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CHAPTER VI 

                                                    

“DO NOT GO BEYOND WHAT IS WRITTEN”  

(1 COR 4:6) AND ADVENTIST HERMENEUTICS 
 

Davidson Razafiarivony 

 

Introduction 

 

Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 4:61 has been rightly 

labelled an “enigmatic saying.”2 Nonetheless, the phrase “do not 

beyond what is written” was a meaningful injunction for the 

Corinthians.3 When the referent of ἃ γέγραπται (“what is 

written”) is identified, implications and application for 

contemporary church can be derived from Paul’s injunction “do 

not go beyond what is written.” 

 

Text and Translation 

 

A Slogan with an Ellipsis 

The phrase under consideration in the Greek New 

Testament, 4th rev. ed., reads: τὸ Mὴ ὑπὲρ ἃ γέγραπται (lit. “to 

not . . . beyond what is written”). The construction of τὸ + Mὴ 

(note the capital M) reveals that the “following words are a kind 

of slogan.”4 It signals a quotation of something.5 The reader also 

notices an elliptical form of the phrase: the verb is absent, 

prompting some manuscripts to supply the verb froneĩn at the 

end.6 Lenski explains:  
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What Paul intended the Corinthians to learn is marked 

by τὸ, and this article substantivizes μὴ ὑπὲρ ἃ 

γέγραπται, “not beyond what has been written.”. . . An 

ellipsis occurs after μὴ. This is a common idiom in the 

Greek and one which must be completed when the 

thought is rendered into English: “not (to go or to think) 

beyond what has been written.”7 

 

Interpretive Referent of “What Is Written” 

 Bible translators/commentators have adopted three 

main views as to what “it is written” refers:  

(1) ἃ γέγραπται refers to Scriptures (OT in general, or 

specific texts from the OT): 

This conventional translation of 1 Corinthians 4:6, according 

to John Strugnell, does not vary much from that of the Revised 

Standard Version, “that you may learn by us to live according to 

Scripture.”8 The variant reading ὁ γέγραπται in various 

manuscripts (D F G L, majority of minuscules, sy) in the NA28, 

instead of ἃ γέγραπται, demonstrates that the copyists of these 

manuscripts may have had Paul referring to a particular 
scripture9 or the “Old Testament” as a unit.10 But the Complete 

Jewish Bible simply understands γέγραπται as Tanakh: “Now in 

what I have said here, brothers, I have used myself and Apollos 

as examples to teach you not to go beyond what the Tanakh says, 

proudly taking the side of one leader against another.”11 That 

γέγραπται refers to Scriptures, in plural, is found in the New 

Living Translation: “If you pay attention to what I have quoted 

from the Scriptures, you won't be proud of one of your leaders at 

the expense of another.”  

(2) Reference to some written document, unspecified 

whether Scripture or non-Scripture: 

The New English Bible which has been produced under 

the supervision of the joint committee on the New Testament 
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Translation of the Bible, and published by Oxford University 

Press, reads, “learn to keep within the rules.” The Jerusalem Bible 

puts the phrase as parenthetical and considers it as a maxim, 

“Remember the maxim: ‘Keep to what is written.’” According to 

the New English Bible with Apocrypha, published by both 

Cambridge University Press and Oxford University Press, the 

maxim was known to Paul’s hearers, “Learn to ‘keep within the 

rules’, as they say.” 

(3) As it will be seen in the brief history of interpretation 

below, a third view expresses that the phrase refers to 

some written, non-Scripture, unknown, and lost 

document. 

  

Brief History of Interpretation 

 

The Text Does Not Make Sense 

John Strugnell notes that until 1884, the only reading for 

1 Corinthians 4:6 was Ταῦτα δέ, ἀδελφοί, μετεσχημάτισα εἰς 

ἐμαυτὸν καὶ Ἀπολλῶν δι᾽ ὑμᾶς, ἵνα ἐν ἡμῖν μάθητε τὸ μὴ ὑπὲρ ἃ 

[ὁ] γέγραπται, ἵνα μὴ εἷς ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἑνὸς φυσιοῦσθε κατὰ τοῦ 

ἑτέρου.12 The view that the text does not make sense is clearly 

reflected in James Moffat’s translation of 1 Corinthians 4:6, as 

early as 1935, “Now I have applied what has been said above to 

myself and Apollos, to teach you . . . that you are not to be puffed 

up with rivalry over one teacher against another.”13 In the 

footnote, Moffat clarifies “the text and the meaning of the phrase 

between μάθητε and ἵνα μὴ are beyond recovery.”  

 

Conjectural Emendation.14 

Strugnell, following Baljon states that “the problem is not 

that such a maxim is unattested, nor that it would be 

inconceivable on the lips of Paul or his opponents—but that such 
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a reference to Scripture would be irrelevant at this point in 

Paul’s argument.”15 Thus he argues that the copyist has made a 

conjectural emendation.16  

According to Strugnell, the archetype manuscript read 

ἵνα ἐν ἡμῖν μάθητε ἵνα εἷς ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἑνὸς φυσιοῦσθε κατὰ τοῦ 

ἑτέρου,17 “so that you may learn from us that no one of you be 

puffed up for one against another.” In this respect, τὸ μὴ ὑπὲρ ἃ 

[ὁ] γέγραπται would be a gloss to mean “‘the μὴ is beyond what 

was written.’. . . In other words, the scribe in his gloss is saying 

that he has added a μὴ to a text that didn’t have one. ”18 Hanges 

further notes: “the copyist found a sentence for which the 

context clearly demanded a negative that had been 

unfortunately left out. Having inserted the necessary negative, 

the scribe noted that his insertion went beyond what was 

written in the text.”19 More precisely, the phrase “represents a 

copyist’s marginal note explaining a problem in the text that, in 

the course of successive copying, was mistakenly inserted into 

the text.”20  

D. E. Garland’s reaction comes to the point: “No evidence 

exists that this phrase was not original to the text.”21 Few 

commentators have accepted the view that it was a gloss.22 

 

Making Sense of the Text As It Stands, But What Is the 
Referent? 
 
Traditional view 

 For Chrysostom, the phrase refers to the words of Jesus for not 

being self-exalting. Chrysostom writes:  

 

But what is the meaning of, not to be wise above 

what is written? It is written, Matthew 7:3 “Why do you 

behold the mote that is in your brother’s eye, but 

considerest not the beam that is in your own eye?” and 
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“Judge not, that you be not judged.” For if we are one and 

are mutually bound together, it behooves us not to rise 

up against one another. For he that humbles himself shall 

be exalted, says he. And Matthew 20:16-27; Mark 10:43, 

He that will be first of all, let him be the servant of all. 

These are the things which are written.”23 

 In Hanges’ assessment, recent scholars, who do not 

support this view, base their case on the perception that Paul did 

not have knowledge of the logia of Jesus.24 Then came the more 

common view for Paul to refer to Scriptures, as initially 

promoted by Origen, who understood ἃ γέγραπται as the Old 

Testament Scriptures.25  

Calvin allows for two options for interpreting 4:6: "The 

phrase, 'beyond that which is written,' can be explained in two 

ways, as referring either to what Paul has written, or to the 

scriptural proofs which he has adduced."26  

 

The “referent” in modern scholarship 

1. “What is written” refers to scriptural texts Paul just cited 

in the preceding passages, i.e. 1 Cor 1-3.27 

2. “What is written” refers to Scripture, i.e. OT. This is 
clearly spelled out in the Complete Jewish Bible: “Now in 
what I have said here, brothers, I have used myself and 
Apollos as examples to teach you not to go beyond what 
the Tanakh says, proudly taking the side of one leader 
against another.” According to Robertson and Plummer, 
there was a familiar rabbinic adage that cautioned 
against any departure from Scripture.28 The adage may 
have been drawn from Paul’s earlier rabbinic 
experience,29 which Paul adapted here as his own.30  
However, Lenski reacts that such an adage has never 
been found.31 
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3. “What is written” refers to wider Hellenistic cultural 

context, and it is not Scripture.  

This view has been expressed in a number of ways: 

The first has to do with the experience of school children, 

known and used by Paul to tell the Corinthians to trace the 

pattern correctly. In this sense, the Corinthians were told to have 

“Paul and Apollos as examples or proper harmony rooted in the 

possession of correct wisdom and understanding.”32 Actually, 

school children were “taught to write correctly by tracing over 

paradigmatic figures supplied by their teachers.”33 The teachers 

told these pupils, “do not go above or below the lines.”34 Having 

been raised and received his primary education in Tarsus, Paul 

was familiar with that educational system, before going to 

Jerusalem to receive his training under Gamaliel (Acts 22:3).35 

The weakness of this view has been pointed out by Hanges, 

saying that the word commonly used for such experience is 

hypographein, which is not used by Paul here. 

The second viewpoints to “literature of the concord.”36 

This implies a threat to concord. Thus, Paul is using “something 

analogous to what philosophers and rhetoricians do when they 
attempt to resolve political strife between rival factions.”37 

“Arbitration” was the “instance of conciliation” very known to 

the ancient world.38 For Paul, “not to go beyond the things which 

are written,” was a maxim in “arbitral agreements” to facilitate 

reconciliation: “In the arbitral agreements, in particular, it was a 

fixed part of the machinery, with a well-defined role. It was Paul 

who abstracted the admonition from its context and gave it the 

character of maxim. But Paul had correctly recognized that 

wherever in ancient political life this principle was found, it 

served the same general purpose: negatively, it erected a barrier 

against faction; positively, it facilitated reconciliation.”39 Thus, 

Welborn succeeded in establishing Greco-Roman philosophical 

and political parallels to the phrase “to not go beyond what is 
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written.”40 But Welborn “never actually identifies the referent of 

ἃ γέγραπται.”41  

The third view indicates that there was a written 

document, known by all parties at Corinth.  It was a “prior, 

foundational document (the referent of ἃ γέγραπται) to which 

Paul and all of the Corinthians are parties.”42 That written 

document or charter was similar to contemporaneous leges 

sacrae, or “written bylaws,” for which the “use of the maxim 

makes perfectly good sense.”43 In his article, “1 Corinthians 4:6 

and the Possibility of Written Bylaws in the Corinthian Church,” 

Hanges has elaborately dealt with Paul’s referent for the phrase 

τὸ μὴ ὑπὲρ ἃ γέγραπται.44 He provides Hellenistic parallels for 

“bylaws,” or legal contract, in existence known by, and binding to 

the Corinthian church which Hanges thinks Paul was referring 

to. For a specific example, Hanges mentions the cult bylaws of 

the Andanian mysteries which use the following phrases in legal 

pronouncements: ò de poiῶn para ta gegrammena ùpodikoj evstw 

(lines 81b-82a), kaqῶj evn t[w|] diagrammatic gegraptai (lines 

94b-95a), and mh poieĩn kaqwj gegraptai (lines 43b-44a).45 

Hanges argues that the “participial phrase ta gegrammena and the 

finite verb gegraptai are used in the leges sacrae in contexts 

analogous to Paul’s in 1 Cor 4:6.”46 Having that idea for the 

understanding of Paul’s statement, Hanges concludes: 

 

The use of the phrase poiῶn para ta gegrammena or its 

equivalent, mh poieĩn kaqwj gegraptai, in the Andanian 

bylaws is clearly a warning against the violation of the 

regulations prescribed in the inscription itself. . . . In this 

respect Paul’s use of the preposition ùper in the phrase 

μὴ ὑπὲρ ἃ γέγραπται appears to be functionally 

equivalent to poiῶn para ta gegrammena and to mh poieĩn 
kaqwj gegraptai. That Paul is prohibiting the violation of 
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something written is unanimously held to be the sense of 

the phrase by interpreters who try to make sense of the 

present text.47  

 

If such a document ever existed, it would refer to one on 

“church practice that is now lost (a ‘letter of intent’ of sorts)?”48 

But D. E. Garland points out the weakness of this view: “what 

rules are being broken? Why not cite them specifically?”49 

Moreover, Paul does not mention any prior, founding written 

document in his other epistles.  

 

“Do Not Go Beyond What Is Written” in Jewish Wider 

Context 

 

“It Is Written”50 and Tradition in Pharisaic Judaism 

 There is no doubt that the Jewish background and 

education of Paul played an important role in understanding 

what he meant in 1 Corinthians 4:6. According to his testimony 

in a number of occasions, Paul says he was “a Hebrew of 

Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee.” (Phil 3:5). He was 
“advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and 

was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.” (Gal 

1:13; see also 2 Cor 11:22). 

Being a Pharisee51 who studied under Gamaliel in 

Jerusalem (Acts 22:3), and like other Rabbis, Saul also had 

tendency to identify antecedent materials from Scripture.52 

Therefore, it is not surprising that in rabbinic writing “passages 

and words of scripture are almost always identified as such by 

introductory formula, such as ‘the scripture says,’ ‘as it is 

written,’ ‘as it is said,’ or ‘a [scriptural] teaching says.’”53 One 

among several specific examples of the use of the phrase “it is 

written” is in the Pharisaic justification of the Hebrew language 

in phylacteries: “What is the reason why tefillin, and mezuzahs 
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must be written in Hebrew? — Because in reference to them it is 

written, ‘and they shall be’ [Deut 6:6] which implies, they shall 

be as they originally were.” (Megillah 9a). Aside from the use of 

antecedent materials from the Old Testament (i.e. Deut 6:6), and 

the introductory formula “it is written,” this rabbinic text clearly 

states that the language and the words contained in the 

phylacteries should be without change, implying inviolability.54 

 Ferguson aptly notes that “the twin pillars of the 

Pharisaic system were ‘Torah and Tradition.’”55 Part of what is 

termed, “Pharisaic innovations,”56 tradition (i.e. paradosis; Gal 

1:14; cf. Phil 3:5-6),57 is “one aspect of the way in which the 

Pharisees conceived their practices that went beyond what was 

written in the Bible.”58 The “traditions of the elders” constituted 

the forerunner of the traditions which were later compiled in the 

Mishnah, Midrash, and Talmuds.59 It is the ordinances that are 

derived from the interpretation and application of the law, thus, 

having divine authority as the written Torah.60 But ultimately, 

tradition became superior to Torah, as Sanhedrin 11.3 clearly 

states: “Greater stringency applies to [the observance of] the 

words of the Scribes than to [the observance of] the words of the 

[written] Law.”61  

Josephus, who himself went through a Pharisaic stage in 
his life, affirms:  

 

The Pharisees have delivered to the people a 
great many observances by succession from their 
fathers, which are not written in the Law of Moses; and 
for that reason the Sadducees reject them, and say that 
we are to esteem those observances to be obligatory 
which are in the written word, but are not to observe 
what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers.62 
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 An NT example of Pharisaic tradition is found in korban, 

the temple treasury or a gift to it (Matthew 27:6; Mark 7:11-13; 

cf. Matt 27:6). It is a “gift to God as substitution for another 

obligation.”63 Outside the NT, an illustrative example, where 

Pharisaic application went beyond what is written is found in 

Yeb. 62b, “Concerning him who loves his neighbours, who 

befriends his relatives, marries his sister's daughter.”64 Tosefta 

(Kiddushin 1:2),65 similarly, teaches, “A man should not marry a 

woman until his sororal niece comes of age [so that he can marry 

her], or until he finds [another woman equally] fitting for him.”66  

But Paul’s coming into the Christian religion, where non-
biblical Jewish tradition was undermined and abandoned (cf. 
Matt 15:6),67 must also be taken into consideration. Though not 
directly involved in the present situation he was dealing with in 
1 Corinthians 4:6, there is no doubt that the conflict between 
Pharisees and Sadducees over traditions was fresh and present 
in Paul’s mind. Elsewhere, Paul would remind his readers that he 
stopped preaching circumcision (and all other halakhic 
traditions that come with it) (Gal 5:11).68  

 

Dead Sea Literature 

The use of “it is written” abounds in the Dead Sea Scrolls. 

In the Rules of Community alone, it occurs six times.69 Moreover, 

the Qumranians did not accept tradition as authoritative: 

 

The Qumran sectarians considered biblical law to 

be the "revealed" law (nigleh) and the additional 

prescriptions as "hidden" (nistar). This latter class of 

laws was revealed to the sect through inspired biblical 

exegesis in their regular study sessions. The claim of the 

sectarians was that tradition was not an authoritative 

guide to Jewish law. Nor did they accept the notion of 
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any "extra-biblical" revelation at Sinai in addition to the 

written Torah.70  

 

It seems that the Qumran settlers labelled the Pharisees 
as “expounders of false laws.”71 1QpNah II.2 mentions “those 
looking for easy interpretations,” elsewhere translated as 
“seekers after smooth things,” who have been identified with the 
Pharisees. The phrase is “plausibly taken as a derogatory play on 
the Pharisaic halakah, a form of legal interpretation that the 
followers of the Teacher regarded as too lenient.”72 In the 
polemics between Pharisees and Qumranians, views on specific 
issues are expressed, among which the permission (or even 
encouragement) to marry one’s sororal niece (Yev. 62b).73 But 
the Dead Sea Scrolls clearly state that it is forbidden: “And they 
also defiled the temple, for they did not keep apart in accordance 
with the law, but instead lay with her who sees the blood of her 
menstrual flow. And each man takes as a wife the daughter of his 
brother and the daughter of his sister.” (CD 5.7-11). The Temple 
Scroll (11QT 66.12-16) also lists forbidden marriages, stating 
marriage with one’s niece, even sororal niece, as 
consanguineous: “A man is not to take his brother's daughter or 
his sister's daughter because it is an abomination.” (11QT 
66:16). 

 
An Interpretation and Implication of  

1 Corinthians 4:6 

 

According to Acts 18:1-8, Paul founded the Corinthian 

church during his second missionary journey. As his custom was 

(Acts 13:14; 14:1; 17:1-2), Paul conducted his preaching 

activities in the synagogue where Jews as well as Gentiles 

(proselytes/God-fearers) who were familiar, at least to some 

extent, with the Old Testament were readily available to hear 

him. Being in a cosmopolitan and unfavourable area for right 
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Christian living, the church of Jewish as well as Gentile origins in 

Corinth was constantly facing challenges. Thus, reports had 

reached Paul while he was ministering in Ephesus (1 Cor 1:11; 

5:1; 7:1; 12:1). Paul devised ways to deal with these challenges 

through letters and a personal visit (1 Cor 5:9; 4:21; cf. 2 Cor 

2:1).  

It is not surprising that Paul needed to remind the 

Corinthians of the basics. Reminding the Corinthians of “what is 

written” was perfectly in order. But what is its referent? 

As Anthony C. Thieselton affirms, “the most widely held 

view is that what is written refers to the Old Testament as the 

church’s scripture.”74 As a matter of fact, Paul clearly refers to 

Scripture as γέγραπται and always uses it to introduce citations 

from Scripture (except 1 Cor 4:6). In the two letters to the 

Corinthians alone, he used it that way eleven times (1 Cor 1:19, 

31; 2:9; 3:19; 9:9; 10:7; 14:21; 15:45; 2 Cor 8:15; 9:9). The same 

use is found elsewhere in his epistles (Rom 1:17; 2:24; 3:4, 10; 

4:17; 8:36; 9:13, 33; 10:15; 11:8, 26; 12:19; 14:11; 15:3, 9, 21; 

Gal 3:10, 13; 4:22, 27). 

Nonetheless, taking into consideration his usual use of 
γέγραπται, “as a formula to introduce Old Testament texts, it is 

quite possible that his real aim was to remind the Corinthians of 

the specific Old Testament texts quoted earlier in his letter 

(1:19, 31; 2:9; 3:19, 20). Held together, those texts function as a 

summary of Scripture’s teaching on boasting and destruction of 

unity.”75 D. E. Garland specifies this more narrowly with the five 

OT quotations Paul previously mentioned in the epistle, and 

concludes that “it is best to regard the saying as referring to the 

five quotations from the OT, all introduced by γέγραπται, cited 

in the first three chapters.”  
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Corinthians references Text OT references 

1:19 “For the wisdom of their wise 
men shall perish, And the 
understanding of their prudent 
men shall be hidden” 

Isa 29:14 

1:31 “Let the one who boasts boast 
in the Lord” 

Jer 9:22-23 
(LXX) 

2:9 “What eye has not seen and 
ear has not heard and what 
has not entered the human 
mind, things God has prepared 
for those who love him.” 

Isa 64:4 (LXX) 

3:19 “He catches the wise in their 
own craftiness” 

Job 5:13 

3:20 “The Lord knows the thoughts 
of the wise, that they are 
futile.” 

Ps 93:11 (LXX [94:11 
MT] 

 

The first two (1:19; 1:31) and the last two (3:19; 3:20) 

clearly mention boasting and hint at its danger. Therefore, Paul 

calls upon the church to not boast. And he concludes by linking 

the four OT quotations for the application in the Corinthian 

context, “let no one boast in humans” (1 Cor 3:21).76 In its 

context, “Paul cited the phrase as part of his attempt to urge the 

Corinthians to avoid factionalism and foster reconciliation  

(v. 6c).”77 

 What we learn from the Greek context, cultic (as well as 

legal) regulations can be summarized as follows: (1) what is 

written is binding to all, (2) what is written cannot be abrogated, 

(3) the law’s authority in what is written will endure for all 

time.78 As a matter of fact, the idea that what is written is 

inviolable “is expressed also by the common practice of 

depositing copies of the law in the temple.”79  

 Known by Paul, and applied to the church, “what is 

written” has its expectation. Jesus Himself attests the fact that it 

is binding; it cannot be abrogated, and it will endure for all time 

(Matt 5:17-19). More specifically, parts of what is written were 
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kept in the holy of holies of the temple (Ex 25:16; Deut 31:26). In 

the Old Testament, an explicit order was given that the king who 

ascends on the throne must write for himself a copy of the law to 

serve him as a charter for his kingship, and which he was bound 

to obey (Deut 17:18-20; 2 Kings 11:12). According to Paul 

himself, the Jews were entrusted with the Scripture (Rom 3:1-2). 

There is no doubt that Paul also thinks of the church (i.e., Israel 

of God,” [Gal 6:16]), to be the custodian of “what is written.”  

 
“Do Not Go beyond What Is Written” and Adventist 

Hermeneutics 

 

Scripture as Final Authority 

In the specific context of 1 Corinthians 4:6, “the thing 

that is written, which Paul wants the Corinthians to observe in 

their conduct, is that no one should puff himself up ‘in favor of 

one person as against another person.’”80 But beyond reasonable 

doubt, the injunction applies to all issues the church is dealing 

with. Members are “to conduct themselves according to the rules 

laid down in the Word of God.”81 “What is written” explicitly 

points that “in all matters pertaining to religion the Scriptures 

are to be final authority.”82  

 E. G. White herself was in full agreement with the plain 

meaning and sufficiency of Scripture. The phrase “[not to] go 

beyond what is written” has a striking similarity with the one 

Ellen White used as she spoke about her experience at a camp-

meeting in Southern California. Ellen White wrote: “I dare not 

say more now, lest I go beyond what the Spirit of the Lord has 

permitted me.”83  

 

Exhibits for Hermeneutics: Prohibited vs. Not Prohibited 

A constitutional principle of English law states that 

“everything which is not forbidden is allowed.”84 To some extent, 
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Pharisaic innovations have been justified, using the similar 

English reasoning, to allow them to go beyond what is written. 

 Even biblical interpretation in the church has not been 

spared by the same reasoning: scriptural silence means 

permission, or that which is not explicitly prohibited is 

permitted.85 James White himself has used it, but it is clear that 

he used it in a particular situation about what to do with church 

property. He wrote in 1860: 

 

But if it be asked, where are your plain texts of 
scripture for holding church property legally? We reply. 
The Bible does not furnish any: neither does it say that 
we should have a weekly paper, a steam printing-press, 
that we should publish books, build places of worship, 
and send out tents? Jesus says, “Let your light so shine 
before men,” etc.; but he does not give all the particulars 
how this shall be done. The church is left to move 
forward in the great work, praying for divine guidance, 
acting upon the most efficient plans for its 
accomplishment. We believe it safe to be governed by the 
following RULE. 

All means which, according to sound judgment, 
will advance the cause of truth, and are not forbidden by 
plain scripture declarations, should be employed.86 

 

In such a so-called silence, James White indeed sought 

out “biblical principles” and applied them with “sanctified 

reasoning.”87 There may be no explicit prohibition. However, if 

there is clear statement from the Bible, that should serve as our 

guiding principle. The following table is illustrative:   
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It is not 

explicitly prohibited 
It is 

permitted 
Clear statement as guiding 

principle 

To observe Sunday as a 
day of worship 

Worship on 
Sunday 

Observe the Sabbath day to keep it 
holy (Exod 20:8-11) 

For two females 
to marry 

Lesbianism Man will leave his parents and 
cleave to his wife (Gen 2:24) 

To smoke Smoking Whoever destroys the temple of 
God will be destroyed (1 Cor 3:16-
17). 

To eat shrimp Eating shrimps Whatever has scales and fins, you 
can eat (Lev 11:9; Deut14:10). 

To have 
non-baptized children 
and/or 
non-baptized members 
participate in the 
emblems of the Lord’s 
supper 

All-inclusive 
participation 

John 13:1-16 (1) Only those who 
have 
Participated in 
foot washing can partake the 
emblems, (2) only those who have 
been baptized can participate in 
foot washing.88 

 

Proposal and Conclusion 

 

It is undeniable that going beyond what is written would 

irremediably lead to factions and divisions in the church. 

Adventist hermeneutics must stay within the boundaries of what 

is written. Therefore, to ascertain our hermeneutics do not go 

beyond what is written, the following proposal is in order: 

(1) We need to do a critical assessment of tradition. This is 

the spirit/principle of Paul’s injunction in 1 Corinthians 

4:6. As Kenneth Bailey puts it, “A proper understanding 

of Paul’s intent surely includes the affirmation that 

church tradition, reason and experience are all valuable. 

But none of them must ever be allowed to ‘go beyond 

Scripture.’ (4:6).   . . . Christian history is strewn with 
wreckage caused by violations of Paul’s directives in this 

matched pair of texts.”89  

(2) We need to strongly establish and affirm our high view 

of the inspired writings.90 
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Paul had enjoined Timothy to “rightly dividing the word 

of truth” (2 Tim 2:15) for him “to not go beyond what is written.” 

Moreover, as a church, we recognize our privilege to have the 

Spirit of prophecy (non-canonical inspired writing). Ellen White 

herself subscribed to a high view of Scripture: “I take the Bible 

just as it is, as the Inspired Word. I believe its utterances in an 

entire Bible.”91 Her warning is still relevant for Bible 

interpreters to not go beyond what is written: “Unaccustomed to 

accept God's word exactly as it reads, or to allow it to be its own 

interpreter, they read it in the light of their maxims and 

traditions. So long had they neglected to study and contemplate 

the Bible, that its pages were to them a mystery. They turned 

with aversion from the truth of God to the traditions of men.”92 

In another occasion, she makes it clear: “all who exalt their own 

opinions above divine revelation, all who would change the plain 

meaning of Scripture to suit their own convenience, or for the 

sake of conforming to the world, are taking upon themselves a 

fearful responsibility.”93 

(3) We need to respect and abide by the corporate decisions 

of church in session, which is put into writing, such as 

the decision of the Jerusalem council in AD 49 (Acts 

15:23-31), which when made known to all churches, 
became binding for all churches. Ellen White states that 

(1) some disciples contested the decision of the council 

and they were not willingly to accept it, (2)  even Peter 

did not fully comply with it as his conduct in Antioch  

demonstrates (Gal 2:11-14), but Paul upholds that the 

decision stands written, thus, binding, (3) going against 

the decision of the council threatened the church with 

division, (4) “Peter saw the error into which he had 

fallen, and immediately set about repairing the evil that 

had been wrought.” 94 
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Keown aptly concludes: 

So, entrenched deeply in our world, let us who 
name Jesus as Lord dig deep into Scripture, consider our 
context through the gospel, determine what God is 
saying in and through his Word and then apply and live it 
with holiness and grace. Paul’s injunction to the 
Corinthians who are compromising the gospel in all sorts 
of directions under the pressure of her culture, “do not 
go beyond what is written,” remains as important as it 
was then.95 
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