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The Wesleyan Quadrilateral and

Sola Scriptura
Frank M. Hasel

crucial and has occupied the attention of theologians

for centuries. Even though opinions vary sharply
as to the exact role of Scripture in theology, virtually
all Christian theologians within the full spectrum of
opinion agree that Scripture has to play some part in
Christian theology.! Throughout church history, the
Bible—the written Word of God to humanity—has
played an authoritative role in Christian theology. The
German theologian Gerhard Ebeling once suggested
that the history of Christianity is simply the history of
the interpretation of the Bible. > In Christian theology,
the decisive question has been and still is how Scripture
is related to other sources of theology, such as tradition,
reason, and experience, and what the meaning of sola
Scriptura is over against these other sources. The sola
Scriptura principle is the call to judge all faith and practice
by Scripture alone (sola Scriptura). No wonder it has
become one of the great “battle cries” of the Protestant
Reformation.’ James Packer aptly said that sola Scriptura
“shows the essential motivation and concern, theological
and religious, of the entire Reformation movement™
According to Markus Barth, the “words sola Scriptura
are preferably to be interpreted not as a nominative but
as an instrumental ablative, ‘by Scripture alone’ Thus, the
formula describes an efficient and normative instrument
which God uses and puts into the hands of the church
This means that Scripture is the normative standard
by which other sources of theology are evaluated and
judged. Every theology is influenced to some degree by
at least the following sources: Scripture, tradition, reason,
and experience.* The interplay of these sources and
which of these sources has the highest and final authority
in matters of faith and practice is the decisive question
that influences and shapes every theology.” In this article
we will look more closely at what has been called the
Wesleyan Quadrilateral and examine its approach vis-
a-vis the sola Scriptura principle. This is particularly
significant, not only because Ellen G. White, a founding
member and influential person of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church, came out of Methodism,* but because
some have recently claimed that the sola Scriptura
principle has become problematic and have questioned

The question of the role of Scripture in theology is
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“whether conservative Protestants can, in all honesty,
continue to give assent to this venerable principle™

The Wesleyan Quadrilateral

The Wesleyan Quadrilateral® is a phrase that stands
for a paradigm or model that has come to describe the
principal factors of how John Wesley (1703-1791)
conceived of the task of theology." It represents a modern
attempt to summarize the relationship of the four sources
in theology (Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience)
that guided Wesley and his followers in their reflection
on theology. When Methodists today try to answer
questions about God and their faith, they use an approach
called the Wesleyan Quadrilateral. While Scripture,
tradition, reason, and experience make up the four sides
of the Quadrilateral, the hermeneutical interplay of the
four different sources in the formulation of theological
positions is more complex.’> The Wesleyan Quadrilateral
asserts the United Methodist Churchs understanding
that “Wesley believed that the living core of the Christian
faith was revealed in Scripture, illumined by tradition,
vivified in personal experience, and confirmed by reason.
Scripture [however] is primary, revealing the Word of
God ‘so far as it is necessary for our salvation”””* With
this concise description of the Wesleyan Quadrilateral,
we will now provide some brief historical background
information to the emergence of this principle.

The Historical Background to the Wesleyan Quadrilateral
Interestingly, Wesley never formulated the succinct
statement that is now commonly referred to as the
Wesleyan Quadrilateral and did not use the word
“quadrilateral” in his writings, nor did he approve it."* It
is a rather new word that was coined by Albert Outler, a
respected Methodist theologian,® in the late 1960s while
serving on the commission on doctrine and doctrinal
standards of the United Methodist Church.*® Outler,
who for decades was professor of theology at Southern
Methodist University, chose the term “quadrilateral”
because of its historic significance as a theological term
in the Anglican and Episcopalian traditions, where it
was used for the “Lambeth Quadrilateral,” which was
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agreed on at the General Convention of the (Anglican)
Protestant Episcopal Church held in Chicago in 1886."”
It represents the essentials for a reunited Christian
church. The Lambeth Quadrilateral affirms Scripture
as the rule and ultimate standard of the Christian
faith, the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper,
and the historic episcopate. In the Anglican tradition,
a combination of Scripture, tradition, and reason
was promoted as early as the sixteenth century.® The
Wesleyan Quadrilateral added a fourth emphasis,
experience, resulting in the four components or “sides”
of the quadrilateral: (1) Scripture, (2) tradition, (3)
reason, and (4) experience.” Wesley never used the term
“quadrilateral,” and so it might be more appropriate to
speak of the “United Methodist Church Quadrilateral” or
the “Albert Outler Quadrilateral”> Since its formulation,
the “Wesleyan Quadrilateral” has developed a life of
its own where people often treat all four sources as
of equal authority, thus diminishing the authority of
Scripture.”’ Attaching Wesley’s respected name to it
lends authority to a theological method that often is
misused or misconstrued, which ultimately also leads
to a misrepresentation of Wesley himself and what
he believed.”

While the Wesleyan Quadrilateral is somewhat
different from the Lambeth Quadrilateral, Outler
thought that the term could serve as a helpful way to
refer to the complex interaction of the four sources in
Wesley’s theology.> Much later, however, Outler wished
he had never done so because it opened a Pandora’s box
of all sorts of formulations that amounted to allowing
either tradition, reason, or experience to trump what the
Bible said about some subjects.* Since Wesley himself
did not explicitly articulate his theological method, the
attempt to describe the particulars of his theological
procedures proves to be a challenge. Nevertheless, one
can fairly conclude that the misunderstanding of the
Wesleyan Quadrilateral lies in thinking that for Wesley
these four sides are equal. The very nature of a geometric
term implies an equality or homogenization of the
four elements.” But for Wesley they were not equal.
“For him, Scripture always represented the primary
source of religious authority”* Randy L. Maddox states
that “Wesley’s so-called ‘quadrilateral’ of theological
authorities could more adequately be described as a
unilateral rule of Scripture within a trilateral hermeneutic
of reason, tradition, and experience”” Donald Thorsen
even suggests that “if one insists in choosing a geometric
figure as a paradigm for Wesley, a tetrahedron—a
tetrahedral pyramid—would be more appropriate.
Scripture would serve as the foundation of the pyramid,
with the three sides labeled tradition, reason, and
experience as complementary but not primary sources of
religious authority.*
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While this perspective seems closer to what John
Wesley might have had in mind for his theology, it still
raises some important questions about the role and
authority of the Bible in theology. When Scripture is
primary, revealing the Word of God only “so far as it
is necessary for our salvation™ then merely a central
teaching of the Christian faith is revealed in Scripture.
But, as has been pointed out, “what is not said here is
what authority the Bible has when it addresses issues
other than soteriology”* Furthermore, if Scripture is
illumined by tradition, vivified through our personal
experience, and confirmed by human reason, it leaves
Scripture as the primary source in the theology but not
as the sole source of its own exposition. Thus, despite
recognizing the primacy and priority of Scripture in the
light of tradition, reason, and experience, it ultimately
weakens its role as the ultimate and final authority
that decides all matters of faith and practice. In giving
primacy to Scripture, Wesley and his followers felt free
to introduce extrabiblical authorities in theological
reflection and formulation.”! To affirm the primacy of
Scripture is not something that is typical or restricted
to Protestants. The Roman Catholic Church also affirms
the primacy of Scripture for their faith.> Roman Catholic
theology affirms the divine inspiration of Scripture and
also the historical primacy of Scripture over against later
historical developments. But to affirm the primacy of
Scripture is not the same as to affirm sola Scriptura where
Scripture is the final and highest authority for faith and
practice and the sole source of its own exposition. It is
this Scripture principle that has become so characteristic
of the Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century.* To
better understand the role of Scripture as prima Scriptura
in the Wesleyan Quadrilateral and the crucial difference
between prima Scriptura and sola Scriptura, we will
briefly compare and contrast the two.

Prima Scriptura versus Sola Scriptura

Prima Scriptura expresses the idea that the canon
of Scripture is the first or primary way in which God’s
revelation comes to us. Prima Scriptura conveys the
thought that Scripture is merely the first among other
sources that play an instrumental role in theology. In
prima Scriptura, the Bible is seen as authoritative but it
leaves the door open for other (authoritative) sources
in theology that illumine and shape the interpretation
of Scripture. While Scripture holds a place of primacy
in prima Scriptura, under this rubric it becomes one of
several sources that rule our faith and practice.

The Reformation principle of sola Scriptura, on the
other hand, affirms more than the primacy of Scripture.
It also includes the sufficiency of Scripture as the only
source by which all other sources of theology are judged
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in matters of faith and practice in the church. Thus,
Scripture alone is the arbiter by which everything else in
theology is measured and decided. Sola Scriptura implies
that Scripture alone (1) “is the uniquely infallible source
of divine revelation that is available to contemporary
humans collectively; (2) Scripture alone provides a
sufficient and fully trustworthy basis of theology; and
(3) Scripture is the uniquely authoritative and final norm
of theological interpretation that norms all others* As
such, sola Scriptura entails the concept of tota Scriptura,
where all of Scripture functions as the infallible source
of divine revelation and the final norm of theology. It
also affirms the unity of Scripture, which implies that
Scripture is internally coherent and allows us to interpret
Scripture with Scripture (analogia Scriptura). Without a
unity of Scripture, we could not distinguish between truth
and error or oppose theological heresy, but would be left
with conflicting and contradictory voices in Scripture
that reflect inconsistent theological positions that cannot
sustain theological and biblical unity. Sola Scriptura
also implies the clarity of Scripture (claritas Scriptura),
without which Scripture could not be understood clearly
in what it affirms.»

Sola Scriptura does not mean solo Scriptura. The
principle of “the Bible alone” (sola Scriptura) does not
exclude other sources besides Scripture, such as tradition,
reason, and experience, but “all additional knowledge,
experience, or revelation must build upon and remain
faithful to the all-sufficient foundation of Scripture’*
This means that all other sources in theology are judged
by Scripture and are subservient to Scripture. The
Bible norms all other theological sources. The appeal
to sola Scriptura, therefore, acknowledges the unique,
divine authority of Scripture. The sola has to do with
the exclusion of rivals and is intended to safeguard the
final authority of Scripture from its dependence on
the church and its tradition, on human reason,” and
human experience. This means that the standard of its
interpretation should not come from outside of Scripture,
but rather from Scripture itself, which is the sole source
of its own exposition.

Sola Scriptura and the Self-Interpretation of Scripture

The self-interpretation of Scripture is expressed in
such formulas as “scriptura sacra sui ipsius interpres”
(“holy Scripture is its own interpreter”), “Scripturam
ex Scriptura explicandam esse” (“Scripture is explained
through  Scripture”), and “Scriptura  Scripturam
interpretatur” (“Scripture interprets Scripture”).** Ellen G.
White has confirmed the validity and importance of this
sola Scriptura principle. In the introduction to the book
The Great Controversy she writes, “The Holy Scriptures
are to be accepted as an authoritative, infallible revelation
of His will. They are the standard of character, the revealer
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of doctrines, and the test of experience”” In a similar
manner, Seventh-day Adventists affirm the authority of
Scripture. Fundamental Belief 1 echoes White’s words
and states,

The Holy Scriptures, Old and New Testaments,
are the written Word of God, given by divine
inspiration. The inspired authors spoke and
wrote as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. In
this Word, God has communicated to humanity
the knowledge necessary for salvation. The Holy
Scriptures are the supreme, authoritative, and
infallible revelation of His will. They are the
standard of character, the test of experience,
the definite revealer of doctrines, and the
trustworthy record of God’s acts in history.*

White describes this theological approach, where
Scripture is the highest and final standard in theology, in
the following words:

But God will have a people upon the earth
to maintain the Bible, and the Bible only, as
the standard of all doctrines and the basis of
all reforms. The opinion of learned men, the
deductions of science, the creeds or decisions
of ecclesiastical councils, as numerous and
discordant as are the churches which they
represent, the voice of the majority—not one
nor all of these should be regarded as evidence
for or against any point of religious faith.
Before accepting any doctrine or precept, we
should demand a plain “Thus saith the Lord” in
its support."

Does Sola Scriptura Work?

In stark contrast to such a high view of Scripture,
some have claimed that a sola Scriptura approach is
deficient in light of a “bewildering array of doctrinal
options that have arisen among groups that strenuously
profess fidelity to the Bible as their sole authority”
and therefore a Quadrilateral alternative has been
suggested” as “the best way to begin the exodus out of
this embarrassing, pluralistic impasse” that is deemed to
be the result of sola Scriptura.®

For critics of a sola Scriptura principle, the Wesleyan
Quadrilateral seems to lead the way to an approach that
affirms the primacy of Holy Scripture (prima Scriptura)
vis-a-vis other sources of theology. One Methodist
scholar has described the interplay of the different
sources in theology in a prima Scriptura approach of the
Wesleyan Quadrilateral as follows:
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The Scriptures are, in this view, the primal
font of Christian truth. But since they must
be interpreted in every succeeding age in each
new cultural context, there is also a need for
the positive aid of tradition, understood as the
collective wisdom of the Christian community
in all centuries and all communions. Such
interpretations, however, must also be
guided by reason. Wesley expressly excludes
interpretations that lead either to logical
absurdities or to indictments of God’s goodness.
This is a demand for clarity and cogency in all
Christian formulations. None of this, however,
will suffice until all are given life and power by
“the inner witness of the Spirit that we are the
children of God”. This is the Christian experience
that turns sound doctrine into living faith.*

Such a theological methodology, however, poses
its own set of problems. When Scripture is in need of
the positive aid of tradition, it is no longer Scripture
alone that is allowed to interpret Scripture. This is
reminiscent of the Roman Catholic position, where
Scripture is interpreted through the lens of tradition.®
One also has to recognize that the so-called “collective
wisdom of the Christian community in all centuries
and all communions” is not as monolithic and uniform
as it is claimed to be. Addressing the new emphasis on
the importance of tradition in the relationship between
Scripture and tradition in recent theology, John Peckham
raises the important question: which of the traditions
and which communities should be chosen?* Vincent
of Lerin’s famous rule of faith, “What has been believed
everywhere, always, and by all’” is historically not as
uniform and harmonious as it is claimed to be in the
Roman Catholic tradition.* Furthermore, when Scripture
remains only the primary source, it no longer plays
an exclusive role where Scripture alone is the decisive
authority. If Scripture is only the prima donna in the
choir, its role is “not there to pontificate, but to work
in complementary fashion”” This means that with the
prima Scriptura approach in the Wesleyan Quadrilateral,
“the Bible is given greater freedom to be a powerful
witness to the truths that give it redemptive sufficiency,
not mere scientific or historic accuracy”® This, however,
undermines the full trustworthiness of Scripture and
ignores the numerous interplay between history and
theology in Scripture.”!

The plurality of different doctrinal opinions,
bemoaned by some, ignores the fact that there is also
considerable unity in the understanding of biblical
truth across denominational boundaries. Theological
pluralism is not the fault of Scripture or a deficiency of
the sola Scriptura principle, but has to do with different

WWW.ADVENTISTBIBLICALRESEARCH.ORG

hermeneutical approaches that significantly influence
the interpretation of Scripture,” and also to a large
degree with the presuppositions with which interpreters
approach Scripture. This leads us to another important
factor in the discussion of the role of Scripture in the
Wesleyan Quadrilateral.

The Formal and Material Authority of Scripture

In Protestant theology, there is an important
distinction between the formal and the material authority
of Scripture. The Reformation slogan sola Scriptura—“by
Scripture alone”—is often described as the “formal
principle” of the Reformation,” identifying the
authoritative source of Christian theology in Scripture.”
In contrast to the formal principle, theologians also refer
to the so-called “material principle,”* which denotes a
central teaching of a religious text, such as sola fide, sola
gratia, the gospel, or even Jesus Christ. This material
principle often becomes the authentic center from
which Scripture must be understood. In order to better
understand the significance and problematic nature of
this distinction, we need to briefly look to Martin Luther,
who pioneered this thinking, before we turn to the
Wesleyan Quadrilateral and its influence there.

While Luther affirms the inspiration of Scripture, for
him the content of Scripture is Christ and, from this fact,
he seems to repeatedly also derive Scriptures authority.
This means that for Luther, Christ is at once the center
of Scripture and the Lord of Scripture. If Scripture is
queen, Christ is King—even over Scripture itself. For
Luther, it is Christ and the gospel of justification by faith
alone, to which Scripture attests, that constitutes the
center of Scripture and thus ultimately its final authority.
Here Luther’s famous preface to the epistle of James
comes to mind, where he claims that whatever does not
point to Christ or draws out Christ (in German: was
Christum treibet) is not apostolic, even though Peter or
Paul would teach it. On the other hand, whatever “drives
home” Christ is apostolic, even though it would come
from Judas, Annas, Pilate, and Herod.” Thus, for Luther,
the content of Scripture (or the material principle) is
Christ, and from this fact, he seems to repeatedly derive
Scripture’s authority. All Scripture revolves around Christ
as its authentic center. Thus, Luther actually contended
not “for the primacy of Scripture in the strict sense, but
for the primacy of the gospel to which Scripture attests
and hence for the primacy of Scripture as the attestation
to the gospel”® Luther valued the Bible “because it is
the cradle that holds Christ. For this reason, the gospel
of justification by grace through faith served as Luther’s
hermeneutical key to Scripture” According to Luther,
Scripture must be understood in favor of Christ, not
against Him. One consequence of this Christological
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hermeneutic is that if Scripture does not refer to
Christ, it must not be held to be true Scripture.® Thus,
Luther’s understanding of the gospel became the basis
for determining the relative authority of the various
canonical writings® and turned into a “gospel-centered
criticism of Scripture”? Christ and Scripture can be set
over against each other because Luther ultimately ranked
first, the personal Word (Christ); second, the spoken
Word (gospel); and third, the written Word (Scripture).
According to renowned theologian Gerhard Ebeling,
this distinction and ranking leads to a canon within the
canon,” where Christ becomes the hermeneutical key to
the proper understanding of Scripture.

This, however, compromises the strength of the
Scripture principle, where Scripture is the sole source of
its own exposition. For “if Scripture is interpreted either
by a doctrinal center or by a tradition it is no longer
Scripture that is interpreting itself—rather it is we who are
interpreting Scripture by means of a doctrine or tradition,
to which Scripture is, in practice, being subjected”* Thus,
it is not surprising that Luther’s Christological method
“sharpened into a tool of theological criticism,”®® where
ultimately the interpreter becomes the judge and stands
above Scripture. The irony of this theological criticism is
that it is done in the name of Jesus Christ and the gospel.

In a similar manner, in the Wesleyan Quadrilateral
the salvific message of Scripture is more important
than the formal authority of the inspired Word of God.
This leads some scholars to proclaim that even alleged
errors of a scientific and historical nature® are not
worrisome as long as the message of Scripture is heard.
Rather than Scripture being an authority because of its
divine inspiration, “for the Wesleyan-Quadrilateral
style of theology, authority is inherent in the message.
Let the message be heard and the medium will have its
legitimate authority (and primacy). . . . Exposure to this
message lends the Bible its confessional authority”” In
this way, just as with Luther, the material principle—that
is, its message—becomes more powerful than the formal
principle of authority, Scripture.® Furthermore, “the
fact, that tradition, experience, and reason are sources
of theological authority and reflection in dynamic
conjunction with Scripture necessarily keeps religious
thinking open to the creativity of the Spirit and implies
that the Spirit is not limited to the here and now”® This
may sound attractive and open-minded, but it also opens
the door to relativism and diminishes the final authority
of Scripture in theological matters. The wisdom of White’s
words deserves to be heeded, as she writes,

Since it was the Spirit of God that inspired the
Bible, it is impossible that the teaching of the
Spirit should ever be contrary to that of the
word. The Spirit was not given—nor can it ever
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be bestowed—to supersede the Bible; for the
Scriptures explicitly state the word of God is the
standard by which all teaching and experience
must be tested.”

Conclusion

The Wesleyan Quadrilateral is a hermeneutical
proposal that did not originate with John Wesley, but
rather with Albert Outler in the late 1960s. Outler
later regretted having used this terminology because it
opened a Pandora’s box of issues that often diminished
the authoritative role of Scripture in its interplay
with tradition, reason, and experience. At its best,
the Wesleyan Quadrilateral promotes the primacy of
Scripture over against other sources of theology. But the
primacy of Scripture often leads to a point where other
sources are invoked to help interpret Scripture, thus
diminishing Scripture’s ability to interpret itself. Another
aspect that weakens the formal principle of authority
of Scripture in the Wesleyan Quadrilateral is the use of
the material principle of Scripture, where the message of
Scripture becomes more powerful and the decisive factor
for the interpretation of Scripture.

The sola Scriptura principle, which affirms that
Scripture is the sole source for its own exposition, is more
than upholding the primacy of Scripture. Sola Scriptura
includes the sufficiency, unity, and clarity of Scripture
for the task of theology. In the sola Scriptura approach,
other sources in theology are not negated; sola Scriptura
is not solo Scriptura. Rather, sola Scriptura indicates that
Scripture is not contingent on any other source and, as
the highest and final authority in theology, excludes any
rivals. The words of Scripture are allowed to interpret
themselves. Scripture is not dependent on other external
sources for its interpretation, but stands over and above
them. The Wesleyan Quadrilateral is not a way forward
that should be followed and is fraught with numerous
problems, ultimately diminishing the clarion role of
Scripture as the ultimate authority in matters of faith
and practice.

Frank M. Hasel

Associate Director of the
Biblical Research Institute
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ARTICLES

In this section, explore the biblical
meaning of true love in its different
dimensions and as expressed in

human sexuality. sexuality.

This section provides articles on
what the Bible, the source of truth,
says on the topic of human

Resources

beautiful gifts ever given by God to

t beauty and

truth, and life.

In this section, explore articles

addressing practical aspects of
human sexuality that lead to an
abundant life.

ay Bied

New Human Sexuality Website Provides
Bible-Based Resources

Audrey Andersson and Gina Wahlen

come to the forefront of discourse in society and

within the church as questions have been raised
regarding this fundamental issue of life. In addressing
these questions, the Seventh-day Adventist Church has,
as its practice, turned to the Bible for solid answers.

Over the years, the Church has issued a number of
statements and guidelines addressing various aspects of
human sexuality, including: birth control, child sexual
abuse, homosexuality, marriage, meeting the challenges
of STDs, pornography, responding to changing cultural
attitudes regarding homosexual and other alternative

The subject of human sexuality has, in recent years,
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sexual practices, sexual behavior, same-sex unions,
and transgenderism.’

More recently, the General Conference established
the Human Sexuality Taskforce in an effort to help local
and global church leaders address a wide range of topics
that are impacting local churches and their communities
and address ongoing conversations surrounding issues
and questions related to sexuality, both in churches
and online.

The taskforce is focused on creating relevant
resources that provide Christians with useful materials
based on the Word of God. A first step in this effort was
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Human Sexuality Website Provides Bible-Based Resources

Videos

Here you will find a growing number of
videos featuring engaging panel
discussions, biblically-based sermons,
practical interviews, and more. All
address human sexuality issues with
compassion and clarity.

This section features recommended
reading for all ages, addressing various
aspects of human sexuality from a
compassionate, biblical, and practical
aspect. Check back often as the list
continues to grow.

The Seventh-day Adventist Church takes
seriously what the Bible says regarding

human sexuality. Here you will find a
number of biblically-based official
statements, guidelines, and documents
on various aspects of human sexuality.

the launching of the Human Sexuality
website at humansexuality.org.

The website, launched on December
6, 2023, features a thoughtful exploration
of human sexuality through three distinct
categories: Love, Truth, and Life. It aims
to guide readers through examining God’s
love and the principles outlined in the
Bible regarding human sexuality while
providing practical insights for application
in daily life.

The “Love” section underscores
the role of God’s love in the creation of
the world and its ongoing influence on
understanding  human  relationships.
“Truth” takes a theological approach to
human sexuality, featuring articles by
notable Adventist theologians and leaders,
offering biblically sound examinations of
texts and questions often misunderstood
or misused. The “Life” category
emphasizes the abundant life through
Jesus and aims to guide readers toward
practical applications to real-life struggles
and issues. A question-and-answer section
is provided for answering submitted
questions related to human sexuality.

One of the most popular pages of the
website is the “Stories” section, featuring
engaging personal stories, offering
insights into the real-life experiences of
individuals navigating their sexuality

Endnotes

1These and more may be found at “Official
Statements,” Seventh-day Adventist Church,
https://www.adventist.org/official-statements/
(accessed March 11, 2024); and “Seventh-day
Adventist Guidelines for Navigating High-Im-
pact Topics and Situations,” Seventh-day Adven-
tist Church, https://www.adventist.org/beliefs/
guidelines/ (accessed March 11, 2024).
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General Conference

humansexuality.org

within the framework of their faith. The
testimonies are provided to inform our
understanding and learning through the
challenges others have navigated.

A growing and robust resources
section features videos, articles, book
recommendations, and more, providing
practical information within a biblical
framework. To ensure the site remains
current and reflective of contemporary
discussions, the Human Sexuality
Taskforce is committed to making
regular updates, addressing submitted
questions, and adding to the site’s growing
resource list.

The website is a developing resource
that will continue to grow with the
dynamic and complex topic it addresses,
and the taskforce is open to receiving
suggestions for future material on the
website. Content is peer-reviewed before
being uploaded to the site.

With the increased focus on
supporting those seeking to learn what the
Bible says as they navigate the questions
they are asking, the Adventist Church and
the Human Sexuality Taskforce invite all
to read and use the provided resources
to better comprehend human sexuality
through the biblical lens of love, truth,
and life.

Audrey Andersson

Vice President,
Human Sexuality
Taskforce Chair

Gina Wahlen
Editor,
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SCRIPTURE APPLIED

Lessons from Matthew 26

Glinton Wahlen

atthew 26 opens with a fourth prediction by Jesus
Mof His impending death—one not found in the

other Gospels and which explicitly connects the
event with the Passover (Matt 26:1-2). The fulfillment
of the prediction will be narrated in the next chapter,
when Pilate hands Jesus over to be crucified (27:24-26).
Chapter 26 describes in rapid succession the plot to seize
Jesus (26:3-5), His anointing at Bethany (26:6-13), Judas’
agreement to betray Him (26:14-16), preparations for and
celebration of the Last Supper (26:17-30), the prediction
of Peter’s denial and the disciples’” protestations of loyalty
(26:31-35), Jesus prayer and arrest in Gethsemane
resulting in His abandonment by the disciples (26:36-
56), and His trial before the Sanhedrin (26:57-68).
The chapter closes with Peter’s denial of Jesus three
times (26:69-75).

Interpretation of Matthew 26

1. Verses 1-5, the Plot to Seize Jesus

o In the final discourse, spoken privately to the
disciples on the Mount of Olives, Jesus had been
describing the Son of Man’s glorious appearing and
the future kingdom. Now He snaps their attention
back to the crisis they are about to face.
Two days before Passover is apparently late on
Tuesday evening, the beginning of Nisan 12 of the
Jewish calendar.' Jesus links His approaching death
to the Passover and the Paschal sacrifice, implicitly
indicating its approaching fulfillment (Matt 1:21; cf.
John 1:29; 1 Cor 5:7).
Jesus™ future reference to being “delivered up” is a
present tense in Greek, stressing that it will certainly
happen.? Throughout this chapter, the point is made
that Christ’s suffering and death fulfill prophecy
(Matt 26:24, 31, 54, 56), indicating Jesus is following
Gods plan for saving human beings.
In the time of Jesus, the Romans appointed the high
priest. Valerius Gratus selected Caiaphas, the son-in-
law of Annas. Apparently Caiaphas was politically
savvy in maintaining good relations with the Roman
officials inasmuch as he served longer than any other
first-century high priest, from AD 18 to 36. The chief
priests and elders gather at his palatial residence to
discuss how to stop Jesus.
The Jewish leaders sought a quick, secret trial to
secure Jesus condemnation before the Passover
and the week-long celebration of Unleavened
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Bread. Otherwise their murderous design might
be thwarted yet again due to His large, sympathetic
following (cf. Matt 21:26).

2. Verses 6-16, the Anointing at Bethany and Jesus’ Betrayal
by Judas

o The anointing in Bethany took place “six days before
the Passover” (John 12:1), which was the previous
Saturday night, but both Matthew and Mark have a
topical sequence, placing it here in order to connect
it more closely with the events of Jesus' suffering
and death (cf. Matt 26:12). Anointing Jesus’ head, a
custom sometimes done to honor important guests,
alludes to Jesus’ messianic role as King of Israel (cf. 1
Sam 10:1; 16:13; 2 Kgs 9:3, 6).
The “very costly fragrant oil” is identified as
spikenard by other Gospels with an estimated value
of three hundred denarii (Mark 14:3; John 12:3), that
is, about a year’s wages. Its strong fragrance would
quickly be recognized as it was all poured out, not
only on Jesus” head but also on His feet (Luke 7:38;
John 12:3).
Led by Judas Iscariot (John 12:4-6), the disciples
protested what appeared to them to be a great waste
of resources that could instead have been sold to
help the poor. But Jesus does not allow them to crush
the woman’s act of devotion and commends her for
doing “a good work for Me” (Matt 26:10).
Their objection was met with the reminder that “you
have the poor with you always” (cf. Deut 15:11),
“but Me you do not have always” (Matt 26:11). More
importantly, though, was the symbolic meaning that,
just as the alabaster flask had to be broken to apply
its precious contents, so Jesus' body would soon be
broken (v. 26), providing an infinite sacrifice for the
salvation of human beings.
Jesus also indicates its future connection with
“wherever this gospel is preached” (v. 13), which
is one reason, perhaps, that this story is recorded
in all four Gospels. The worldwide extent of this
proclamation is also predicted (cf. 24:14; 28:19).
In contrast to the woman’s extravagant gift is the
paltry sum Judas received for betrayal. We learn
from Matthew that Judas took the initiative, it was
the chief priests who count out the money, and the
price of betrayal was “thirty pieces of silver” This is
the amount that was paid to Zechariah, whose work
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warned of “the leaven of the Pharisees and Saddu-
cees,” which symbolized their false doctrine (Matt
16:12). Here the absence of leaven points to His pure,
sinless sacrifice.

Nowhere in the New Testament are the contents of
“the cup” ever called “wine” The only description of

as a shepherd was not valued (Zech 11:12-13)—a
connection Matthew 27:9 draws explicitly.

3. Verses 17-30, Preparations for and Celebration of the
Last Supper .

o A significant amount of preparation was required to

celebrate the Passover and the head of the household
was responsible for organizing it. The disciples,
as members of Jesus™ spiritual “family;” were given
detailed instructions by Him.

Wisely, neither the name of the man nor the exact
location were disclosed to the Twelve, giving Judas
no helpful information and leaving him “little time to
lay plans for betraying Jesus to the leaders during the
quiet hour He spent with His disciples in the upper
room”? Thus, Jesus would have an uninterrupted
time to impart some final teachings.

In Matthew, Jesus’ message to the owner of the house
where the Last Supper will be held includes, “My
time is at hand,” referring to His imminent suffering
and death (cf. Mark 14:41; John 12:23-24). This
unnamed man apparently understood what these
cryptic words meant even if the disciples did not.
During the Last Supper, Jesus makes the surprising
announcement to the Twelve that one of them
will betray Him. He introduces this saying with
“Assuredly,” which underscores the certainty of this
prediction’s fulfillment.

This leads “each” disciple to ask, “Surely not I,
Lord?” (Matt 26:22, NAS95), hoping (as the Greek
construction indicates) for a negative answer in

it is identical in all three Synoptic Gospels: the “fruit
of the vine” (Matt 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 22:18),
fitting in view of Jesus’ likening His new covenant
ministry to “new wine” in obvious contrast to old,
fermented wine (Matt 9:17). The unfermented wine
points to the power of Christ's blood to cleanse
from sin.

Jesus ratified the covenant through His shed blood,
providing in reality the release from the penalty
of sin that the blood of the sacrifice symbolized in
type (Exod 24:8; cf. Heb 9:20, 22). His words, “for
many” (Matt 26:28) and reference to His blood being
“poured out” allude to the work of the Suffering
Servant who justifies many, pours out “his soul to
death,” and bears “the sin of many” (Isa 53:11-12).
Jesus connects the new “wine” of the Lord’s Supper
with “My Father’s kingdom” (Matt 26:29), pointing
to the messianic banquet that His people will
celebrate in heaven (Rev 19:7-8) and, ultimately,
to the final restoration in the new earth (Rev 21:1-
5). Until then, the Lord’s Supper is celebrated “in
remembrance” of Christs death for us and in light
of the future hope we have through faith “till He
comes” (1 Cor 11:25-26).

4. Verses 31-35, Jesus’ Prediction of Peter’s Denial and the
Disciples’ Protestation of Loyalty
o As they walk slowly from the upper room to the

response. Interestingly, Judas’ phrasing of the
question betrays his unbelief. Refusing to call Jesus
“Lord” as the other disciples had done, he asks,

“Surely it is not I, Rabbi?” (v. 25, NAS95).

In response to Judas, Jesus answers knowingly, “You
have said it,” neither clearly confirming nor denying
it, leaving the final decision up to Judas himself. No
doubt the other disciples wondered about Judas at
this point and he left soon afterward to do the deed
(John 13:28-30).*

Standard rituals were connected with the celebration
of the Passover but Jesus seems to have given His
own messianic interpretation of them. It was the
transition from type and shadow symbolized by the
Paschal lamb to fulfillment and reality seen in Jesus’
life and approaching death.

The interpretation given by Jesus, rather than
looking backward, predictively points to His death,
resurrection, and the victorious supper celebration
in His Father’s kingdom (Matt 26:26-29).

Since this was a celebration of the Passover, the
“bread of affliction” (Deut 16:3) would certainly be
unleavened (Exod 12:15, 19-20). Jesus had earlier
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Mount of Olives (Matt 26:30), Jesus warns the dis-
ciples of their imminent spiritual danger: “All of you
will be made to stumble because of Me this night” (v.
31). His quotation of Zechariah 13:7, that God would
“strike the Shepherd,” alludes to His own death
and, as a result, “the sheep of the flock” (the disci-
ples, Matt 25:32; cf. Isa 53:6) would be “scattered”
Nevertheless, Jesus repeatedly includes a word of
hope, pointing beyond His sufferings and death to
their eventual meeting in Galilee (Matt 26:32).
Immediately, Peter emphatically rejects Jesus’ pre-
diction that all the disciples would “stumble,” abso-
lutely insisting that he would not but would remain
faithful. Jesus, unimpressed by this self-confident
boast, emphasizes the truthfulness and absolute
trustworthiness of an even more startling prediction,
that “before the rooster crows” Peter would deny
Him three times (v. 34).

Amazingly, Peter doubles down on his feeble promise
in the strongest possible way: “Even if I must die
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with You, never will I deny You” (v. 35, author’s
translation). And the others followed Peter’s lead
despite being no more ready for what was to come.

26:21) is now coming to pass. His “hour” had come
in fulfillment of prophecy.’ The grand purpose of His
life was now to be fulfilled (John 12:27).

Jesus’ reference to the mob as “sinners” is a reminder

5. Verses 36-56, Jesus’ Prayer and Arrest in Gethsemane and
His Abandonment by the Disciples

o The location of Gethsemane (meaning “oil press”) is

that, by rejecting the light of the gospel, people are
left in spiritual darkness (Matt 4:16; John 3:19; 8:12;
cf. 2 Cor 4:3-4).

uncertain but seems to refer to a place used to make
olive oil. John calls it a “garden,” indicating it was an
area used for cultivation (John 18:1, 26), so it may
designate an olive grove on the Mount of Olives just
east of Jerusalem.

Jesus has most of the disciples sit down while He
takes Peter, James, and John deeper into the garden
with Him to pray. The same three who saw Him
transfigured and indicated their willingness to share
His suffering (Matt 20:22; 26:35) are now to witness
His agony.

He is described as “deeply distressed” (Matt 26:37),
“troubled” (ESV), “grieved and agitated” (NRSV).
Jesus expresses that He is “exceedingly sorrowful,”
the same Greek word used to describe David’s
experience (LXX Ps 41:6, 12 [ET 42:5, 11]; 42:5 [ET
43:5]). The separation from His Father was so intense
that He felt near death.

In urging the three disciples to “watch and pray”
(Matt 26:41; cf. v. 38), Jesus encourages them to
be wide awake to their spiritual danger and to be
companions with Him in prayer.

Jesus’ prayer to “let this cup pass from Me” shows
that He seeks another way forward rather than to
drink the cup of God’s wrath against sin.” Despite
wanting the cup removed, Jesus, as always, submits
His will to that of His Father, even though it means
death on the cross (Phil 2:7-8).

Judging from this first of three seasons of prayer
(only Matthew records all three), one hour was not
very long for Jesus to pray (Matt 14:23; cf. Luke
6:12). He urges the three disciples, even addressing
Peter by name, to “watch and pray, lest you enter
into temptation” (Matt 26:40-41), referring appar-
ently to the urge they will feel to abandon Him
and save themselves when the mob comes to arrest
Him (v. 47).

Jesus wording in verse 42—literally, “Let Your
will be done”—echoes not only the Lord’s Prayer
(Matt 6:10), but also the “Let there be” of creation
week (LXX Gen 1:3, 6, 14).% It indicates a settled
submission to God’s will and a firm desire for it to be
accomplished in His life.

Jesus’ announcement that “the hour is at hand”
sounds a note of urgency to rouse His sleepy
disciples. He could hear the multitude approaching
to arrest Him; His prophecy of being betrayed (Matt
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The multitude, sent by the religious leaders, probably
included the temple guard but the mention of
swords indicates Roman soldiers were present too—
unsurprising since there was always a potential for
trouble during a major Jewish feast, particularly
the Passover. John 18:3, 12 mentions a “detachment
of troops” (Gk. speiran), which refers to a Roman
cohort of up to six hundred men (cf. Matt 27:27)"
that would have been stationed in the nearby
temple complex.

Judas’ use of a kiss to identify Jesus to the mob was
a typical Jewish way of showing love among close
friends and family and also used to greet a revered
rabbi, but in reality revealed an appalling duplicity
(cf. Prov 27:6). The response by Jesus, addressing
Judas as “Friend” (Matt 26:50), shows caution and
is used in Matthew only in a negative sense (Matt
20:13; 22:12). The question may be an attempt to
prick Judas’ conscience.

Had Jesus chosen to save Himself, He could have
prayed and been supplied “with more than twelve
legions of angels” (Matt 26:53), which amounts to
more than seventy-two thousand. Actually, the large
number of troops that came to arrest Jesus would be
no match for even one angel, but this is a spiritual
battle won by Jesus already in Gethsemane through
prayerful submission to His Father’s will.

The strongest possible form of command in Greek
(“it must happen thus,” v. 54) underscores the
unbreakable certainty of scriptural fulfillment (cf.
John 10:35), which Jesus stresses also in His speech
to the mob (v. 56). His reference specifically to “the
prophets” points to the part of the Hebrew canon
especially detailing His sufferings and death (e.g.,
Isa 53; Zech 12:10; 13:7). Matthew also records
the fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction that “all” would
stumble (Matt 26:31): “all the disciples forsook Him
and fled” (v. 56).

6. Verses 57-68, Jesus’ Trial Before the Sanhedrin
o The scribes were experts in the law and the elders

represented the leading families of Israel. Jesus was
tried before the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, which
was tasked with deciding only the highest matters.
Probably most of the seventy members were present
since it was the Passover. Those who might impede
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the proceedings (e.g., Nicodemus and Joseph of
Arimathea) were doubtless not invited.

Capital offenses were supposed to be tried during
the day and a verdict was only supposed to be
rendered after another day had intervened, but
proceedings were rushed so as to be completed
before the Passover.

Despite false witnesses distorting His words, Jesus
remained silent. He would “not quarrel nor cry out”
(Matt 12:19) in fulfillment of prophecy (Isa 42:2;
53:7; cf. 1 Pet 2:23).

Since Jesus refused to answer questions, Caiaphas
adjures Him to answer under oath whether or not
He is the Messiah. Should He refuse to answer He
would violate a valid legal requirement, but denying
He was the Messiah would be dishonest. Despite the
ambiguity of Jesus’ response, the religious leaders
considered Him a messianic pretender who merited
the death penalty. Their preconceptions and unbelief
precluded them from accepting the truth that He
was, in fact, the Messiah.

Jesus’ reference to the Son of Man’s “coming,” allud-
ing to the heavenly judgment of Daniel 7:9-10, 13,
reverses the situation and depicts Caiaphas and the
entire Sanhedrin ultimately facing divine judgment.
In response, Jesus is accused of blasphemy, which
is associated in the Gospels with claiming prerog-
atives that belong only to God (Matt 9:3; Mark 2:8;
Luke 5:21; John 10:30-33). The apparently unan-
imous verdict is pronounced against Jesus on this
basis (Matt 26:66).

1. Verses 69-75, Peter’s Denial of Jesus Three Times

o Matthew sandwiches Peter’s denial of Jesus between
the nighttime trial before the Sanhedrin and the
daytime proceedings, narrating the three denials in
quick succession.

Peter’s denials progress rapidly from pretending
not to understand, to denying with an oath that
he even knows Jesus let alone had been with Him.
Finally, when recognized by his speech as a Galilean,
several men accuse him of “truly” being one of Jesus’
disciples, which Peter most emphatically denied
with cursing and swearing—that is, by calling down
a curse on himself should he be lying and swearing
that he was telling the truth.

The pivotal moment for Peter came when, following
his third denial, he heard the rooster crow and
remembered Jesus’ words and realized His prediction
had been precisely fulfilled. Luke 22:61 adds, “the
Lord turned and looked at Peter” Unlike Judas, who
persisted in the face of overwhelming evidence of
Jesus’ supernatural knowledge of him, Peter “went

out and wept bitterly;” repenting with a sorrow that
needed no repentance (2 Cor 7:10).

Through heartfelt repentance, Peter found his way
back to the right path and, just as he had denied
Jesus three times, he was given the opportunity to
reaffirm his love and commitment to the Lord three
times (John 21:15-17).

Application of the Chapter

Some important lessons we may glean from Matthew

26 include:
L In place of the deliverance from bondage com-

memorated by the Passover, Jesus, by instituting
the emblems of the Lord’s Supper, establishes the
commemoration of the greater deliverance from sin
accomplished by His death.

.Just as Jesus' giving to the disciples the emblems

of the bread and the cup provided the opportunity
for them to accept and personalize the messianic
meaning of these elements, so participation in the
communion service in obedience to Jesus com-
mand, “ do this in remembrance of Me” (Luke 22:19),
signifies one’s personal acceptance of Jesus death
and resurrection and a public expression of faith that
Jesus lives and is coming again (Matt 26:29).

. Just as the disciples eating from the one communion

bread and drinking from the one cup symbolized
their unity as one spiritual family (Matt 26:26-27),
the widespread Adventist practice of eating the
communion bread together and drinking at the same
time from the communion cup symbolizes our unity
as a church family.

.To “watch” means to be ready for danger (24:43)

and alert against temptation (1 Pet 5:8). It is the
opposite of “sleep,” which refers metaphorically to
inattentiveness when spiritual vigilance is needed
(Matt 25:5; 1 Thess 5:6; cf. Rom 13:11). The same
admonition appears in connection with readiness for
the second advent (24:42; 25:13; cf. Rev 16:15).

. Jesus’ humble submission to His Father’s will is a

lesson and an example for us to surrender our life to
God’s will day by day (cf. Matt 16:24-25).

.Jesus’ sympathetic words regarding His sleepy

disciples, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak”
(Matt 26:41), is more generally applicable in our
own battle with temptation. It is also a warning not
to allow human weakness to conquer by trusting
to one’s own strength. Spiritual battles cannot be
won with carnal weapons (2 Cor 10:4-6) but, by
persevering in prayer and reaching heavenward for
divine power, deliverance from temptation is certain
(Matt 6:13; cf. 1 Cor 10:13; 2 Pet 2:9).
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7.Jesus never condoned violence, as the warning “All
who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt
26:52) underscores. Rather, He taught His followers
to “Love your enemies” (Matt 5:44). Violence only
begets more violence. Rather than “Might makes
right,” Jesus’ example shows that “Right makes
might” Similarly, God’s last-day remnant are warned
against using violent means to defend themselves
(Rev 13:10) and are to show the same patient
endurance and faith exemplified by Jesus (Rev 14:12).

8.Jesus silence toward His accusers denied them
the opportunity to further twist His words or use
them against Him. Similarly in legal proceedings
today, the best self-defense is silence and the right
to remain silent is recognized in many countries
around the world.

Endnotes

1 “Maps and Charts Illustrating the Life and Ministry of Jesus,” in The
Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, ed. Francis D. Nichol, 7 vols.
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tember 2022): 15 (commenting on Matt 20:28). The verb “pour out” (Gk.
enchuno, a variant form of encheo) appears in sacrificial contexts (Lev 4:7;
8:15; 9:9; Isa 57:6; cf. Ps 22:14; Zech 12:10).

9. Peter’s progressive denial of Jesus and descent into
deceit and demoralization illustrate that each wrong
step prepares the way for another, more serious,
misstep, and that it is always better to turn back from
a wrong path than to pursue it further in hopes it
may improve.
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6 Cf. White, 686: Jesus “felt that by sin He was being separated from His
Father. The gulf was so broad, so black, so deep, that His spirit shuddered
before it. This agony He must not exert His divine power to escape. As man
He must suffer the consequences of man’s sin. As man He must endure the
wrath of God against transgression.”

7 The cup metaphor symbolizes God’s judgment against sin (e.g., Ps 75:8; Isa
51:17, 22; Jer 25:15-28; Ezek 23:31-34; Rev 14:9-10; 16:19; 18:6).

8 See Clinton Wahlen, “Matthew and the Genesis Creation,” in The Genesis
Creation Account and Its Reverberations in the New Testament, ed. Thomas
R. Shepherd (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 2022), 169.
9 The Greek word éngiken (“at hand”), used twice here (vv. 45-46), signals
also the fulfillment of prophetic expectations in connection with the proc-
lamation that “the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matt 3:2; 4:17; 10:7).

10 Walter Bauer, Frederick W. Danker et al., Greek-English Lexicon of the
New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 936.
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