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I. Introduction

A. The Bible, Christian Faith, and History
1. The Bible did not drop out of the sky, but was written by many authors over a period

covering nearly 1,600 years in three different languages in a multitude of different
historical and cultural settings. It was produced, copied, translated, and distributed by
ordinary people who regarded its message and the texts that contained that message as
sacred. Nevertheless, they were products of their times and cultures, and reflected
those times and cultures in the ways they approached their tasks.

2. Further, the message of the Bible involves the actions of God intervening in human
history, involving himself in the redemption of the world through a people and their
history, leading up to God’s personal appearance in history in Jesus of Nazareth.

3. Christian faith and history are therefore inextricably linked together.
4. Consequently, it is impossible to separate either the message of the Bible, or its

history of composition and transmission, from the realities of historical development
and the subsequent necessity (and value) of historical research.

5. Christians have often argued that God has supernaturally preserved the Bible from all
forms of error in every instance of its existence throughout the millennia of its
existence. But this argument makes the mistake of mixing categories, assumes what
must be proved, and argues for the purity of an imaginary ideal against the clear
evidence to the contrary.
a. Christian teaching rightly holds to the inspiration of the Scriptures and thus to the

truthfulness of Scripture (see further below).
b. Christian teaching also rightly holds that God has supernaturally preserved the

message of the Bible from errors of fact, when we have rightly discerned the
teaching of the Bible.

c. But a growing mountain of evidence demonstrates beyond argument that at
different times in its history, the forms in which the Bible has existed have
differed from what was written by the original authors. Some of those differences
are fairly minor, some are more significant, and some are still matters of dispute
among scholars.1

d. To argue, therefore, for instance, that God would not allow any errors into the
holy Scriptures and therefore the King James Version is an inerrant translation of
the original manuscripts of the Bible is demonstrably fallacious. One simply needs
to compare the Greek text that underlies the KJV with other more reliable Greek
manuscripts to find differences that point to places where the KJV does not
accurately reflect the original text of the New Testament.

B. Inspiration of the Scriptures
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1. When we speak of the Bible as being “inspired,” we are not referring to its literary
quality, or to its ability to effect great emotional responses in us. Instead we mean that
the words of the Bible are “God-breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16). 

2. Inspiration refers to God’s activity in producing the Scriptures: “By inspiration of the
Scripture we mean that supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit upon the Scripture
writers which rendered their writings an accurate record of the revelation or which
resulted in what they wrote actually being the Word of God.” 2

3. Though the Bible is the Word of God, it comes to us in the words of men (2 Peter
1:20-21).
a. God inspired the authors of Scripture: he so filled their thoughts that what they

wrote precisely conveyed what he wanted to communicate.
b. Nevertheless, each author of Scripture wrote in his own distinct style, using his

own unique vocabulary and forms of expression, using a particular literary genre
and the various characteristics typical of that genre, in conformity with his own
culture and time in history.

c. This understanding of inspiration is known as “concursive inspiration,”
emphasizing that God’s action in inspiring the authors did not override their own
personality. Instead, God used the authors of Scripture, including their
uniqueness, to produce his message.3

4. The result of God’s action is that we have an inspired text, which has divine authority
and power, and perfectly represents what God intends to communicate to us and
perfectly reveals him to us.4

5. Because the Scriptures are God-breathed, the word of a God who cannot lie, they are
truthful in all they teach.
a. The context of 2 Timothy 3:16-16 which presents the Scriptures as inspired

specifically contrasts them with false teaching and false teachers who are liars and
deceivers, indicating that the Scriptures are trustworthy in all they teach.

b. The doctrine of inerrancy thus holds that the inspired Scriptures are absolutely
truthful in all that they teach.5

6. Inspiration extends to all of Scripture: we therefore speak of “plenary” inspiration (all
of Scripture is equally God-breathed) and of “verbal” inspiration (inspiration extends
to the very words chosen, so that they exactly represent what God intended to
communicate).

7. Inspiration properly applies to the original text as it was written by the author of
Scripture.
a. Thus, to the extent that a translation rightly conveys the sense of the original text,

to that extent it communicates the word of God and is rightly regarded as inspired
and inerrant.

b. If copies of the original text contain transmission errors, those mistakes are not the
word of God and are not inspired.
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1. We will look at this issue more carefully later in the class.

2. M. J. Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985), 199.

3. This is in contrast to the theory of mechanical dictation in which the authors of Scripture were
believed to be passive instruments who simply recorded what God spoke to them via visions, dreams, or
auditions.

4. In addition to 2 Timothy 3:13-16 and 2 Peter 1:19-21, see John 5:39.

5. Not, “all that they contain,” since the Bible includes records of lies told or deceptions attempted. 

Endnotes
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