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Fenced In By God's Word
Introduction
Suppose I should tell my son,
"Here's five dollars,
go buy a loaf of bread."
He returns with the loaf of bread, a candy bar, a bag of popcorn and an ice cream cone. All paid for with the money I gave him. He could correctly argue that I didn't specifically tell him "don't get a candy bar, popcorn or ice cream." However, if I had specifically told him on several occasions before:
"Whenever I tell you to do something, don't add to what I tell you, nor take from it, nor substitute anything else for it," then he would know that he was always restricted to my instructions, no more, no less. I would not have to repeat the restriction with each order I gave.

God has done this in the Bible. We cannot change what we are specifically taught by statement, implication, or example, and can only choose from options contained in the specific instruction. God tells us in several places and in several ways that we cannot add to His word, or take from it, or modify anything He's told us to believe and do. God doesn't have to repeat the restrictions ever time he tells someone what to do, though He has stated the restrictions several times.

Deuteronomy 4:1-2 says:  “And now, O Israel, listen to the statutes and the judgments which I am teaching you to perform, in order that you may live and go in and take possession of the land which the Lord, the God of your fathers, is giving you. “You shall not add to the word which I am commanding you, nor take away from it, that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God which I command you.
Verse 8 identifies the statutes and judgments as the Law. They could not add to God's word nor take away from it.
In verse 6 He says: “So keep and do them, for that is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’
Israel's wisdom, reputation, and influence depended on keeping God's word without adding to or taking form it. Deuteronomy 5:32-33 puts it another way:

“So you shall observe to do just as the Lord your God has commanded you; you shall not turn aside to the right or to the left. “You shall walk in all the way which the Lord your God has commanded you, that you may live, and that it may be well with you, and that you may prolong your days in the land which you shall possess.
D. God laid out the path they were to take in the instructions He gave them; they were not to deviate from that path. The same point is made in Joshua 1:7
“Only be strong and very courageous; be careful to do according to all the law which Moses My servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, so that you may have success wherever you go.” 
E. It is later said

Proverbs 4:26-27: “Watch the path of your feet, And all your ways will be established. Do not turn to the right nor to the left; Turn your foot from evil.”
Deuteronomy 12:32 says it again: “Whatever I command you, you shall be careful to do; you shall not add to nor take away from it.”
1. Notice that it would be every single thing that God commanded them; they couldn’t add to or take from it.
Proverbs 30:56, “Every word of God is tested; He is a shield to those who take refuge in Him. Do not add to His words Lest He reprove you, and you be proved a liar.”

I. AN EXAMPLE

A. Balaam was a prophet. Though greedy, he knew what was right. He said, Numbers 22:18:
“Though Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold, I could not do anything, either small or great, contrary to the command of the lord my God.  kjv--“…I cannot go beyond the word of the lord my God, to do less or more.”
B. In Numbers 24:13, after failing to curse Israel, and feeling the wrath of Balak, Balaam says again:
“Though Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold, I could not do anything contrary to the command of the LORD, either good or bad, of my own accord (of mine own mind, kjv). What the lord speaks, that I will speak”
C. He couldn’t do good of his own mind, that is, originating from himself. What originated with him could not be “good.”

1. Many people suppose that what they think is just as good as what God thinks.

2. Balaam’s statement showed he could only speak what the Lord says. That reminds us of 1 Peter 4:11 “Whoever speaks, let him speak, as it were, the utterances of God;…”
D. The New Testament is just as definite as the Old in insisting that we not add to or change God’s word. Let’s begin with Revelation 22:18-19
“I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God shall add to him the plagues which are written in this book; and if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part from the tree of life and from the holy city, which are written in this book.”
1. This is the same warning against adding to or taking from God’s word that we find in so many other places. Some have said that this passage applies only to Revelation.

2. Yet, why should we not treat the rest of the New Testament with the same reverence as Revelation?  2 John 9 warns:
Whosoever transgresseth, and abideth not in the doctrine of Christ, hath not God. He that abideth in the doctrine of Christ, he hath both the Father and the Son.
3. Not abiding in the doctrine of Christ would be going beyond the teaching of Christ. God said the same thing about His word hundreds of years before!

a. 2 Timothy 3:16-17 says:  All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works. 
II. NEW TESTAMENT AUTHORITY

A. God’s Word, just that and nothing more, just the way He presented it to us, will tell us all we need to know and everything we need to do.
Matthew 7:21 says “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven.”

1. It isn’t enough just to acknowledge Jesus as Lord. One must do God’s will. The next two verses show that some claimed to do what they did “in the name of” Jesus, including many mighty works. Doing something in His name means to do it by His authority. Jesus denies that they did so. To the contrary, they were “workers of iniquity (lawlessness).” Their claim of doing many mighty works did not make it so; it was from their own mind, not the will of God. What was it that Balaam said? “I cannot go beyond the commandment of the Lord, to do either good or bad of mine own mind.”
2. Galatians 3:15 tells us: “Brethren, I speak in terms of human relations: even though it is only a man’s covenant, yet when it has been ratified, no one sets it aside or adds conditions to it.”
a. We understand this as the nature of covenants even in our human relationships.

b. So, whether it was the covenant made with Abraham, the Old Covenant, or the New, once confirmed no one could change it. There can be no other substituted for it, no striking out any provision, and no additions made at any point.

c. This is why God said in Psalm 89:34: “My covenant I will not violate, Nor will I alter the utterance of My lips.” 

d. Once God’s covenant is made, He neither breaks nor alters it as long as that covenant is in effect. No human has the right to do it either. We understand that God built into the Old Covenant a time limit; it was intentionally temporary, and we are told when it was to end, which it did. Yet, the full time it was in effect, no one could add to it, take from it, substitute for it, do less or more than what it said.

B. In Galatians 1:6-9, Paul warns about another gospel. No angel or man or apostle could preach any other gospel than what was preached, without being cut off from God. That means no one can substitute anything else, add to it, or take form it. In Galatia, the gospel had been “perverted,” which made it a “different” gospel.

1. It doesn’t take but a drop of poison in a glass of pure water to make it a deadly drink. The same amount of water may still be present in the glass, but the drop of poison makes the liquid something entirely “different.”
2. By taking God’s Word and making some slight change (by addition, subtraction, substitution, or the like) people make something that God did not say. That results in error, departure from the truth.

3. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 4:6: “Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, that in us you might learn not to exceed what is written,…”

C. We cannot go beyond what is written, on any subject. That statement is not new to the Word of God. In Matthew 16:19, Jesus said:
“I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

1. This refers to the teaching the Apostles would do, as Jesus said in John 15:20: “…if they kept My word, they will keep yours also.”
a. For more information on binding and loosing, look at John 7:23: “If a man receives circumcision on the Sabbath that the Law of Moses may not be broken,…”
b. The word “broken” here is the same word “loose” in Matthew 16:19 (above).

c. This simply says that the specific teaching about circumcision had to be obeyed because God said so. They were not “loosed” from that instruction.

d. In John 10:35, Jesus said to His enemies: “If he called them gods, to whom the word of God came (and the Scripture cannot be broken),”  Again, the same word “loosed” is used here.

1} The scripture cannot be loosed from its authority. They had no right to believe or do any more than what God said. (See, also, Matthew 5:18-19).

D. When the Apostles set out to present God’s revelation, they were binding and loosing. The literal meaning of the future perfect tense in Matthew 16:19 is:
“…whatever you shall bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you shall loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.” 
1. The New American Standard Bible in one of its editions so translated the verse, but changed it in later editions and then changed it back again in the edition I have on my computer! 

2. God, through the Apostles, bound His instructions on man, and unbound (loosed) other things. God tells us which is which, and we have no right to bind or loose where He hasn’t.

3. In other instruction, we can see this process of law first originating in Heaven.

4. God promised the Holy Spirit to the apostles to teach them all things, guide them into all the truth, and show them things to come, John 14:26; 16:13.

5. This what they preached, 1 Corinthians 2:6-13; 2 Peter 1:20-21.

E. In Acts 2:39, by revelation, Peter included the Gentiles in those acceptable to God through the gospel.

1. However, it was several years before he completely understood what he had said on Pentecost.

2. The vision in Acts 10 taught him that what God had made clean was not unclean. So, he could say to Cornelius that “I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality, but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right, is welcome to Him.” v.34-35.
3. God’s will was “bound” and “loosed” in Heaven first, then on earth.

4. At times, inspired men didn’t fully understand what they themselves said or wrote as prophecy, 1 Peter 1:10-12, Daniel 12:8-9.

INCLUSION OR EXCLUSION

A. Some people insist, very strongly, that specific statements do not exclude anything, they only include; they include only what is specifically stated. So, we are told, we cannot say that instrumental music is excluded by the command to “sing.” They tell us that the command to sing means it only includes singing; it does not exclude playing an instrument. If someone wants to play an instrument, he must find the authority for it in some other passage. All of that sounds scholarly, but is only playing with words. It confuses people; it is not true. It may be true in the general realm of language, given the proper circumstances. However, we are dealing with the Bible. The Bible says time and again that we cannot add anything to what God said, nor turn to the right hand or the left. We have already seen the evidence. This evidence shows that whenever God specifies something, He excludes everything else related to that category.

B. We are restricted to what God says, however you want to say it. The same fence that keeps things in, also keeps other things out. Galatians 1:6-9 puts things in the right perspective. Anyone, man or angel or apostle, is cursed of God if he preaches any gospel other than what Paul preached. Likewise, anyone who receives any gospel other than what was preached is cursed. Those scriptures specifically forbid, specifically exclude, any gospel other than what the apostles preached! This is true of all that God has said.
C. Others insist that, if the scriptures do not say “not to,” we are free to do what we want. Or, whatever the scriptures do not specifically exclude, we are free to do. Let’s see what the scriptures say about this. Deut.29:29 “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law.”

D. Mankind has always tried to dabble in things the Lord has not seen fit to reveal to him. Man assumes that his thoughts are just as good as God’s. Isaiah 55:8-9 says that God’s thoughts and ways are not ours; His thoughts and ways are higher than ours. What God has revealed is just what He wanted man to know and do; “do all the words of this law.”
E. What God did not say is not man’s business; man must do just what God has revealed. Man can’t change it in any way. Leviticus 10:1 (also, Numbers 3:4)

“Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, took their respective firepans, and after putting fire in them, placed incense on it and offered strange fire before the LORD, which He had not commanded them.”
1. It was not that God had specifically forbidden them the fire they used, but rather He had specified what fire they must use. They used fire from some other source.

2. Leviticus 16:12 specifies that God wanted them to use fire for the incense from the altar of burnt offering. (See, also, Numbers 16:46).

3. God didn’t have to go down a list of other sources of fire, specifically forbidding each source, for them to know what fire to use. Just telling them what fire to use was enough, coupled with the instructions of don’t add to what God says, don’t take form it, don’t turn to the right hand nor to the left, etc.

4. By telling them what fire to use, God restricted them to that fire; or, expressed differently, it excluded all sources of fire other than that one.

F. The Law also specifically identified what incense they were to use. Exodus 30:34-38 gives the formula for making it. Verse 9 says:
“You shall not offer any strange incense on this altar, or burnt offering…”

1. Here it is stated that they were not to use “strange” incense. Any incense other than what God specified would have been “strange” incense.

2. God didn’t have to say “no strange incense” for them to know that they had to stay with what He specifically formulated, but He did.

3. What He said is like, “don’t preach any other gospel,” or ”don’t go beyond the doctrine of Christ,” or “don’t go beyond what is written.”
4. Any incense, other than that specified, was “excluded.” God didn’t even go down a list of possible incense formulas to exclude; “no strange incense” covered it all, just like “any other gospel” covers them all.

5. Any change whatever in the formula would have rendered it “strange” incense.

6. You see, they couldn’t add to it or take form it, or use anything else.

7. If God had only given the formula for the incense He commanded them to use, and had not forbidden any other incense, would they then have been at liberty to offer any other incense? Of course not! They couldn’t have done so because of the other instructions forbidding their changing God’s instructions, adding to it, or taking from it.

G. In defending instrumental music in worship today, some have stated they would allow beef sandwiches and buttermilk on the Lord’s table, in place of the bread and fruit of the vine, simply because such is not specifically forbidden. That’s said in order to contend that instrumental music, not being specifically forbidden, must be acceptable to God. However, the fallacy of that argument is easily seen just in what we have looked at so far.

Mark 7:1-13 records a controversy with the Pharisees over the disciples not washing their hands before eating. The practice of the washing of hands before eating was a religious obligation the Pharisees “established” by “tradition of the elders.” There was nothing at all said in the Law about such a practice, either positively or negatively; God did not forbid it, nor did He say anything close to it as a subject in the Law. The violation of the Pharisees was that they had added something to their religious practice “which the Lord commanded not.” Jesus rebuked them sharply, quoting Isaiah: “But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.”

He also told them “you make void the word of God by your traditions.” This condition exists whenever man thinks up something the Lord has not authorized, and then makes it a matter of religious observance. There was nothing wrong with washing one’s hands before eating, of itself; most people do. The wrong came in making handwashing a religious ritual not authorized by God. Such are the “precepts of men,” meaning originating with man.
In Romans 14:5-6, Paul talks about things that are all right of themselves, such as vegetarianism verses eating meat. He says: “One man esteemeth one day above another; another esteemeth every day alike. Let each man be fully assured in his own mind.”
It’s perfectly all right for someone to count some day more important than another, whether it’s a birthday or the fourth of July. It is equally all right for someone else to make every day without distinction. Christians do have a day of special observance, the first day of the week. God gave us that day, so it’s a matter of revelation. However, it would be an addition to the Word of God to make special religious days that God had not commanded, such as Easter or Christmas. Galatians 4:10-11 warns: “You observe days and months and seasons and years. I fear for you, that perhaps I have labored over you in vain.”
Just what days, months, seasons, or years he was referring to is not known, but were undoubtedly religious observances. For the Jew, the authority of the Law was taken away, and feast days, new moons, and sabbath days went with it, Colossians 2:14-16. To celebrate any day but the first day of the week, as a day of special religious observance, is without authority of God. It would be an addition to God’s word.

Numbers 20:1-12 records a well known story. Israel needed water desperately at one point. God provided it for them in a particular way. In verse 8, God tells Moses to take the rod, call the assembly together, and speak to a certain rock. The rock would bring forth water. Moses didn’t follow God’s instructions. He got part of it right, but only part. He took his rod, called Aaron and the congregation together, went to the correct rock, and then departed from God’s instructions. He hit the rock twice with the rod, and spoke to the people, taking some credit on himself for giving them water. This was all contrary to what God had told him. So, God said in verse 12: “Because you have not believed Me, to treat Me as holy in the sight of the sons of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this assembly into the land which I have given them.”
Moses had not become an atheist; he just had not followed God’s instruction. God didn’t say not to strike the rock, nor speak to the people, taking some credit for himself. God didn’t have to do that. Any specific instruction restricted him to what God said.

Another famous story is in 2 Kings 5:1-14. Naaman, the powerful general of the Syrian armies, came to Elisha to be cured of his leprosy. Elisha told him, by a servant, to go dip seven times in the river Jordan. That offended Naaman. In his own mind, the whole thing was wrong. He said: “I thought…” Well, Naaman thought Elisha should have handled it differently, and that the rivers of his own country were better than Jordan. He was finally convinced by his servants to do as he was told. Verse 14 says: “So he went down and dipped himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the word of the man of God; and his flesh was restored like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean.”  He had to do “according to the saying of the man of God.” He could not substitute another river, nor make any other change. It included only the Jordan river, but excluded all others at the same time.
Jesus uses another Old Testament story to correct the Jews. Matthew 12:4, referring to David, says: “he entered the house of God, and they ate the consecrated bread, which was not lawful for him to eat, nor for those with him, but for the priests alone?”  When we read Leviticus 24:9, all that the Law says about who would eat the showbread is: “And it shall be for Aaron and his sons, and they shall eat it in a holy place; for it is most holy to him from the LORD’S offerings by fire, his portion forever.”
This statement of the Law excluded all others from eating the showbread. Some have supposed that what David did is authority to do whatever is not specifically forbidden, though Jesus says it was unlawful for him to do it. The setting for the argument of Jesus had to do with criticism because of his disciple’s plucking grain to eat while walking through the fields; they did so out of hunger.
The Jews, to whom Jesus was speaking, did not condemn David for eating the showbread because he was hungry. The Talmud, Menahoth 96a, says this: “For David had been overcome by faintness by reason of his hunger, and in order to save life all laws may be superseded.” Another position the Jews took on the showbread is given at the same place in the Talmud. It’s the position that, at the moment the showbread was removed from the table of showbread, it was common and could be eaten by anyone. Jesus denies this by saying it was “unlawful” for David to eat it; it was for priests only.

What Jesus is doing in this instance is to take the inconsistency of the Pharisaical position of condemning His disciples but not David. Jesus said that His disciples were guiltless in the matter, while David did something “unlawful.” However, directly to our point, Jesus shows by the positive statement in Leviticus 24:9, all but the priests were excluded form eating the showbread. When Jesus said it was only for the priests, that included only the priests, excluding all others!

Hebrews 7:14 shows the complete absence of authority for priests form the tribe of Judah. It says: “For it is evident that our Lord was descended from Judah, a tribe with reference to which Moses spoke nothing concerning priests.”  What the Law did specify was that Levites would function as priests. See Numbers 3:5-13, 41-45, 18:1-7, 21-32. All others were excluded. Now look at Hebrews 8:5: ”who serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things, just as Moses was warned by God when he was about to erect the tabernacle; for, “See,” He says, “that you make all things according to the pattern which was shown you on the mountain.”
God told Moses just how things were to be made. He didn’t have to tell him all the ways not to do it. Everything had to be done just as the pattern showed. Moses couldn’t add anything, nor take from it, couldn’t substitute something else, do less or more, turn to the right or the left. If such restrictions had appeared in no other passage, they are given in “make all things according to the pattern.”
Credit goes to Maurice Barnett for the above is found in a booklet Understanding Bible Authority authored by him.

I have made some slight changes and used the nasb instead of the kjv in most passages quoted. –Larry A. Bunch 
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