of our feelings are not morally
acceptable, and that one of the functions of expressing them before God is that we
come to see this. (ii) One could say that it is simply forbidden to express thoughts
or feelings that contradict fundamental human rights. The problem with this
strategy is that standards for human rights differ from context to context, so that
what is acceptable in one context, may be unacceptable in another. (iii) One could
say that one is only allowed to express thoughts and feelings that do not contradict
moral rules given elsewhere in the canonical text one accepts as an authority. This
strategy relates the criteria for judging the validity of a claim to expressive auth-
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ority
2

to the authority itself. That makes it possible to avoid the problems of the
second strategy.

Conclusion

First of all, the analysis of the authority of the Bible from a philosophical
perspective has proved to be useful, since we have been able to successfully
explore different kinds of authority in connection with the Bible, using the philo-
sophical theory of Bochen! ski. Therefore, the second methodological assumption
we mentioned in the second section seems to be an appropriate one. Secondly,
epistemological and deontic authority have proved to be equally important
aspects of the authority Christian believers ascribe to the Bible. However, a theory
of authority that consists of only these two kinds of authority fails to provide an
adequate framework for the analysis of the authority of the Bible, because such a
theory cannot deal with the authority that is ascribed to utterances that are neither
propositions nor rules. Therefore, finally, we have shown that the theory of
illocutions as introduced by Austin and further elaborated by Vincent Bru$ mmer
should be used to extend Bochen! ski’s theory towards a more encompassing theory
of authority in general as well as of the authority of the Bible in particular.35
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