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Introduction to Systematic Theology
What is Theology?
The word, “theology” comes from the Greek word for God, theos and the Greek
word, logos, meaning word.3 Theology is the study of the doctrines, or teachings,
found in God’s Word, or the study of what God’s Word teaches.
What is Systematic Theology?
Systematic theology is the effort to take the totality of what the Bible teaches and
combine it into a systematic, correlated whole. Whenever one attempts to
correlate the teaching of the Bible on any topic into a systematic whole, he is
“doing theology.”
Some Descriptions of Systematic Theology
Following is how some define and/or describe what systematic theology is:
● “Systematic Theology has been defined as the orderly arrangement of
Christian doctrine” (Chafer, 1:6).
● Systematic theology is “the doctrine(s) of the Bible set forth according to a
plan or order” (McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:3). It is “the
correlation of the various teachings or doctrines found in the Bible”
(McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1: 5).
● “The aim of theology is the ascertainment of the facts representing God
and the relations between God and the universe, and the exhibition of
these facts in their rational unity, as connected parts of a formulated and
organic system of truth” (A. H. Strong, quoted in McCune, A Systematic
Theology, 1:5).
● “Systematic Theology aims to exhibit the logical order and connection of
the truths of revelation” (William G. T. Shedd, quoted in McCune, A
Systematic Theology, 1:6).

3

According to Bruce Demarest (in Elwell, p. 1064), logos can also mean “reason or
speech,” thus making theology “rational discussion about God.”
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● “The task of systematic theology is to set forth in orderly and coherent
manner the truth respecting God and His relations to men and the world”
(John Murray, quoted in McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:6).
● “Theology, therefore, is the exhibition of the facts of Scripture in their
proper order and relation, with the principles or general truths involved in
the facts themselves, and which pervade and harmonize the whole”
(Hodge, 1:19).
● “Systematic theology correlates the data of biblical revelation as a whole in
order to exhibit systematically the total picture of God’s self-revelation”
(Ryrie, p. 14).
● “Systematic theology is any study that answers the question, ‘What does
the whole Bible teach us today?’ about any given topic” (Grudem, p. 21).
“The adjective systematic in systematic theology should be understood to
mean something like ‘carefully organized by topics,’ with the
understanding that the topics studied will be seen to fit together in a
consistent way, and will include all the major doctrinal topics of the Bible.
Thus ‘systematic’ should be thought of as the opposite of ‘randomly
arranged’ or ‘disorganized.’ In systematic theology topics are treated in an
orderly or ‘systematic’ way” (Grudem, p. 24).
● “Theology is systematic. That is, it draws upon the whole of the Bible.
Rather than utilizing individual texts in isolation from one another, it
attempts to relate the various portions to one another, to coalesce the
varied teachings into some type of harmonious or coherent whole”
(Erickson, p. 21).
Some Displays of Systematic Theology
In Scripture, we find several instances of individuals “doing theology,”
particularly from the Old Testament and in relation to Christology, the doctrine
of Christ:
Luke 24:27
And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets [i.e., the Old Testament], He
[Jesus] interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself.
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Acts 17:2-3
And Paul went in, as was his custom, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with
them from the Scriptures [i.e., the Old Testament], explaining and proving that it
was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead, and saying, “This
Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, is the Christ.”
Acts 18:28
For he [Apolls] powerfully refuted the Jews in public, showing by the Scriptures
[i.e., the Old Testament] that the Christ was Jesus.
Acts 28:23
When they had appointed a day for him [Paul], they came to him at his lodging in
greater numbers. From morning till evening he expounded to them, testifying to
the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus both from the Law
of Moses and from the Prophets [i.e., the Old Testament].
The Divisions of Systematic Theology
Systematic theology has traditionally been divided into ten major doctrines:
● Bibliology (the doctrine of the Bible)
● Theology Proper (the doctrine of God; from the Greek word for God, theos; the
word, “proper” is added to distinguish it from theology in general)
● Christology (the doctrine of Christ)
● Pneumatology (the doctrine of the Holy Spirit; from the Greek word for spirit,
pneuma)
● Angelology (the doctrine of angels)
● Anthropology (the doctrine of man; from the Greek word for man, anthropos)
● Hamartiology (the doctrine of sin; from the Greek word for sin, hamartia)
● Soteriology (the doctrine of salvation; from the Greek word for salvation, soteria)
● Ecclesiology (the doctrine of the church; from the Greek word for church,
ekklesia)
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● Eschatology (the doctrine of last things; from the Greek word for last, eschatos)
The Design of Systematic Theology
When we apply the teachings of the Bible, or systematic theology, to life, we are doing
“practical theology.” Practical theology reminds us that we are to live what we learn; that
doctrine must lead to duty; that belief must give birth to behavior; that a confession of
faith must create faithful conduct; that the outcome of orthodoxy is to be orthopraxy
(right practice). “Nowhere in Scripture do we find doctrine studied for its own sake or in
isolation from life” (Grudem, p. 23). See 1 Timothy 6:3’s “the teaching that accords with
godliness” and Titus 1:1’s “knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness.” In
like manner, Titus 2:10 speaks of “adorn[ing] the doctrine of God our Savior” by correct
conduct. Consider also the pattern of the apostle Paul in many of his epistles (such as
Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and Colossians), laying a doctrinal foundation, then
turning his attention to more practical concerns.
To give one example, a proper understanding of the doctrine of theology proper (the
doctrine of God) has great practical value. Accordingly, A. W. Tozer once said: “Were
we able to extract from any man a complete answer to the question, ‘What comes into
your mind when you think about God?’ we might predict with certainty the spiritual
future of that man.” In like manner, Christian counselor, Jim Binney has testified: “In
over thirty years of counseling, I have yet to find a single problem (spiritual, emotional,
or behavioral) which does not have a root of origin, in part or in whole, in an unbiblical
image of God.”
The following comic strip, from the pen of Charles Schultz, reminds us of the practical
value of sound theology:
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Bibliology: The Doctrine of the Bible
In the previous lesson in this series (Introduction to Systematic Theology), it was
suggested that theology is the study of the doctrines, or teachings, found in God’s
Word, or the study of what God’s Word teaches. Since the only source of theology
is God’s Word, the Bible, it is natural to start a study of systematic theology with a
study of what the Bible teaches concerning Itself, or Bibliology.
The division of theology called Bibliology is literally a word about a book (the
Greek word, biblion, meaning book + the Greek word, logos, meaning word).
The book is the book, the book of all books, God’s book, the Bible. Because the
Bible is God’s book, the only book He has authored4, it is sometimes referred to
as “holy” (as in “holy Bible”), meaning special, sacred, or set apart. It is also
referred to as “holy Scripture(s),” as in Romans 1:2 (cf. 2 Timothy 3:15’s “sacred
writings”).

Part 1: The Source of the Bible
Where does the Bible come from? Who or what is Its ultimate source? As has
already been stated, It comes from God. The Bible is one way by which God has
revealed. God has revealed both generally and specifically, with the Bible being
one of the specific ways, and the only specific way still available today.

Revelation
The English word, revelation comes from the Latin word, revelatio, meaning
“uncovering” or “laying bare” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority,
and Relevance, p. 25).
The main Hebrew verb in this regard, used 22 times in the Old Testament, is
galah, meaning “to uncover.” A related verb is yada, meaning “to make known.”
Both verbs are used in Psalm 98:2, which states: “The LORD has made known
[yada] His salvation; He has revealed [galah] His righteousness in the sight of
the nations.”

4

The author learned a song as a child, the words to which began: “I have a precious
Book, It’s the Word of God. It’s the only book that God has given …” Because the Bible
has God as Its ultimate Author, It is rightly referred to as “God’s Word,” the “Word of
God,” “the Word of the Lord,” etc.
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The main Greek verb in this regard is apokalupto, meaning “to reveal, disclose,
unveil.” A related verb is phaneroo, meaning “to reveal, make known, make
manifest.” Another related verb is gnorizo, meaning “to make known, reveal.”
In revelation, God makes known to man (Romans 1:19) information about
Himself and His will that man otherwise would not know. In this regard,
Norman Geisler and William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 40)
remind that revelation is a disclosure, not a discovery. It is a top-down, not
bottom-up thing.
Definitions of Revelation
● Revelation is “the divine act whereby God deliberately discloses an
unknown and unknowable (unknowable, that is, to the unaided mind of
human beings) portion of his knowledge of himself and/or of his purposes
for his creation” (Reymond, p. 4).
● Revelation is “that act of God whereby he discloses himself or
communicates truth to the mind, whereby he makes manifest to his
creatures that which could not be known in any other way” (Thiessen, p.
7).
● Revelation is “the divine act by which God communicates truth about
himself to mankind” (David Hershberger).
● Revelation is “the disclosure or communication of facts and ideas from
God” (Mark Snoeberger).
● Revelation is “the unveiling of divine truths that were previously hidden”
(Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 26).
● Revelation is “the divine act of communicating to man what otherwise
man would not know” (Chafer, 1:48).
Declarations in Scripture Regarding Revelation
A key Old Testament text on revelation is Deuteronomy 29:29, which states: “The
secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed
[galah] belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of
this law.”
Key New Testament texts include the following:
Romans 16:25-26
Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the
preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation [apokalupsis, the noun
8
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form of apokalupto] of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages but has now
been disclosed [phaneroo] and through the prophetic writings has been made
known [gnorizo] to all nations, according to the command of the eternal God, to
bring about the obedience of faith.
Galatians 1:11-12
For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel that was preached by me is
not man's gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it, but I
received it through a revelation [apokalupsis] of Jesus Christ.
Ephesians 3:3-5
How the mystery was made known [gnorizo] to me by revelation [apokalupsis] ,
as I have written briefly. When you read this, you can perceive my insight into the
mystery of Christ, which was not made known [gnorizo] to the sons of men in
other generations as it has now been revealed [apokalupto] to his holy apostles
and prophets by the Spirit.
Colossians 1:26-27
The mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed [phaneroo] to his
saints. To them God chose to make known [gnorizo] how great among the
Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the
hope of glory.
The fact that God, being the only ultimate reality, reveals what is ultimately real, flies in the face
of the false philosophy of agnosticism (the alpha privative, a + the Greek word for knowledge,
gnosis), which claims that ultimate reality cannot be known.5

General Revelation
General revelation (also known as “natural” or “universal” revelation) is so
named because of its recipients (all mankind in general) and its content (general
information about God and His will).
Definitions of General Revelation
● General revelation is “revelation that is addressed to and therefore
available to all people at all times” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power,
Authority, and Relevance, p. 35).

5

Agnosticism is self-defeating, as the claim that ultimate reality cannot be known is itself
a claim to know something about ultimate reality. In other words, how can they know
what they say cannot be known? A similar foundational flaw is found in the “belief”
called relativism, which amounts to an absolute truth claim that there is no such thing as
absolute truth.
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● General revelation is “God’s communication of himself to all persons at all
times and in all places” (Erickson, p. 153).
● General revelation is “God revealing truth concerning Himself which we
can perceive through natural processes” (David Hershberger).
● “General revelation is God’s witness of Himself to all men, mediated
through the created order” (McCune, 1:40).
● General revelation is “that divine disclosure to all persons at all times and
places by which one comes to know that God is, and what he is like”
(Elwell, p. 944).
● “General revelation refers to the disclosure of God in nature, in
providential history, and in the moral law within the heart, whereby all
persons at all times and places gain a rudimentary understanding of the
Creator and his moral demands” (Lewis & Demarest, 1:61).
● “General revelation is God’s communicating of himself to all persons at all
times and in all places. It refers to God’s self-manifestation through
nature, history, and the inner being (consciousness) of the human person”
(House, p. 21).
As the definitions of Lewis & Demarest and House specify, there are three main
forms that general revelation takes: nature, history, and the human conscience.
Displays of General Revelation: Through Nature/Creation
Each Testament contains a key text on God’s general revelation through nature.
The key Old Testament text is Psalm 19:1-6 (cf. Psalm 97:6 and Isaiah 6:3). The
key New Testament text is Romans 1:18-23.
According to these texts, general revelation through nature reveals that God
exists (assumed6), that He is glorious (Psalm 19:1), that He is the Creator (Psalm
19:1), that He is powerful (Romans 1:20), and that He is divine (Romans 1:20).
This revelation is continuous (Psalm 19:2) and universal (Psalm 19:4-6).
According to the Romans 1 passage, the message of general revelation through
nature is received by all men (“known,” “plain,” and “shown” in verse 19; “clearly
perceived” in verse 20; “knew” in verse 21), but rejected by all men (“suppress the
truth,” verse 18). The reason why unbelievers reject this revelation is not because
6

The existence of God is assumed throughout Scripture. It is declared, not defended;
proclaimed, not proved. The central affirmation of the Bible is not that God exists, but
that God has spoken.
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it is unsound (it is not), but because they are unsound (“who by their
unrighteousness suppress the truth,” verse 19). Unbelievers willfully reject what
they know to be true. Therefore, the problem is not mental deficiency, but moral
deficiency. “The purpose of general revelation to cause people to seek God is thus
thwarted by sin. The problem is not fundamentally one of the intellect, but of the
will” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 41). “It is
wickedness that makes men atheists, not superior intelligence or rational
progress” (Robert Sheehan, The Word of Truth, p. 34). The unbeliever really
does “know better.”7 Thus, God is perfectly just in pouring out His wrath upon
unbelievers (verse 18 and verse 20’s conclusion: “so they are without excuse”).
Displays of General Revelation: Through History/Providence
Another form that general revelation takes is history/God’s providence. History
is His story; it is the providential outworking within time of God’s plan before
time. A key text in this regard is Acts 14:16-17: “In past generations He allowed
all the nations to walk in their own ways. Yet He did not leave Himself without
witness, for He did good by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons,
satisfying your hearts with food and gladness.” God gives rain to sustain
mankind’s existence (cf. Matthew 5:45), thereby revealing His existence
(assumed) and part of His essence (His goodness).
Displays of General Revelation: Through the Human Conscience
Yet another form that general revelation takes is the human conscience. The key
texts in this regard are Romans 1:32 and 2:14-15. General revelation through the
human conscience reveals that God exists (assumed), that He sets the standard
(perfection), and that all men know what this standard is (“they know God’s
righteous decree,” Romans 1:32). Because of universal sinfulness, however, all
men willfully reject this standard (Romans 1:32), rendering God perfectly just in
condemning every unbeliever (notice the context of Romans 1:32 and 2:14-15).
There is a deficiency with general revelation, not so much in regards to the revelation itself, but
in regards to its recipients. The message of general revelation (ultimately, because of its
implications) is universally rejected because of universal sinfulness (Romans 1:18).
Furthermore, it does not communicate the content of the gospel (there is no “gospel in the
stars”). General revelation is enough to justly condemn a man (“they are without excuse,”
Romans 1:20), but not enough to convert him. As the Westminster Confession of Faith states:
“Although the light of nature, and the works of creation and providence, do so far manifest the
goodness, wisdom, and power of God, as to leave men inexcusable; yet are they not sufficient to
give that knowledge of God, and of His will, which is necessary to salvation.” Because every
unbeliever rejects the message revealed by general revelation, he desperately needs the special
revelation of the gospel message revealed in Scripture. Paul makes this point in Romans
10:13-17.
7

Philosophically speaking, there is no such thing as a true atheist, one who does not
believe that God exists, though there are many practical atheists, those who behave as if
God does not exist (Psalm 14:1//53:1).
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Special Revelation
Special revelation (also known as “supernatural” or “particular” revelation) is so
named because of its recipients (particular individuals or groups) and its content
(specific information about God and His will).
Definitions of Special Revelation
● Special revelation is “revelation that God has given at special times to
certain people” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and
Relevance, p. 35).
● Special revelation is “God’s particular communications and manifestations
of himself to particular persons at particular times” (Erickson, pp.
153-154).
● “By special revelation we mean God’s manifestation of himself to
particular persons at definite times and places, enabling those persons to
enter into a redemptive relationship with him” (Erickson, p. 175).
● “By special revelation we mean those acts of God whereby he makes
himself and his truth known at special times and to specific peoples”
(Thiessen, p. 10).
● Special revelation is “the act of God in communicating to mankind
theological truth through supernatural processes” (David Hershberger).
● Special revelation is “the knowledge of God in concrete form given to a
special person or a particular community. It is a special message to a
special people” (McCune, 1:43).
Displays of Special Revelation
Throughout biblical history, special revelation was given in a number of ways:
● By way of the Urim and Thummin8 (Exodus 28:30, Numbers 27:21,
Deuteronomy 33:8, 1 Samuel 28:6, and Ezra 2:63)
8

“The terms ‘Urim and Thummim’ literally mean ‘lights’ and ‘perfections,’ but neither
the significance of these names, nor the manner in which guidance was given, is now
understood. Guesses abound but facts are short” (Robert Sheehan, The Word of Truth, p.
43). Ryrie (p. 63) offers a guess: “The breastplate which the high priest wore in the Old
Testament was a square piece of beautiful material which was folded in half and open at
the top like a pouch. It was adorned with twelve precious stones on which were engraved
the names of the twelve tribes of Israel. The Urim and Thummim possibly were two
precious stones placed inside the pouch which were used, like the lot, to determine God’s
will.”
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● By way of the lot (Acts 1:23-26)
● By way of dreams (Genesis 20:3) and visions (Genesis 15:1)
● By way of audible speech (1 Samuel 3:10-14, Matthew 3:17, 17:5, and Acts
9:4-6)
● By way of angels (including the angel of the LORD in the Old Testament;
Matthew 28:5-7 and Luke 2:10-12)
● By way of Old Testament prophets (Deuteronomy 18:18; compare
Jeremiah 1:5 with Jeremiah 1:9; Hebrews 1:1; 2 Peter 3:2)
● By way of New Testament prophets (Ephesians 3:5)
● By way of New Testament apostles (John 14:25-26, 16:12-15, Ephesians
3:5, and 2 Peter 3:2)
● By way of the incarnation of Christ, the “living Word” (John 1:1, 14, 1 John
1:1, and Revelation 19:13; cf. John 1:18, 14:9, and Hebrews 1:1-3)
● By way of the Bible (2 Timothy 3:16), the only form of special revelation
still available today
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Inspiration
Without a doubt, the most significant doctrine in Bibliology, and one of the most
significant doctrines in all of theology, is the doctrine of the inspiration of
Scripture. Since the Bible is the only form of special revelation available today, if
It were not the Word of God (i.e., inspired), we would have no firm foundation
upon which to plant the feet of our faith.

Declarations of Inspiration
2 Timothy 3:16
All Scripture is breathed out by God ...
The English word, inspiration was carried over into 2 Timothy 3:16 in the KJV
(cf. the NASB’s “inspired”) from the Vulgate (an ancient translation of the Bible
into Latin by Jerome), which translates theopneustos (literally “God breathed,”
the Greek word for God, theos + the Greek verb, pneo, to breathe out; “breathed
out by God” in the ESV) with the Latin verb, inspirare, meaning “to breathe upon
or into something” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General Introduction to
the Bible, p. 33).
Whereas the English word, inspiration literally means to breathe into, the Greek
word behind it connotes just the opposite, to breathe out. As such, the word,
inspiration is a misnomer. Benjamin B. Warfield (The Inspiration and Authority
of the Bible, p. 133) states in this regard: “The Greek term [theopneustos] has,
however, nothing to say of inspiring or of inspiration: it speaks only of a ‘spiring’
or ‘spiration.’ What it says of Scripture is, not that it is ‘breathed into by God’ or
is the product of the Divine ‘inbreathing’ into its human authors, but that it is
breathed out by God, ‘God-breathed,’ the product of the creative breath of God.”
Thus, instead of inspiration, we should think of exspiration (or, to put it another
way, exhalation instead of inhalation). God did not breathe into an already
existing text, but breathed out the text itself.9

Another pitfall of the term, “inspiration” is that in the popular mind it connotes a
subjective effect upon the human writer (x was inspired to write y) or upon the recipient
(x was inspired by reading y), whereas theopneustos in 2 Timothy 3:16 has to do with
neither the human writer, nor with the recipient, but with the end result, i.e, the written
document itself (“all Scripture”). Grudem (p. 75) writes in this regard: “Older systematic
theologies used the words inspired and inspiration to speak of the fact that the words of
Scripture are spoken by God ... However, the word inspiration has such a weak sense in
ordinary usage today (every poet or songwriter claims to be ‘inspired’ to write, and even
athletes are said to give ‘inspired’ performances) that I have not used it …. I have
preferred the ... rendering ..., ‘God-breathed’ ....”
9
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This passage deals with the source (God) and end (Scripture) of inspiration, but
not the means. Warfield (p. 133) states in this regard: “In a word, what is
declared by this fundamental passage is simply that the Scriptures are a Divine
product, without any indication of how God has operated in producing them.”
All Scripture or Not?
The start of 2 Timothy 3:16 literally reads: pasa graphe theopneustos kai ophelimos, “all
Scripture God-breathed and profitable.” One must supply the linking verb (in this case, “is”),
but where? One can legitimately place it after graphe (“Scripture”) and before theopneustos
(“breathed out by God”), as does the KJV, NASB, NIV, and ESV, thus rendering it: “All
Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable” (viewing theopneustos as a predicate
adjective). One can also place the linking verb after theopneustos (“breathed out by God”) and
before kai (usually translated “and,” but sometimes “also”), thus rendering it: “All
God-breathed Scripture is also profitable” (viewing theopneustos as an attributive adjective; the
NEB translates: “Every inspired scripture has its use”). The problem with this translation is
that it leaves the door open to the possibility that only some, rather than all, of the Bible is
inspired (a denial of plenary inspiration, to be discussed below). Other reasons for embracing
the first rendering include the following:
●

The Greek conjunction, kai usually means “and.”

●

It is more natural to view theopneustos and ophelimos as parallel predicate adjectives.
Grudem (p. 74) states in this regard: “Some have suggested an alternative translation,
namely, ‘Every God-breathed Scripture is also profitable for teaching ....’ However, this
translation is highly unlikely because it makes the kai (‘also’) extremely awkward in the
Greek sentence. In coherent speech, one must say that something … has one
characteristic before saying that it ‘also’ has another characteristic. The ‘also’ must
indicate an addition to something that has previously been predicated. Thus,
theopneustos (‘God-breathed’) and ophelimos (‘profitable’) are both best understood as
predicate adjectives, and the best translation is, ‘All Scripture is God-breathed and is
profitable for teaching ....’”

●

In similar constructions (a subject followed by two adjectives joined by a kai) elsewhere
in the New Testament (such as in 1 Corinthians 11:30, 2 Corinthians 10:10, 1 Timothy
4:4, and Hebrews 4:12-13), the adjectives are clearly predicate adjectives. Bruce
Compton (“Inspiration, Preservation, and Translations of the Bible,” The Sentinel, Fall
1986, n.p.) states in this regard: “Not a single example of the construction used here [in
2 Timothy 3:16] has been found elsewhere in the New Testament that would support
the translation ‘all inspired Scripture.’”

●

If theopneustos was an attributive adjective, we would expect the word order to be
theopneustos graphe, rather than vice versa.

2 Peter 1:20-21
Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture is of any private
interpretation. For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of
man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy
Ghost (KJV).
15
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But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of
one’s own interpretation, for no prophecy was ever made by an act of
the human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God
(NASB).
Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came
about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had
its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were
carried along by the Holy Spirit (NIV)
For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke
from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit (ESV).
The Source, Means, and End of Inspiration
Like 2 Timothy 3:16, 2 Peter 1:20-21 identifies God as the source of inspiration
and Scripture as the end product. Negatively, Scripture does not originate with
man (2 Peter 1:20-21a); positively, It originates with God (2 Peter 1:21b; cf. 2
Samuel 23:2, Zechariah 7:12, Matthew 22:43, Mark 12:36, Acts 4:25-26, 28:25,
and 1 Peter 1:10-12). This passage also speaks of the means of inspiration. Thus,
it gives the source, means, and end of inspiration.
Source: God (2 Peter 1:20-21; cf. Acts 1:16, Romans 1:2, and 2 Timothy 3:16)
Means: Man (2 Peter 1:20-21; cf. Acts 1:16 and Romans 1:2)
End: Scripture (2 Peter 1:20-21; cf. Acts 1:16, Romans 1:2, and 2 Timothy 3:16)
The process of inspiration (from God through man) is aptly illustrated in Exodus
4:14-16 and 7:1-2, with Moses being in the place of God (Exodus 4:16 and 7:1) and
Aaron being the prophet (Exodus 7:1).
Source: Moses
Means: Aaron
End: The Israelites/Pharaoh
Other Scriptures that speak of this phenomenon (God giving His Word through
men) include:
Isaiah 20:2
At that time the LORD spoke by Isaiah the son of Amoz, saying ....
Acts 3:18
“But what God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that His Christ would
suffer, He thus fulfilled” (cf. Acts 3:21).
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Hebrews 1:1
Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the
prophets ...
Other Scriptures in this regard include Exodus 9:35, Numbers 23:5, 12, 16,
Deuteronomy 18:18, 1 Kings 12:15, 14:18, 16:12, 2 Kings 9:36, 14:25, Isaiah 51:16,
59:21, Jeremiah 1:9, 5:14, 37:2, Ezekiel 3:27, 38:17, Zechariah 7:7, Matthew
1:22-23, 2:15, Mark 12:36, Luke 1:70, Acts 2:16-21, 4:25, 28:25-27, Hebrews 4:7,
and 2 Peter 3:2.
Pheromenoi
A key word in this passage is the Greek participle, pheromenoi, translated
“moved” by the KJV and NASB and “carried along” by the NIV and ESV. It is a
nautical term, the flavor of which is seen by its use in Acts 27:15 and 17, where
Luke speaks of the ship he and Paul were on as being “driven along” by the wind
(accordingly, the participle in 2 Peter 1:21 is passive in voice). “Though
experienced men, the sailors could not guide it [the ship], so they finally had to
let the wind take the ship wherever it blew. In the same manner as that ship was
driven, directed, or carried about by the wind, God directed and moved the
human writers He used to produce the books of the Bible” (Ryrie, p. 69). “Just as
the ship, knowing no will of its own, was ‘driven’ along by the ‘will’ of the wind, so
also the prophets, knowing no will of their own in any ultimate sense in the
production of the prophetic Scriptures, were ‘driven’ along (same verb root) by
the will of the Holy Spirit” (Reymond, p. 39). Robert Saucy (Scripture: Its
Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 136) uses the analogy of a piece of
driftwood. Enns (p. 166) uses the analogy of a man walking while riding an
escalator.
The Theanthropic Nature of the Bible
This passage teaches the truth that the Bible is a theanthropic (from the Greek
word for God, theos + the Greek word for man, anthropos) Book (see, for
example, Jeremiah 36:4, 6, 8, 10, and 11). Because the Bible is, first and
foremost, a divine Book, It is infallible, inerrant, authoritative, etc. Because It is
also a human book, It is communicated in human language and, thus, capable of
being understood by man (when properly interpreted). The mystery of
inspiration is how the Bible can be the words of finite, fallen, fallible men and at
the same time the words of the infinite, infallible God. As Norman Geisler &
William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 45; emphasis theirs) state:
“Or, how did God produce an infallible book through fallible men? A frank and
forthright answer, yet one often very reluctantly given by biblical scholars is, ‘We
don’t know.’ It must be asserted that God inspired the Scriptures even if we
cannot ascertain exactly how He did it.”
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Defining Inspiration
Inspiration may be defined as the supernatural influence (i.e., inspiration was a
miracle) by which God the Holy Spirit caused men (the human authors of
Scripture) to compose (i.e., God did not dictate the words; the human authors
wrote according to their individual vocabularies, etc.) and record (2 Peter 1:21)
without error (Psalm 12:6 and John 17:17) the very words (1 Corinthians 2:13) of
God’s choosing (2 Timothy 3:16) in the entirety of the original manuscripts (1
Corinthians 14:37) of Scripture.
Other definitions of inspiration include:
● “God superintended the human authors of the Bible so that they composed and
recorded without error His message to mankind in the words of their original
writings” (Ryrie, p. 71).
● “Inspiration may be defined as the Holy Spirit’s superintending over the writers so
that while writing according to their own styles and personalities, the result was
God’s Word written--authoritative, trustworthy, and free from error in the original
autographs” (Enns, p. 160).
● “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” (Erickson, p. 199).
● “... [W]e may define inspiration as ‘the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit on
the writers of the Scriptures so that, fully using their own personalities and writing
styles, they wrote precisely what God intended them to write and therefore are
God’s words as well as man’s words’” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power,
Authority, and Relevance, p. 134).
● “Inspiration is that mysterious process by which the divine causality worked
through the human prophets without destroying their individual personalities and
styles to produce divinely authoritative and inerrant writings” (Norman Geisler &
William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 39).
● “... [I]nspiration was an influence of the Holy Spirit on the minds of certain select
men, which rendered them the organs of God for the infallible communication of
His mind and will” (Hodge, 1:154).
● “The Holy Spirit so guided and superintended the writers of the sacred text,
making use of their own unique personalities, that they wrote all that he wanted
them to write, without excess or error” (Thiessen, p. 65).
● “... God supernaturally directed the writers of Scripture without excluding their
human intelligence, their individuality, their style of writing, their personal
18
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feelings, or other human factors so that His own complete and coherent message
to man was written in perfect accuracy with the result that the very words of
Scripture bear the authority of divine authorship” (John Walvoord, What We
Believe: Discovering the Truths of Scripture, p. 10).
● Inspiration is “God’s superintending of human writers so that using their own
individual personalities they composed and recorded without error God’s
revelation to mankind in the very words of God’s choosing in the original
autographs” (David Hershberger).
● “Inspiration is that supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit whereby the sacred
writers were divinely supervised in their production of Scripture, being restrained
from error and guided in the choice of words they used, consistently with their
disparate personalities and stylistic peculiarities” (Carl F. H. Henry).
● Inspiration is “a supernatural influence exerted on the sacred writers by the Spirit
of God, by virtue of which their writings are given Divine trustworthiness”
(Benjamin B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 131).
● “Inspiration is that extraordinary, supernatural influence … exerted by the Holy
Ghost on the writers of our Sacred Books, by which their words were rendered
also the words of God, and, therefore, perfectly infallible” (Benjamin B. Warfied,
The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 420).

Developing the Definition of Inspiration
Inspiration is Verbal: It extends to the words of Scripture
One of the adjectives often affixed to the word, inspiration is the word, verbal.
When we speak of “verbal inspiration,” we mean that the very words of the Bible
are inspired, not just its thoughts, concepts, or ideas. Key texts on verbal
inspiration include the following:
Matthew 5:18
“For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota10, not a dot11
, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished” (cf. Luke 16:17).

The “iota” Jesus is speaking of is the smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet, yod (which
looks like an apostrophe). The implication is that not only is every word of Scripture
inspired, but also every letter!
10

The “dot” Jesus is speaking of is the stroke of the pen that distinguishes one Hebrew
consonant from another, analogous to what distinguishes the English capital letter, E from
the English capital letter, F (or Q from O). The implication is that not only is every letter
of Scripture inspired, but also the pen strokes that comprise each letter!
11
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1 Corinthians 2:13
And we impart this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the
Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual (Charles Hodge:
“…clothing the truths of the Spirit in the words of the Spirit”).
Revelation 22:18-19
I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds
to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if anyone
takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his
share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.
Also to be included in this list are instances where Christ based His argument on
a single word of Scripture (in Matthew 22:32, He bases it on the present tense of
the verb in Exodus 3:6; in Matthew 22:44, He bases it on the Hebrew word
translated “to my Lord” in Psalm 110:1; in John 10:34, He bases it on the Hebrew
word translated “gods” in Psalm 82:6). Paul did the same in Galatians 3:16,
basing his argument upon the singular of the noun in Genesis 12:7.
The major problem with non-verbal inspiration is the simple fact that thoughts
and ideas cannot be communicated apart from words. To talk about thoughts
and ideas without words is like talking about a tune without notes or a sum
without figures. Even the non-verbal communication of body language (which
Scripture is not) consists of words, though such words are not actually
articulated.
Inspiration is Plenary: It extends to the entirety of Scripture
Another adjective that is often affixed to the word, inspiration is the word,
plenary, meaning “full.” When we speak of “plenary inspiration,” we mean that
all of the Bible is inspired (the key text in this regard is 2 Timothy 3:16). It is just
as inspired when It speaks about historic and scientific matters as It is when It
speaks about religious matters.
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Some Problems with Non-Plenary Inspiration
●

As Robert Sheehan (The Word of Truth, p. 79) asks: “Who is to determine where the
theology begins and the history ends?”

●

History and theology are intertwined. For example, the historical facts of the death,
burial, and resurrection of Christ are the foundation upon which the Christian faith
rests (1 Corinthians 15:3-4). Remove the historical foundation, and the theological
superstructure crumbles (see 1 Corinthians 15:14 and 17). As another example, the
sinlessness of Jesus is rooted in the historical reality of His virgin birth. Take away the
first and you take away the second.

●

One form non-plenary inspiration takes is degree inspiration, the belief that, though all
Scripture is inspired, some parts are more inspired than others. Mark Snoeberger
(though he calls it by a different name) shows the folly of this position by quipping:
“Partial inspiration is as ridiculous as partial pregnancy or partial death.” Norman
Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, pp. 44-45) state in this
regard: “The record is either true or false; inspired or not inspired; of God or not of
God. If the various passages are true, they are equally true, and not more or less true.”

●

If the Bible is not inspired in areas that are seen/verifiable (e.g., science), how can one
be sure It is inspired in areas that are unseen/not verifiable (e.g., faith)? To quote
Jesus’ words to Nicodemus in John 3:12: “If I have told you earthly things and you do
not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things?”

Inspiration is Organic
As was previously pointed out (under comments on 2 Peter 1:20-21), the Bible is
a “theanthropic” Book; inspiration is the process by which God used men to
communicate His words to men. While the process of inspiration is ultimately a
mystery (see under “The Theanthropic Nature of the Bible” above), the Scriptures
do lay down some “theological rails” to keep us on track. For example, the
human element in inspiration is not to be viewed in such a way that, because the
human authors were sinners, the final product was, therefore, tainted; the divine
element ensures that the final product was inerrant. The divine element,
however, is not to be viewed in such a way that the human authors were merely
transcriptionists. While it is true that at points God dictated the words to the
human author (see, for example, Revelation 2:1, 8, 12, 18, 3:1, 7, and 14), this was
the exception rather than the rule (thus, it is better to describe inspiration as
“organic” as opposed to “mechanical”).
If dictation is one pole in the process of inspiration, the other pole would be
found in Luke 1:1-4, where Luke indicates that what he was about to write in his
gospel was (of necessity, since Luke was not an eyewitness of the life of Christ) an
investigative report. In similar fashion, some Old Testament authors consulted
historical documents for some of the information they incorporated into their
writings (for example, Joshua consulted the Book of Jashar, Joshua 10:13; see
also Numbers 21:14, 2 Samuel 1:18, 2 Chronicles 33:18-19, and 35:4 in this
regard).
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Other biblical writers who made use of outside sources include Paul and Jude.
Paul at times quoted from secular writers (from Aratus and Epimenides in Acts
17:28, from Menander in 1 Corinthians 15:33, and from Epimenides in Titus
1:12). In Jude 9, Jude refers to an incident recorded in a pseudepigraphal book,
The Assumption of Moses. In Jude 14-15, he quotes from the pseudepigraphal
book of 1 Enoch. Such usage of extrabiblical writings does not imply that the
biblical writers (and, therefore, God) were necessarily affirming (i.e., putting a
stamp of approval on) what these extrabiblical writers said, nor endorsing
anything or everything else such writers said. In such instances, inspiration
guarantees that what was written was exactly what God wanted written without
necessarily implying that what was written was divinely sanctioned (an example
would be Satan’s lie in Genesis 3:4).
Lest, however, one put too much weight on the human side of the equation, it
must be remembered that God providentially prepared the writers of Scripture
from the moment of (see Galatians 1:15), and even prior to (see Jeremiah 1:4-5),
their very existence. Benjamin B. Warfield (The Inspiration and Authority of the
Bible, p. 155) states in this regard: “And there is the preparation of the men to
write these books to be considered, a preparation physical, intellectual, spiritual,
which must have attended them throughout their whole lives, and, indeed, must
have had its beginning in their remote ancestors, and the effect of which was to
bring the right men to the right places at the right times, with the right
endowments, impulses, acquirements, to write just the books which were
designed for them.” Warfield (p. 92) also states: “God is Himself the author of
the instruments He employs for the communication of His messages to men and
has framed them into precisely the instruments He desired for the exact
communication of His message.”
Inspiration is Direct Only in the Case of the Originals
As the definition of inspiration given above indicates (and as most of the other
definitions given with it either explicitly state or imply), inspiration, strictly
speaking, applies only to the originals. See, for example, 1 Corinthians 14:37 in
this regard. The originals are directly inspired (by God’s miraculous work of
inspiration), while copies (the Hebrew and Greek manuscripts) and translations
(from the Hebrew and Greek manuscripts into other languages) are derivatively
inspired (by God’s providential work of preservation) to the degree that they
accurately reflect the originals.
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The Certainty of the Source of the Bible
How do we know that the Bible is God’s Word? In trying to answer this question,
many have pointed to such factors as the longevity of the Bible (in spite of
repeated attempts to eradicate It12), Its internal consistency (in spite of Its 40+
human authors13), Its fulfilled prophecies14, and Its transforming power as proof
of Its divine origin. The best such proofs can do, however, is establish a high
degree of probability, but never absolute certainty, that the Bible is the Word of
God.15
humanist Voltaire (1694-1778) boastfully proclaimed, ‘Fifty years from now
the world will hear no more of the Bible,’ Yet in the year of his boast the British Museum
purchased a manuscript of the Greek New Testament from the Russian government for
$500,000, while a first edition of Voltaire’s book was selling for eight cents a copy! Fifty
years after the death of Voltaire, Bibles were being printed by the Geneva Bible Society
in the very house where Voltaire had lived and on his own printing presses!” (Robert
Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 81).
12

“French

13

“...[T]he Bible is a collection of sixty-six books which have been written by over forty
different authors--kings, peasants, philosophers, fishermen, physicians, statesmen,
scholars, poets, and plowmen--who lived their lives in various countries and experienced
no conference or agreement one with another, and over a period of not less than sixteen
hundred years of human history. Because of these obstacles to continuity, the Bible
would be naturally the most heterogeneous, incommensurable, inconsonant, and
contradictory collection of human opinions the world has ever seen; but, on the contrary,
it is just what it is designed to be, namely, a homogenous, uninterrupted, harmonious, and
orderly account of the whole history of God’s dealings with man” (Chafer, 1:29).
“Oxford University scholar H. P. Liddon noted that the Old Testament has 332 distinct
predictions that were literally fulfilled in Christ. The probability of that number of
predictions concerning one single individual coming true has been calculated as 1 out of
83 billion” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, pp. 77-78).
“The Old Testament contains over 300 references to the Messiah that were fulfilled in
Jesus Christ. Computations using the science of probability on just 8 of these prophecies
show the chance that someone could have fulfilled all 8 prophecies is … 1 in 100
quadrillion” (Fritz Ridenour, So What’s the Difference?, p. 28).
14

often present an array of biblical and extra-biblical proof as a corroboration
of divine inspiration. They demonstrate that the Bible is consistent with our knowledge
of science and history; that the Bible has proved indestructible through the ages; that its
prophecies have been fulfilled; that the information in it has transformed lives and
societies; etc. While all these things are true, they ultimately prove nothing at all. In
fact, an appeal to these ‘proofs’ can frequently do more harm than good, because they
replace the Bible’s own, inherent authority with other, ‘higher’ authorities (Heb 6:13). In
short, no man has ever been convinced of the inspired nature of Scripture by external
proofs alone” (Mark Snoeberger, emphasis his).
15

“Scholars
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Ultimately, we know that the Bible is God’s Word because God says so in His
Word. Immediately, one might object that this is a classic case of circular
reasoning/arguing in a circle; or begging the question, assuming to be true (that
the Bible is the Word of God) the point I am seeking to prove as true (that the
Bible is the Word of God), a charge to which this writer would plead guilty. The
simple fact of the matter is that everyone argues in a circle when it comes to
ultimate authority, as every appeal to ultimate authority ultimately has to do this.
16
The question becomes: In which circle is one reasoning? Does one start with
the presupposition that the Bible is not the Word of God, interpret the Bible’s
claims to be the Word of God through this grid, and, thus, come to the conclusion
that the Bible is not the Word of God? Or does one start with the presupposition
that the Bible is the Word of God, interpret the Bible’s claims to be the Word of
God through this grid, and, thus, come to the conclusion that the Bible is the
Word of God? Regeneration (the impartation of spiritual life to the spiritually
dead at the moment of conversion) transfers one from the first circle to the
second.

“Someone may object that to say Scripture proves itself to be God’s words is to use a
circular argument: we believe that Scripture is God’s Word because it claims to be that.
And we believe its claims because Scripture is God’s Word. And we believe that it is
God’s Word because it claims to be that, and so forth. It should be admitted that this is a
kind of circular argument. However, that does not make its use invalid, for all arguments
for an absolute authority must ultimately appeal to that authority for proof: otherwise the
authority would not be an absolute or highest authority. This problem is not unique to the
Christian who is arguing for the authority of the Bible. Everyone either implicitly or
explicitly uses some kind of circular argument when defending his or her ultimate
authority for belief. Although these circular arguments are not always made explicit and
are sometimes hidden beneath lengthy discussions or are simply assumed without proof,
arguments for an ultimate authority in their most basic form take on a similar circular
appeal to that authority itself, as some of the following examples show:
16

•
•
•

•

‘My reason is my ultimate authority because it seems reasonable to me to make it
so.’
‘Logical consistency is my ultimate authority because it is logical to make it so.’
‘The finding of human sensory experiences are the ultimate authority for
discovering what is and what is not, because our human senses have never
discovered anything else: thus, human sense experience tells me that my principle
is true.’
‘I know there can be no ultimate authority because I do not know of any such
ultimate authority.’

In all of these arguments for an ultimate standard of truth, an absolute authority for what
to believe, there is an element of circularity involved” (Grudem, pp. 78-79).
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This is all part of what is called the illuminating work of God the Holy Spirit, the
work of the Holy Spirit whereby He convinces a man of the certainty and
significance of Scripture. This idea is also known as the internal witness of the
Spirit or the internal testimony of the Spirit.
The Scriptures are self-attesting and self-authenticating. There is no authority
outside of Itself to which the Bible appeals, nor even can appeal, to verify Its
claim to be the Word of God. If there was, it, rather than the Scriptures, would
become the final authority.17 Because the Bible is the ultimate source of
authority, being God’s Word, there is no other source to which one may
ultimately appeal to verify that the Bible is God’s Word. See Hebrews 6:13 in this
regard.
To sum: One knows that the Bible is the Word of God because the Bible says so,
and God has convinced the believer that when the Bible says so, It is God saying
so (see 1 Thessalonians 2:13).
Having established the Scripture’s right to speak on Its own behalf, notice the
following passages that testify to the divine origin of the Bible:
Matthew 1:22-23-what the Bible says (in Isaiah 7:14) God says
Matthew 2:15-what the Bible says (in Hosea 11:1) God says
Matthew 19:5 (cf. verse 4)-what the Bible says (in Genesis 2:24) God says
Matthew 22:31-32-what the Bible says (in Exodus 3:6) God says
Mark 7:9-13-what the Bible says (in Exodus 20:12//Deuteronomy 5:16 and
Exodus 21:17//Leviticus 20:9) God says
● Luke 1:70-71-what the Bible says (in Psalm 106:10) God says
● John 10:34-35-what the Bible says (in Psalm 82:6) is the word of God
● Acts 1:16 and 20-what the Bible says (in Psalm 69:25 and 109:8) God says
●
●
●
●
●

“Thus, the words of Scripture are ‘self-attesting.’ They cannot be ‘proved’ to be God’s
words by appeal to any higher authority. For if an appeal to some higher authority (say,
historical accuracy or logical consistency) were used to prove that the Bible is God’s
Word, then the Bible itself would not be our highest or absolute authority: it would be
subordinate in authority to the thing to which we appealed to prove it to be God’s Word”
(Grudem, p. 78).
“... [T]he Word of God would, of necessity, have to be
self-authenticating, self-attesting and self-validating, for if it needed anyone or anything
else to authenticate and validate its divine character--based on the principle that the
validating source is always the higher and final authority (see Heb 6:13)--it would not be
the Word of God” (Reymond, p. 80). “How then can we know which ‘scripture’ is in
reality the voice of God? We cannot, of course, appeal to some higher authority to tell us,
‘This is the voice of God’ or ‘This isn’t.’ If anyone were to make that determination, he
would have to be an authority above God Himself. But this is logically impossible, if we
accept the common definition of God as the Supreme Being” (Robert Saucy, Scripture:
Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 59).
17
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● Acts 2:16-21-what the Bible says (in Joel 2:28-32) God says
● Acts 4:25-26-what the Bible says (in Psalm 2:1-2) God says
● Acts 13:34-35-what the Bible says (in Isaiah 55:3 and Psalm 16:10) God
says
● Acts 28:25-27-what the Bible says (in Isaiah 6:9-10) God says
● Romans 9:25-26-what the Bible says (in Hosea 2:23 and 1:10) God says
● 1 Corinthians 6:16-what the Bible says (in Genesis 2:24) God says
● 1 Corinthians 15:27-what the Bible says (in Psalm 8:6) God says
● 2 Corinthians 6:2-what the Bible says (in Isaiah 49:8) God says
● Hebrews 1:5-what the Bible says (in Psalm 2:7 and 2 Samuel 7:14) God
says
● Hebrews 1:6-what the Bible says (in Psalm 97:7) God says
● Hebrews 1:7-what the Bible says (in Psalm 104:4) God says
● Hebrews 1:8-9-what the Bible says (in Psalm 45:6-7) God says
● Hebrews 1:10-12-what the Bible says (in Psalm 102:25-27) God says
● Hebrews 1:13-what the Bible says (in Psalm 110:1) God says
● Hebrews 2:12-13 (cf. verse 11)-what the Bible says (in Psalm 22:22 and
Isaiah 8:17-18) God says
● Hebrews 3:7-11-what the Bible says (in Psalm 95:7-11) God says
● Hebrews 4:3-what the Bible says (in Psalm 95:11) God says
● Hebrews 4:4-5-what the Bible says (in Genesis 2:2 and Psalm 95:11) God
says
● Hebrews 4:7-what the Bible says (in Psalm 95:7-8) God says
● Hebrews 5:5-6-what the Bible says (in Psalm 2:7 and 110:4) God says
● Hebrews 8:8-12 (cf. verse 13)-what the Bible says (in Jeremiah 31:31-34)
God says
● Hebrews 10:5-9-what the Bible says (in Psalm 40:6-7) God says
● Hebrews 10:15-17-what the Bible says (in Jeremiah 31:33-34) God says
● Hebrews 10:30-what the Bible says (in Deuteronomy 32:35-36) God says
● Hebrews 12:26-what the Bible says (in Haggai 2:6) God says
Notice also how the following biblical books claim to be the Word of God in their
entirety: Hosea (Hosea 1:1), Joel (Joel 1:1), Micah (Micah 1:1), Zephaniah
(Zephaniah 1:1), Malachi (Malachi 1:1), and Revelation (Revelation 1:1-3).
Notice also how Paul had a “canonical self-consciousness” in 1 Corinthians,
claiming that the words he was writing were God’s words (1 Corinthans 2:13,
7:40, and 14:37).
Furthermore, the words, “God said” or “thus says the Lord” are found some
3,800 times in the Bible (Enns, p. 154).
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Part 2: The Substance of the Bible
So far, this study of Bibliology has dealt with the source of the Bible by studying
the doctrine of revelation (the Bible being a form of special revelation and the
only form of special revelation available today) and the doctrine of inspiration
(the words of the Bible are the words of God in their entirety). We are now ready
to study the substance of the Bible (based on Its source) by studying Its
infallibility and/or18 inerrancy.

The Infallibility of the Bible
Whereas inerrancy simply means that the Bible is without error, infallibility
simply means that the Bible is incapable of error (McCune, “Systematic Theology
I,” p. 37). The first has to do more with accuracy, the second with authority.

Definitions of Infallibility
● “By the term infallible as applied to the Bible, we mean simply that the
Scripture possesses an indefectible authority .... It can never fail in its
judgments and statements. All that it teaches is of unimpeachable,
absolute authority, and cannot be contravened, contradicted or gainsaid.
Scripture is unfailing, incapable of proving false, erroneous or mistaken.
Though heaven and earth should pass away, its words of truth will stand
forever” (Edward J. Young, cited in McCune, 1:88-89).
● Infallibility means that the Bible is “unfailing in effectiveness or operation”
(Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 155).
18

I say, “and/or” because some view infallibility and inerrancy as synonymous, while
others distinguish between the two. “By ‘inerrancy’ we intend essentially the same thing
as ‘infallibility’ ... (Reymond, p. 70). “This term [inerrancy] rose to replace infallibility
when liberal theology redefined ‘infallible’ as merely ‘trustworthy’ [note: though some
may define or describe infallible as “trustworthy,” they are not necessarily theological
liberals for doing so]. In actuality, the terms mean exactly the same thing. Many
Bible-believing theologians use infallibility and inerrancy interchangeably” (Mark
Snoeberger). “Until about 1960 or 1965 the word infallible was used interchangeably
with the word inerrant. But in recent years, at least in the United States, the word
infallible has been used in a weaker sense to mean that the Bible will not lead us astray in
matters of faith and practice” (Grudem, p. 93). “Infallible does not mean merely ‘which
cannot deceive or mislead’ but also, primarily, ‘incapable of error’; when this sense is
recognized (as implied in the confessions of faith until 1900) it is practically synonymous
with inerrant. If a distinction is pressed, infallible would indicate ‘no potential for error’
and inerrant ‘no actuality of error’” (Roger Nicole, “James I. Packer’s Contribution to
the Doctrine of the Inerrancy of Scripture,” in Doing Theology for the People of God,
edited by Donald Lewis and Alister McGrath, pp. 177-178).
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● “By [infallibility] we assert that the Bible is true, that is to say, devoid of,
and incapable of teaching, falsehood or error of any kind in all that it
intends to affirm” (Reymond, p. 70).
● “Infallible signifies the quality of neither misleading nor being misled and
so safeguards in categorical terms the truth that the Holy Scripture is a
sure, safe, and reliable rule and guide in all matters” (from the 1978
Chicago Statement on Scripture, cited in Reymond, p. 70).

Declarations of Infallibility
Two texts that are often cited in conjunction with infallibility are:
Matthew 5:18
“For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass
from the Law until all is accomplished”19 (cf. Matthew 24:35).
John 10:34-36
Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods’? If He called
them gods to whom the word of God came—and Scripture cannot be broken—do
you say of Him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, ‘You are
blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’?20
19

For the significance of this verse in regards to verbal inspiration, see the previous comments on
“Inspiration is Verbal” under the study of inspiration.
20

Commenting on this passage, Ryrie (p. 90) states: “In the midst of His sophisticated arguing
the Lord threw in almost incidentally the statement: ‘and the Scripture cannot be broken.’ What
does this mean? Simply that the Scripture cannot be emptied of its authority. The only way it
could fail to have complete authority would be if it were erroneous, but Christ said here that it is
both authoritative and inerrant.” Benjamin B. Warfield (The Inspiration and Authority of the
Bible, pp. 139-140) states: “But Our Lord, determined to drive His appeal to the Scripture home,
sharpens the point to the utmost by adding with the highest emphasis: ‘and the scripture cannot
be broken.’ …[T]he meaning of the declaration is that it is impossible for the Scripture to be
annulled, its authority to be withstood, or denied. The movement of thought is to the effect that,
because it is impossible for the Scripture ... to be withstood, therefore this particular Scripture
which is cited must be taken as of irrefragable authority. What we have here is, therefore, the
strongest possible assertion of the indefectible authority of Scripture.” Leon Morris (The Gospel
According to John, p. 468) states: “The term ‘broken’ is not defined, and it is a word not often
used of Scripture or the like .... But it is perfectly intelligible. It means that Scripture cannot be
emptied of its force by being shown to be erroneous.” Robert Saucy (Scripture: Its Power,
Authority, and Relevance, p. 120) states: “The ‘Law’ and ‘the Scripture’--terms He used
synonymously--cannot be ‘broken,’ that is, they will not lose their force and be no longer
binding. Scripture cannot be voided or annulled.”
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The Inerrancy of the Bible
The doctrine of the inerrancy of Scripture is a foundational one. “There is evidence that
where a theologian, a school, or a movement begins by regarding biblical inerrancy as a
peripheral or optional matter and abandons this doctrine, it frequently then goes on to
abandon or alter other doctrines which the church has ordinarily considered quite major
....” (Erickson, p. 226). James White (Scripture Alone, p. 43) likewise says: “Almost
every single collapse involving denominations and churches in regard to historic
Christian beliefs can be traced back to a degradation in that group’s view of the Bible as
the inspired and inerrant revelation of God’s truth.” And then there are the words of
Harold Lindsell (The Battle for the Bible, p. 25): “... [E]mbracing a doctrine of an errant
Scripture will lead to disaster down the road. It will result in the loss of missionary
outreach; it will quench missionary passion; it will lull congregations to sleep and
undermine their belief in the full-orbed truth of the Bible; it will produce spiritual sloth
and decay; and it will finally lead to apostasy.”21
Inerrancy has been held from the beginning. Bruce Vawter (an opponent of inerrancy;
quoted in Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 194)
concedes: “It would be pointless to call into question that biblical inerrancy in a rather
absolute form was a common persuasion from the beginning of Christian times, and
from Jewish times before that. For both the Fathers and the rabbis generally, the
ascription of any error to the Bible was unthinkable; ... if the word was God’s it must be
true, regardless of whether it made known a mystery of divine revelation or commented
on a datum of natural science, whether it derived from human observation or chronicled
an event of history.”

Definitions/Descriptions of Inerrancy
As mentioned above, whereas infallibility means that the Bible is incapable of error,
inerrancy means that the Bible is without error (McCune, “Systematic Theology I,” p. 37;
cf. the end of Roger Nicole’s statement in footnote 18). Following are some
definitions/descriptions of inerrancy:
● “We may now state our understanding of inerrancy. The Bible, when correctly
interpreted in light of the level to which culture and the means of communication
had developed at the time it was written, and in view of the purposes for which it
was given, is fully truthful in all that it affirms” (Erickson, pp. 233-234).

21

In chapter 8 of his classic, The Battle for the Bible, Lindsell makes an historical defense of this
claim by giving numerous examples of its occurrence.
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● “[The inerrancy of Scripture] is the doctrine that the Bible is fully truthful in all of
its teachings” (Erickson, p. 221).
● “Following the Scriptures’ own language, inerrancy is best defined as
‘truthfulness.’ It means that the Scriptures in their original writings are true in
everything that they said regarding all matters” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its
Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 156).
● “The Bible (in its original writings) properly interpreted in light of which culture
and communication means had developed by the time of its composition will be
completely true (and therefore not false) in all that it affirms, to the degree of
precision intended by the author, in all matters relating to God and his creation”
(David Dockery, quoted in Saucy, p. 156).
● “The inerrancy of Scripture means that Scripture in the original manuscripts does
not affirm anything that is contrary to fact. This definition focuses on the
question of truthfulness and falsehood in the language of Scripture. The
definition in simple terms just means that the Bible always tells the truth, and
that it always tells the truth concerning everything it talks about” (Grudem, pp.
90-91).
● “By ‘inerrancy’ we intend essentially the same thing as ‘infallibility,’ namely, that
the Bible does not err in any of its affirmations, whether those affirmations be in
the spheres of spiritual realities or morals, history or science, and is therefore
incapable of teaching error” (Reymond, p. 70).
● “Inerrant signifies the quality of being free from all falsehood or mistake and so
safeguards the truth that Holy Scripture is entirely true and trustworthy in all its
assertions” (from the 1978 Chicago Statement on Scripture, cited in Reymond, p.
70).
● “Inerrancy means that when all the facts are known, the Scriptures in their
original autographs and properly interpreted will be shown to be wholly true in
everything they teach, whether that teaching has to do with doctrine, history,
science, geography, geology, or other disciplines or knowledge” (from the 1978
Chicago Statement on Scripture, cited in Enns, p. 167).
● “By [inerrancy] we mean that the Scriptures possess the quality of freedom from
error. They are exempt from the liability to mistake, incapable of error. In all
their teachings they are in perfect accord with the truth” (E. J. Young, quoted in
Enns, p. 167).
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● “... [T]he inerrancy of the Bible means simply that the Bible tells the truth. Truth
can and does include approximations, free quotations, language of appearances,
and different accounts of the same event as long as these do not contradict”
(Ryrie, p. 82).
● “By ‘inerrancy’ we mean that as a product of supernatural inspiration the
information affirmed by the sentences of the original autographs of the sixty-six
canonical books of the Bible is true” (Lewis & Demarest, 1:160).
● “Inerrancy is the view that when all the facts become known, they will
demonstrate that the Bible in its original autographs and correctly interpreted is
entirely true and never false in all it affirms, whether that relates to doctrine or
ethics or to the social, physical, or life sciences” (Paul Feinberg, in Elwell, p. 142).
● “The Bible is fully true in all it teaches or affirms. This extends to the areas of
both history and science. It [the “complete inerrancy” position] does not hold
that the Bible has a primary purpose to present exact information concerning
history and science. Therefore the use of popular expressions, approximations22,
and phenomenal language23 is acknowledged and is believed to fulfill the
requirement of truthfulness. Apparent discrepancies, therefore, can and must be
harmonized” (House, p. 24).

Declarations of Inerrancy
Inerrancy is taught in Scripture both implicitly and explicitly. It is taught implicitly in
Matthew 22:29, where Jesus tells the Sadducees: “You are wrong, for you know neither
the Scriptures nor the power of God.” Reymond (p. 45) says: “He [Jesus] charged that
the Sadducees erred concerning the resurrection because they did not know the
Scriptures (Matt 22:29), implying thereby that the Scriptures did not err.” It was the
Sadducees who were in error, not the Scriptures. Inerrancy is also taught implicitly in
Scripture by the following simple syllogism24:
22

“Inerrancy argues for accuracy of statement and not necessarily exactness of statement”
(McCune, 1:90; emphasis his).
23

“The use of observational, nonscientific language is not unscientific, it is merely prescientific”
(Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 57).
24

“Some scholars object that it is ‘too simplistic’ to argue as follows: ‘The Bible is God’s words.
God never lies. Therefore the Bible never lies.’ Yet it is precisely that kind of argument that
Paul uses in Titus 1:2. He refers to the promises of eternal life made ‘ages ago’ in Scripture and
says the promises were made by God ‘who never lies.’ He thus calls on the truthfulness of God’s
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God is true.
·
·

·
·
·

I the Lord speak the truth; I declare what is right
(Isaiah 45:19).
He is the God of truth (Isaiah 65:16).
Whoever receives His testimony sets his seal to this,
that God is true (John 3:33).
By no means! Let God be true though every one
were a liar (Romans 3:4).
In hope of eternal life, which God, who never lies,
promised before the ages began (Titus 1:2; cf. Numbers
23:19, 1 Samuel 15:29, and Hebrews 6:18).

·

·

Christ is true (John 14:6).
The Holy Spirit is true (see John 14:17, 15:26, 16:13, and 1
John 5:6; cf. 2 Peter 1:21).

Minor premise:

The Bible is God’s Word (see above on inspiration).

Conclusion:

The Bible is true.

The foregoing syllogism shows that inerrancy is a corollary of inspiration. Inerrancy is
inherent to inspiration. “To deny the inerrancy of Scripture is to impugn either the
integrity of God25 or the identity of the Bible as the Word of God” (Norman Geisler &
William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 55). “If there be one falsehood in
that book [the Bible], it [the Bible] did not come from the God of truth” (John Wesley,
quoted in Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, pp. 203-204).
“A divinely inspired error is a contradiction in terms” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A
General Introduction to the Bible, p. 53).
Inerrancy is taught explicitly in Scripture in the following passages:
2 Samuel 7:28a
“And now, O Lord God, you are God, and your words are true.”
own speech to prove the truthfulness of the words of Scripture. A ‘simple’ argument this may
be, but it is scriptural, and it is true. We should therefore not hesitate to accept it and use it”
(Grudem, p. 82).
25

“For if God did in fact inspire the original writers to inscripturate his word, we reflect
negatively, if not blasphemously, upon his nature as the God of truth, the ultimate Author of
Scripture, if we allow for errors in the originals” (Reymond, p. 91).
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Psalm 12:6
The words of the Lord are pure words, like silver refined in a furnace on the ground,
purified seven times.26
Psalm 18:30a (NIV)
As for God, his way is perfect; the word of the LORD is flawless.
Psalm 19:7-9
The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the Lord is sure,
making wise the simple; the precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the
commandment of the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes; the fear of the Lord is clean,
enduring forever; the rules of the Lord are true, and righteous altogether.
Psalm 119:142
Your righteousness is righteous forever, and your law is true.
Psalm 119:151
But you are near, O Lord, and all your commandments are true.
Psalm 119:160
The sum of your word is truth, and every one of your righteous rules endures forever.
Proverbs 30:5 (NIV)
Every word of God is flawless.
John 17:17
“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.”27
26

“To emphasize the purity of God’s Word, David wrote that it is like silver ‘refined seven times’
(Ps 12:6). The number seven probably expresses ‘in a forceful way the concept of absolute
purity, total freedom from impurity or imperfection’” (Wayne Grudem, cited in Robert Saucy,
Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 154).
27

Grudem (p. 83) states in regards to this verse: “This verse is interesting because Jesus does not
use the adjectives alethinos or alethes (‘true’), which we might have expected, to say, ‘Your
word is true.’ Rather, he uses a noun, aletheia (‘truth’), to say that God’s Word is not simply
‘true,’ but it is truth itself. The difference is significant, for this statement encourages us to think
of the Bible not simply as being ‘true’ in the sense that it conforms to some higher standard of
truth, but rather to think of the Bible as being itself the final standard of truth. The Bible is
God’s Word, and God’s Word is itself truth. Thus we are to think of the Bible as the ultimate
standard of truth, the reference point by which every other claim to truthfulness is to be
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Romans 2:20
an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment of
knowledge and truth—
Does the Human Element in Inspiration Preclude Inerrancy?
One of the arguments leveled by opponents of inerrancy is that the human element of the Bible (the fact
that God used fallen, fallible men to write It) makes the Bible fallible.
While it is true that the Bible is a human book, It is more so a divine book. The divine element of the
Bible (by means of the miracle of inspiration) overrides the human element in such a way that the final
product is infallible/inerrant. Robert Saucy (Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 135)
states in this regard: “As the Bible teaches, the writers of Scripture were not left to themselves in the
process of writing God’s Word. The Holy Spirit uniquely and miraculously worked in the process of
inspiration to overrule their defect of sin, guiding them to say and write exactly what God desired.”
Benjamin B. Warfield (The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, p. 153) likewise states: “... [T]he gift
of Scripture through its human authors ... took place in a process in which the control of the Holy Spirit
was too complete and pervasive to permit the human qualities of the secondary authors in any way to
condition the purity of the product as the word of God” and (pp. 162-163): “... [S]o in the case of the
production of Scripture by the conjoint action of human and Divine factors, the human factors have
acted as human factors, and have left their mark on the product as such, and yet cannot have fallen into
that error which we say it is human to fall into, because they have not acted apart from the Divine
factors, by themselves, but only under their unerring guidance.”

Direct and Derivative Inerrancy
Like inspiration, inerrancy, strictly speaking, applies only to the originals (cf. many of
the definitions of inerrancy given previously). The originals are directly inerrant, while
copies and translations are derivatively inerrant (i.e., to the degree that they accurately
reflect the originals).28 Opponents of inerrancy often “chide that no one in modern
measured. Those assertions that conform with Scripture are ‘true’ while those that do not
conform with Scripture are not true. What then is truth? Truth is what God says, and we have
what God says (accurately but not exhaustively) in the Bible.” God says true things, but what
makes them true is the fact that He says them. In other words, God Himself is the standard, not
some standard of truth external to Himself to which He must conform. Another significant thing
about John 17:17 is that it was spoken directly by the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. The following
statement, uttered by H. C. G. Moule (quoted in Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority,
and Relevance, p. 107) brings out the significance: “Christ absolutely trusted the Bible; and
though there are in it things inexplicable and intricate that have puzzled me so much, I am going,
not in a blind sense, but reverently, to trust the Book because of Him.”
28

“... [T]he doctrine of inerrancy, like inspiration, is predicated only on the original manuscripts,
not on any of the copies” (Ryrie, p. 80). “The doctrine of inerrancy applies in the strict sense
34
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times has ever seen these ‘infallible originals.’ Although no one in modern times has
ever seen an infallible original, it is also true that no one has ever seen a fallible one”
(Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 43).

Discrepancies and Inerrancy
In an attempt to prove their position, opponents of inerrancy often point to the alleged
discrepancies of the Bible (see chart 12, “Answers to Supposed Discrepancies in
Scripture29” in House, pp. 26-29; cf. chapter 14 of Ryrie; cf. pages 169-181 of Robert
Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance).
While it must be admitted that such discrepancies are problematic, the real issue is the
conclusion one draws from them. While the opponents of inerrancy conclude that such
discrepancies prove their position30, supporters of inerrancy conclude otherwise.
The two positions are laid out by Robert Sheehan (The Word of Truth, p. 77): “There are
fundamentally two approaches to the difficulties which undoubtedly exist in Scripture:
1. I may begin with the problems, call them errors and decide that the phenomenon of
error rules out the possibility of an inspired, infallible and inerrant Scripture. This
begins with my ability to solve problems as the basis for belief. It is fundamentally
humanistic. 2. I may begin with submission to the view of Scripture accepted by Christ
and his apostles and conclude therefore the Scriptures are inspired, infallible and
inerrant. I will seek solutions to the problems that exist and do so trusting that there
must be solutions. This view does not require me to accept unsatisfactory solutions, but
only to the originals, but in a derivative sense to copies and translations, that is, to the extent that
they reflect the original” (Erickson, p. 239).
29

The best book currently available on this topic is Gleason Archer’s Encyclopedia of Bible
Difficulties.
30

Robert Sheehan (The Word of Truth, p. 76) points out that one must distinguish between a
problem and an error: “There is, after all, a difference between a problem that is not yet solved
and an error. An unsolved problem has a solution. An error cannot possibly be reconciled with
fact under any circumstances.” In this same vein, Robert Saucy (Scripture: Its Power, Authority,
and Relevance, p. 183) states: “... [M]any of the problems of the Bible that have been raised
against its truthfulness have gone by the wayside as scholarly research in history, archaeology,
and linguistics has increased our knowledge of the ancient world. This fact should make anyone
hesitant to assert a proven error today unless he is prepared to claim that he has the complete data
related to everything that concerns a particular problem and that his interpretation of that data is
infallible.”
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to wait, if necessary, for more light to clarify the correct answer.”31
The basic difference between the two positions is that in the first, one places himself
above Scripture/stands in judgment over It, while in the second, one places himself
under Scripture, submitting to Its/God’s authority.
The second is exemplified by Francis Turretin (cited in Norman Geisler & William Nix,
A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 149): “‘[W]hatever contradictions seem to be in
Scripture are apparent but not real. [They appear] only with respect to the
understanding of us who are not able to perceive and grasp everywhere their harmony.’
The discrepancies that are difficult to explain ‘are such because of human ignorance,
and not because of the problem itself, so it is better to acknowledge our ignorance than
to accept any contradiction.’” Augustine (cited in Erickson, p. 226) says the same: “I
have learned to yield this respect and honour only to the canonical books of Scripture: of
these alone do I most firmly believe that the authors were completely free from error.
And if in these writings I am perplexed by anything which appears to me opposed to
truth, I do not hesitate to suppose that either the manuscript is faulty, or the translator
has not caught the meaning of what was said, or I myself have failed to understand it.”
“Give me the ‘plenary verbal’ theory [of inspiration], with all its difficulties, rather than [doubt]. I accept the
difficulties … and humbly wait for their solution. But while I wait, I feel that I am standing on a rock.”
(J. C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts On the Gospels, 3:vii)

31

Reymond (p. 71) makes a case for the second approach: “... [W]e must not ground the case for
the Bible’s inerrancy or lack thereof simply in an inductive study of the Bible’s phenomena
alone. We must take seriously what it says didactically about itself and study its historical and
scientific phenomena in the light of its didactic statements about itself, that is to say, we must
approach the Scripture’s phenomena not inductively but presuppositionally.” Reymond (p. 71)
goes on to say: “... [T]he warrant for holding the doctrine of biblical infallibility is the didactic
witness of Scripture to itself and not our ability to prove it at every point to be infallible.” Enns
(pp. 168-169), also sympathetic to the second approach, states: “In some cases the solution
awaits the findings of the archaeologist’s spade; in another case it awaits the linguist’s research;
in other cases the solution may never be discovered for other reasons. The solution to some
problems must be held in abeyance. The answer, however, is never to suggest there are
contradictions or errors in Scripture. If the Scriptures are God-breathed they are entirely without
error.” Irenaeus, the second century church father (quoted in Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power,
Authority, and Relevance, p. 191) was another who took this second approach: “If we cannot
discover explanations of all things in Scripture ... we should leave things of that nature to God
who created us, being most properly assured that the Scriptures are indeed perfect, since they
were spoken by the Word of God and His Spirit.”
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Part 3: The Scope of the Bible
So far in our study of Bibliology, or the doctrine of the Bible, we have considered the
source of the Bible (by studying the doctrines of revelation and the inspiration of
Scripture), as well as the substance of the Bible (by studying the doctrines of the
infallibility and inerrancy of Scripture). So, we know where the Bible comes from (from
God, being inspired). And we know Its character (because It comes from God, It is both
incapable of error/infallible and without error/inerrant). But how do we know the
confines of the Bible? In other words, how do we know what belongs in the Bible?
Which books belong and which do not? To answer this question, we must consider the
concept of the canonicity of the Bible.

The Concepts of Canon, Canonicity, and Canonization
The word, canon is a transliteration of the Greek word, kanon, meaning rule or standard
(see Galatians 6:16, where kanon is translated “rule” by the KJV, NASB, NIV, and ESV).
The books that comprise the canon of Scripture are those that meet the standard, which
is inspiration.
Two related words are canonicity and canonization. Canonicity is the quality a book
possesses by virtue of its being inspired.32 Canonization is the historical process by
which God providentially guided His people to recognize which books bore the marks of
canonicity and, consequently, were to be included in the canon, the collection of
inspired writings.
It is important to remember that the books of the Bible were inspired/canonical the
moment they were written, though they weren’t canonized until later (so, we might say
that there was an historical what/canonization that was the result of a theological so
what/canonicity). The church did not determine a book’s inspiration/canonicity;
rather, it only discovered such (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General Introduction
to the Bible, p. 231).33 Canonization is human recognition of divine revelation (Robert
32

Canonicity is “the character of a biblical book that marks it as a part of the canon of Scripture,
namely, the divine inspiration and authority that designate a book part of the rule or standard of
faith and practice” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 638).
33

“The Church no more gave us the New Testament canon than Sir Isaac Newton gave us the
force of gravity. God gave us gravity, by His work of creation, and similarly he gave us the New
Testament canon, by inspiring the individual books that make it up” (J. I. Packer, quoted in
Robert Saucy, The Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 211).
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Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 217). “... [A] book is not the
Word of God because it is accepted by the people of God. Rather, it was accepted by the
people of God because it is the Word of God” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General
Introduction to the Bible, p. 210). So, the church confirmed the authority of the biblical
books, rather than conferring authority on them.
So, how do we know that the 66 books of the Protestant Bible are inspired/canonical,
while the extra “Apocryphal” books of the Catholic Bible are not?34 A combination of
objective (the tests of canonicity, see below) and subjective factors, with the subjective
one (the internal testimony/witness of the Spirit, see below) being ultimate, yields the
answer.35

The Old Testament Canon
When it comes to the Old Testament, there is little question regarding the confines of
the canon. Christ Himself implicitly delineated the limits of the Old Testament canon
on two different occasions:
● In Luke 24:44, He made reference to “the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the
Psalms.” These were the three major divisions of the Hebrew Old Testament
(“the Psalms” was another name for the third major division, “the Writings”; the
Writings were sometimes referred to as the Psalms because Psalms was the first
34

For committed Roman Catholics, this is a significant question, for in 1546 the Council of Trent
declared the Apocrypha to be canonical and pronounced those who did not believe so to be
“anathema.” This declaration was reaffirmed by Vatican I (1869-1870) and Vatican II
(1962-1965). The declaration as initially made by the Council of Trent is as follows: “The
Synod ... receives and venerates ... all the books (including the Apocrypha) both of the Old and
of the New Testament--seeing that one God is the Author of both ... as having been dictated,
either by Christ’s own word of mouth or by the Holy Ghost ... if anyone receive not as sacred and
canonical the said books entire with all their parts, as they have been used to be read in the
Catholic Church ... let him be anathema” (cited in Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General
Introduction to the Bible, p. 274). Geisler & Nix (p. 269) interpret the Council of Trent’s
decision with suspicion: “... [T]he addition of books that support salvation by works and prayers
for the dead at that time--only twenty-nine years after Luther posted his Ninety-five Theses--is
highly suspect.” It is interesting to know that Gregory the Great, pope from 590-604 A.D.,
rejected the Apocrypha.
35

“In sum we might say that the grounds of canonicity are to be found in an interplay of
subjective and objective factors overruled by divine providence” (David Ewert, A General
Introduction to the Bible, p. 134).
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book of this division).
● Similarly, in Matthew 23:35 and Luke 11:51, Christ made reference to the slayings
of Abel and Zechariah. The slaying of Abel is recorded in Genesis, the first book
in the Hebrew Old Testament. The slaying of Zechariah is recorded in Chronicles
(2 Chronicles 24:20-21 in our English Old Testament), the last book of the
Hebrew Old Testament.36
In both instances, Christ tacitly gave His approval to the Hebrew Old Testament, and
the 24 (or 2237) books of the Hebrew Old Testament are identical in content to the 39
books of the English Protestant Old Testament.
Thus, no Apocryphal book is part of the Jewish Old Testament canon. Nearly all the
Apocryphal books (with the exception of 2 Esdras, which was written in approximately
100 A.D.) were written during the approximately 400 “silent years” between the writing
of Malachi (mid-5th century B.C.) and Christ’s first advent.
36

“No Jew would have misunderstood our Lord’s spoken warning that all the righteous blood
shed from the days of Abel to Zechariah, son of Berakiah, would be visited on that generation
(Matt. 23:35-36). Abel’s murder was recorded in Genesis (Gen. 4:8), the first book of the
Hebrew Old Testament; Zechariah’s murder is reported in Chronicles (2 Chron. 24:20-22), the
last book of the Hebrew Old Testament. Jesus was warning that all the guilt that had been
incurred from the first to the last page of Old Testament Scripture would be visited on them. By
so saying, he indicated his acceptance of the limits of the Hebrew canon” (Robert Sheehan, The
Word of Truth, p. 58). Commenting on Luke 11:51, Ryrie (pp. 107-108) likewise states: “Here
the Lord said something definitive about the extent of the canon of the Old Testament which He
accepted. In condemning the leaders of the Jewish people for killing God’s messengers
throughout their history, He charged them of being guilty of shedding the blood of all the
righteous from Abel to Zechariah. Now the murder of Abel is recorded in Genesis 4, and the
murder of Zechariah in 2 Chronicles 24 which in the arrangement of the Hebrew cannon was the
last book in order (as Malachi is in our arrangement). So the Lord was saying, ‘From the first to
the last murder recorded in the Old Testament.’”
37

Some Jewish Old Testament canons contain 22 books, Judges and Ruth being combined into
one book, and Jeremiah and Lamentations being combined into one book. The great first century
Jewish historian, Josephus espoused this 22-book (=our 39-book) Old Testament canon,
commenting: “For although so great an interval of time (since they were written) has now
passed, not a soul has ventured either to add or to remove or to alter a syllable; and it is the
instinct of every Jew from the day of his birth to consider these books as the teaching of God, to
abide by them, and, if need be, cheerfully to lay down his life for them” (quoted in David Ewert,
A General Introduction to the Bible, pp. 70-71).
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The Old Testament “Homologoumena”
The Old Testament “Homologoumena” (which literally means “to speak or say the
same”), a term signifying the “agreed upon” books (Reymond, p. 64), were those 34 Old
Testament books whose inspiration/canonicity was unquestioned.

The Old Testament “Antilegomena”
The Old Testament “Anitlegomena,” a term signifying the “spoken against” books
(Reymond, p. 64), were those 5 Old Testament books whose inspiration/canonicity was
questioned by some for a time.
●
●
●
●
●

Esther--questioned because God’s name is not mentioned in the book
Proverbs--questioned because of an alleged contradiction (in 26:4 and 26:5)
Ecclesiastes--questioned because of its skeptical nature
Solomon--questioned because of its sensual nature
Ezekiel--questioned because of alleged anti-Mosaic teachings

The Old Testament “Pseudepigrapha”38
The Old Testament “Pseudepigrapha” are the dozens of religious books written by Jews
between 200 B.C. and 200 A.D. that no group recognizes as canonical. Two
Pseudepigraphal writings, 1 Enoch and The Assumption of Moses were used by Jude in
the New Testament epistle bearing his name, the first in Jude 14-15, the second in Jude
9 (see under “Inspiration is Organic” in the previous study on inspiration).

The Old Testament “Apocrypha”39
The Old Testament “Apocrypha” are the 14 (or 15) religious books written by Jews
between 250-200 B.C. and 100 A.D., most of which some groups (the Roman Catholic

38

For a brief overview of some of the Pseudepigraphal books, see Bruce Metzger, “The
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha,” in volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, pages
170-173.
39

For a brief overview of each of the Apocryphal books, see pages 163-170 of Metzger. See also
Dr. William Combs’ “New Testament Introduction” class notes, pages 34-37.
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Church40 and the Eastern Orthodox Church41) recognize as canonical. Significantly, the
New Testament never quotes from an Apocryphal book.
“When people speak of ‘the Apocrypha’ without further specification, they are referring
only to the Old Testament Apocrypha” (Grudem, p. 69), in distinction from the New
Testament Apocrypha (see below).
Some interesting points regarding the Apocrypha:
● Later editions of the Latin Vulgate (a famous Latin translation of the Bible by
Jerome in the fourth century A.D.) contained the Apocrypha. Jerome himself,
however, was not a fan of the Apocrypha: “Jerome (340-420), the great scholar
and translator of the Latin Vulgate, rejected the Apocrypha as part of the canon ...
At first Jerome refused even to translate the apocryphal books into Latin, but
later he made a hurried translation of a few of them. After his death and ‘over his
dead body’ the apocryphal books were brought into his Latin Vulgate directly
from the Old Latin Version” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General
Introduction to the Bible, pp. 272-273).
● “During the Middle Ages [500-1500 A.D.] the apocryphal books enjoyed almost
undisputed canonicity” (David Ewert, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 78).
This was due to the dominance of the Roman Catholic Church during this time.
It was not until the Protestant Reformation [16th century A.D.] that the
Apocrypha was put in its proper place (outside the canon).42

40

Since the Roman Catholic Church considers what Protestants call the Apocrypha to be
canonical, when Roman Catholics speak of “the Apocrypha,” they are usually referring to what
Protestants call the Pseudepigrapha. There are a few Apocryphal books that the Roman Catholic
Church considers subcanonical: 1 Esdras (also known as 3 Esdras), 2 Esdras (also known as 4
Esdras), and the Prayer of Manasseh. Norman Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to
the Bible, p. 273) suggest that the reason Catholics are not too high on the book of 2 Esdras is
because it is against the Catholic doctrine of prayer for the dead.
41

Besides the Apocryphal books deemed canonical by the Roman Catholic Church, other books
that the Eastern Orthodox Church deems canonical are 3 Maccabees, 4 Maccabees, and Psalm
151 (most consider these three books to be Pseudepigraphal rather than Apocryphal). One
edition of the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), a modern English version, contains not
only the Roman Catholic Apocrypha, but also these three additional books of Eastern Orthodoxy.
42

While Luther included the Apocrypha in his German translation of the Bible, he set them off
from the rest of the Old Testament and indicated in a foreword that, though profitable, they were
41
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● All English Bibles prior to 1629 contained the Apocrypha (David Ewert, A
General Introduction to the Bible, p. 79), though in so doing they were not
implying canonical status for the Apocrypha. The 1611 KJV contained the
Apocrypha. “In fact, one of the translators of [the] KJV, George Abbot, as
Archbishop of Canterbury, issued a decree in 1615 that if any printer should dare
to bind up and sell a copy of the Scriptures without the Apocrypha, he would be
liable to a whole year’s imprisonment” (Bruce Metzger, “The Apocrypha and
Pseudepigrapha,” in volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, p. 174).
“The saintly Bishop Lancelot Andrewes, one of the translators of the KJV,
incorporated the greater part of the apocryphal Prayer of Manasseh in his book of
Private Devotions” (Metzger, p. 174).
● The Apocrypha has had a pervasive influence. “In English literature, Chaucer,
Shakespeare, Milton, Ruskin, Longfellow, and many others borrowed, more or
less freely, themes and expressions from the Apocrypha. In art, many of the old
masters, as well as several modern painters, have chosen subjects from this body
of literature. Almost every large gallery in Europe and America has one or more
works of the old masters depicting Judith, Tobit, or Susanna. In music, such
hymns as ‘Now Thank We All Our God,’ ‘O Come, O Come, Emmanuel,’ ‘It Came
Upon a Midnight Clear,’ and dozens of Charles Wesley’s compositions
incorporate ideas, phrases, and even whole sections from the Apocrypha.
Anthems, oratorios, and more than one opera embody extensive material from
these books. (Since there is not room here to document these and other examples
of the pervasive influence of the Apocrypha, the reader who is interested is
referred to Metzger’s Introduction to the Apocrypha, where all these and many
other examples are discussed.)” (Metzger, p. 174).

not to be considered canonical (David Ewert, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 78).
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The New Testament Canon
Unfortunately, when it comes to the New Testament canon, the situation is not as
indisputable as it is in the Old Testament. Based on Peter’s testimony in 2 Peter 3:16 (in
which he calls all of Paul’s letters Scripture), we know that all of the New Testament
books that Paul wrote are canonical. In like manner, based on Paul’s words in 1 Timothy
5:18 (in which he quotes from Deuteronomy and Luke, calling both Scripture), we know
that the Gospel of Luke is canonical. What about the rest?

Tests of Canonicity
It is commonly agreed that the early church used at least three tests43 to help them
recognize which books were inspired/canonical (the Apocryphal books fail all three44):
The Test of Apostolicity
Was the book written by an apostle or by one backed by an apostle (for example, Mark
backed by Peter45--see 1 Peter 5:13; Luke backed by Paul46--see Colossians 4:14 and
Philemon 24)? Christ authenticated the 22/24-book Hebrew/39-book English Old
Testament canon in Luke 24:44 and Matthew 23:35//Luke 11:51 (see explanation
above). He pre-authenticated the New Testament canon (see John 14:26, 15:26-27, and
16:12-15).47 “In a real sense, Christ is the key to the inspiration and canonization of the
43

While many writers suggest more than three, these three are the basic ones. Ryrie (p. 108)
gives three tests; Robert Sheehan (The Word of Truth, pp. 66-67) and Enns (pp. 172-173) give
four tests; Norman Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, pp. 223-231)
give five tests; Reymond (p. 65) and David Ewert (A General Introduction to the Bible, pp.
130-132) give six tests. The additional tests these writers give are subsets of the basic three.
44

For example, the Apocrypha espouses such unbiblical doctrines as purgatory (2 Maccabees
12:39-45), prayer for the dead (2 Maccabees 12:45-46), and salvation by works (Tobit 12:9). For
other problems in the Apocrypha, see Norman Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to
the Bible, p. 271).
45

The second century apologist, Justin Martyr spoke of the Gospel of Mark as “Peter’s Memoirs”
(Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 225).
46

See 1 Timothy 5:18, where Paul calls a citation from Luke’s gospel “Scripture.”

47

Commenting on John 14:26, Reymond (p. 61) states: “Here Christ promises by implication that
the Holy Spirit will oversee the production of the Gospels.” Commenting on John 16:12-15, he
states: “Because the apostles were not able to comprehend the significance of Christ’s death at
that time, here Christ promises by implication that the Holy Spirit will oversee the production of
43
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Scriptures. It was He who confirmed the inspiration of the Hebrew canon of the Old
Testament; and it was He who promised that the Holy Spirit would direct the apostles
into all truth” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, p. 207).
The Test of Orthodoxy
Was the book doctrinally-consistent with the books already recognized as canonical?
The Test of Catholicity
Was the book universally recognized as canonical by the body of Christ? The ultimate
reason why the canonical books are recognized as such by believers is due to their
self-authenticating nature (see under “The Certainty of the Source of the Bible” in the
previous study on inspiration; cf. John 7:17,48 as well as John 10:27's “My sheep hear My
voice”).
At this point, it must be admitted that the three “objective” tests above are inherently
unable to function as final arbiters of canonicity.49 Ultimate certainty comes through
the internal witness/testimony of the Spirit (see 1 John 2:20, 27, and 5:6; cf. 1
Corinthians 2:12-16 and 1 John 4:6), convincing the believer that the 66 books that
comprise the Protestant canon (and no others) are inspired and, therefore, canonical.50

the New Testament epistles which explicate Christ’s cross work. And in his declaration that the
Holy Spirit ‘will tell you what is yet to come,’ Christ promises by implication that the Holy
Spirit will oversee the writing of John’s Revelation.”
48

“Understanding is the reward of faith. Therefore do not seek to understand in order to believe,
but believe that thou mayest understand” (Augustine, cited in Leon Morris, The Gospel
According to John, p. 360). “They [the 27 New Testament books] are what Athanasius called
them, ‘the wellsprings of salvation’ for all Christendom. And in the last analysis, the church of
God can become convinced and remain assured that they are indeed the wellsprings of salvation
only by drinking of them” (Martin Franzmann, quoted in Reymond, p. 69). This is a case of
“believing is seeing,” rather than “seeing is believing.”
49

The deficiencies of these tests have been pointed out by Reymond (pp. 65-66) and Richard B.
Gaffin, Jr. (in Inerrancy and Hermeneutic: A Tradition, A Challenge, A Debate, edited by Harvie
M. Conn, pp. 168-170).
50

“How did the people recognize that a person was a true prophet of God so that his writing was
seen as the authoritative Word of God? ... [T]he ultimate answer is that the ministry of the Holy
Spirit testified to the truth of His own revelation in the hearts of those who were open to receive
it” (Robert Saucy, Scripture: Its Power, Authority, and Relevance, p. 217).
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The Culmination of Canonization in the 4th Century A.D.
Historically, it was not until the 4th century A.D. that the 27 books that comprise the
Protestant New Testament were officially recognized as canonical by the church.
In 367 A.D., Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria became the first known church official to
definitively lay claim to the 27 books of our New Testament as completely comprising
the New Testament canon, when he wrote (cited in Norman Geisler and William Nix, A
General Introduction to the Bible, p. 293): “Again it is not tedious to speak of the books
of the New Testament. These are, the four gospels, according to Matthew, Mark, Luke
and John. Afterwards, the Acts of the Apostles and Epistles (called Catholic), seven, vis.
of James, one; of Peter, two; of John, three; after these, one of Jude. In addition, there
are fourteen Epistles of Paul [Athanasius viewed Hebrews as Pauline], written in this
order. The first, to the Romans; then two to the Corinthians; after these, to the
Galatians; next, to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians; then to the Colossians; after
these, two to the Thessalonians, and that to the Hebrews; and again, two to Timothy;
one to Titus; and lastly, that to Philemon. And besides, the Revelation of John.” In the
same letter, Athanasius (cited in David Ewert, A General Introduction to the Bible, p.
128) wrote of the 66 books of our Bible: “In them alone is the good news of the teaching
of true religion proclaimed: let no one add to them or take away anything of them.”
Various church councils in the 4th century also gave their affirmation to the 66-book
canon, such as the Council of Laodicea (363 A.D.), the Council of Hippo (393 A.D.), and
the Council of Carthage (397 A.D.) (Enns, p. 172).
Some may wonder why it took so long (approximately 300 years) for the church to
finally recognize the confines of the canon. Several reasons have been given:
● It took much time (communication in that day was slow, to say the least) for the
books to circulate among the church at large and, thereby, gain universal
acceptance.
● There was no need to officially define the canon until the second-century
heretics, Marcion and Montanus51 respectively subtracted from (Marcion’s canon
consisted of an abridged gospel of Luke and only ten of Paul’s epistles, which he
also abridged--the Pastorals excepted) and added to (not surprisingly, Montanus
was what we would consider today a charismatic) the canon as commonly
understood.
51

Montanus “had come to the conclusion that he was the promised Paraclete” (David Ewert, A
General Introduction to the Bible, p. 133).
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● There was no need to define the canon until widespread persecution broke out
under Diocletian52 in the early part of the fourth century and believers were
forced to decide which books were canonical and, thus, worth dying for.
● For various reasons, the canonicity of some books (called
“Antilegomena”--see below) was initially questioned by some in the church.

the

The New Testament “Homologoumena”
The New Testament “Homologoumena” were those 20 New Testament books whose
inspiration/canonicity was unquestioned.

The New Testament “ Antilegomena”53
The New Testament “Anitlegomena” were those 7 New Testament books whose
inspiration/canonicity was questioned by some for a time.
● Hebrews--questioned because of uncertainty as to its authorship
●
●
●
●
●
●

James--questioned because of alleged conflict with Paul on justification (in 2:14-26)
2 Peter--questioned because of the stylistic differences between it and 1 Peter
2 John--questioned because of its private nature and limited circulation
3 John--questioned because of its private nature and limited circulation
Jude--questioned because it quotes from the Pseudepigraphal books, The Assumption of
Moses (in verse 9) and 1 Enoch (in verses 14-15)
Revelation--questioned because it teaches the doctrine of premillennialism

The New Testament “Pseudepigrapha”
The New Testament “Pseudepigrapha” are the hundreds of religious books written
during the early centuries of the church that no group recognizes as canonical today.

The New Testament “Apocrypha”
The New Testament “Apocrypha” are the numerous religious books written during the
early centuries of the church that received local and temporary acceptance, but which no
group recognizes as canonical today.
52

Diocletian’s edict in 303 A.D. that all sacred books be burned also contributed to the formal
formation of the New Testament canon (Enns, p. 171).
53

See Appendix B of Reymond.
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Part 4: The Sustaining of the Bible
Thus far in our study of Bibliology, or the doctrine of the Bible, we have considered the
source of the Bible (by studying the doctrines of revelation and the inspiration of
Scripture); the substance of the Bible (by studying the doctrines of the infallibility and
inerrancy of Scripture); and the scope of the Bible (by studying the concept of the
canonicity of Scripture). So, we know where the Bible comes from (from God, being
inspired). We also know Its character (because It comes from God, It is both incapable
of error/infallible and without error/inerrant). And we know Its confines (only books
that come from God/are inspired are canonical and, therefore, to be included in the
canon). We now turn to the sustaining of the Bible by considering the fact that It has
been kept or preserved from the time It was penned to the present.
When speaking of the preservation of Scripture54, we are speaking of both a theological
concept and an historical reality. God has promised to preserve His Word (the
theological so what) and has done so (the historical what).

Preservation as a Theological Concept
Does the Bible teach Its own preservation? While there are some who do not think so
(such as Daniel Wallace and W. Edward Glenny), most think that It does, both explicitly
and implicitly.
Passages that explicitly teach the preservation of Scripture include55:
Psalm 119:152
Long have I known from Your testimonies that You have founded them forever.
Psalm 119:160
The sum of Your word is truth, and every one of Your righteous rules endures forever.

54

Preservation may be understood as the providential work of God through scribes (copyists) and
translators by which He has sufficiently transmitted His Word in the totality of original language
manuscripts of Scripture and the translations from them.
55

For a good survey of these explicit and implicit passages in relation to this issue, as well as a
few other passages not included in these listings, see William Combs, “The Preservation of
Scripture,” Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal, Fall 2000, pages 3-44.
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Passages that implicitly teach the preservation of Scripture include:
Matthew 5:18
“For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass
from the Law until all is accomplished” (cf. Luke 16:17).56
Matthew 24:35
“Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (cf. Luke 21:33).
John 10:35b
“... Scripture cannot be broken.”
1 Peter 1:23-25
Since you have been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the
living and abiding word of God; for “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower
of grass. The grass withers, and the flower falls, but the word of the Lord remains
forever.” And this word is the good news that was preached to you (cf. Isaiah 40:8).
Because, as many believe, preservation is a corollary of inspiration, passages that speak
of the inspiration of Scripture (see under “inspiration” in “Part 1: The Source of the
Bible”) may also be viewed as implicitly teaching the doctrine of preservation.
Notice that the passages referenced above, while teaching that the Scriptures have been
preserved, do not specify how, where, or to what extent They have been preserved. To
answer these questions, one must examine the history of the transmission of the Old
Testament Hebrew and New Testament Greek texts of Scripture.

Preservation as an Historical Reality
When examining the history of the transmission of the Old Testament Hebrew and New
Testament Greek texts of Scripture, one discovers that God in His wisdom has chosen to
preserve His Word providentially/naturally, rather than miraculously/supernaturally.57
56

“It can scarcely be conceived how our Lord could have guaranteed preservation of the written
words of the law any more specifically or dogmatically” (God’s Word in Our Hands, p. 105).
57

“The work of preserving the text of Scripture is basically a providential one. God has not
chosen miraculously to preserve the text. A miracle is a direct application of God’s power into
our time-space-mass continuum. A work of providence is indirect, through secondary causation.
God did not promise in His Word to preserve the text via perfect and infallible transmission”
(McCune, “Systematic Theology 1” class notes, p. 20; emphasis his).
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We know this because errors have been introduced into both the Old Testament Hebrew
and New Testament Greek texts during the transmission process.58 Through the
discipline known as textual criticism (discussed below), textual scholars have sought to
purge the biblical text of these errors and, thus, bring us ever closer to the original
words of the Hebrew and Greek texts.

Preservation of the Old Testament Hebrew Text
The preservation of the Old Testament Hebrew text is due primarily to the quality of the
extant (known to exist) manuscripts.59 One reason why the quality of the Old Testament
Hebrew text is so high is because any copy of an Old Testament Hebrew manuscript
found to contain an error was discarded (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General
Introduction to the Bible, p. 380). Another reason for the quality of the Old Testament
Hebrew text over the years (specifically, the years prior to the invention of the printing
press by Johann Gutenberg in 1456) was the proficiency of the Jewish scribes.
The Masoretes
The most renowned of the many groups of Jewish scribes responsible for the
transmission of the Old Testament Hebrew text in successive eras were the “Masoretes,”
who labored from 500-1000 A.D. The Masoretes were extremely meticulous about their
work. “They ensured accuracy by counting the number of letters in a book, by noting
the middle letter, and similar tedious procedures. For example, they noted that the
Hebrew letter aleph occurred 42,377 times in the Old Testament. If the count in the
new copy did not agree with the original copy the manuscript was recopied” (Enns, p.
173). The importance of the Masoretes in the transmission of the Old Testament
Hebrew text is seen by the fact that the Old Testament Hebrew text used today is simply
referred to as the “Masoretic Text” (MT for short).
The Dead Sea Scrolls
No treatment of the history of the transmission of the Old Testament Hebrew text would
be complete without mention of the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS for short), a
discovery that spectacularly verified the quality of the transmission of the Old
Testament Hebrew text. In 1947, an Arab shepherd boy named Muhammad adh-Dhib
58

“It is an indisputable fact, proven by the manuscript and versional evidence, that God has not
perfectly (that is, without error) preserved the Scriptures throughout their long history of
transmission” (William Combs, “The Preservation of Scripture,” Detroit Baptist Seminary
Journal, Fall 2000, p. 32).
59

According to Norman Geisler and William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 358),
the quantity of the extant Hebrew Old Testament manuscripts numbers in the tens of thousands.
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was out looking for a lost goat in an area in the Judean Desert approximately 7½ miles
south of Jericho and 1 mile inland from the Dead Sea. Upon throwing a rock into a cave
in the area, he heard the sound of pottery shattering. Upon entering the cave, he found
numerous leather scrolls stored in pottery. Later excavation of this cave (Cave 1) and
eleven other caves in the area (during the years 1947-1956) yielded what renowned
textual scholar, W. F. Albright (cited in William LaSor, “The Dead Sea Scrolls,” in
volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, pp. 395-396) called “the greatest
manuscript discovery in modern times.”60 An estimated 40,000 manuscript fragments
have been found in the caves of Qumran61 (Wayne House, Chronological and
Background Charts of the New Testament, p. 84), approximately ¼ of which are
biblical. Every book of the Old Testament is represented, except Esther. The most
significant manuscript discovered in Qumran is the famous “Isaiah scroll,” an early 2nd
century B.C. copy of the entire book of Isaiah, found in Cave 1. The biblical manuscripts
found at Qumran date from the 3rd century B.C. to the 1st century A.D.62, thus giving us
manuscripts of the Old Testament Hebrew text approximately one thousand years older
than those previously possessed.
Upon comparing the DSS with these
previously-possessed manuscripts, textual scholars discovered that there was little
variation between them, testimony to the quality with which the Jewish scribes
transmitted the Old Testament Hebrew text.63
60

William LaSor (“The Dead Sea Scrolls,” in volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary, p. 395) calls the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls “the most remarkable MS
[manuscript] discovery in modern archaeology.”
61

Qumran is the Arabic name of the location of Cave One and its vicinity.

62

Norman Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 354) suggest a range of
167 B.C. to 133 A.D.
63

“Even though the two copies of Isaiah discovered in Qumran Cave 1 near the Dead Sea in 1947
were a thousand years earlier than the oldest dated manuscript previously known (980 A.D.),
they proved to be word for word identical with our standard Hebrew Bible in more than 95
percent of the text. The 5 percent of variation consisted chiefly of obvious slips of the pen and
variations in spelling” (Gleason Archer, A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, p. 25). “The
major conclusion was that there was no significant difference between the Isaiah scroll at
Qumran and the Masoretic Hebrew text dated one thousand years later. This confirmed the
reliability of our present Hebrew text” (Enns, p. 173). “With the discovery of the Hebrew scrolls
in the Judean Desert in 1947 and following, we can now look at manuscripts a thousand years
older. What is assuring, when one considers all the possibilities of transcriptional errors slipping
in, is the fact that the Masoretic Text is substantially the same as that of the Dead Sea Scrolls”
(David Ewert, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 91). Norman Geisler & William Nix (A
General Introduction to the Bible, p. 465) call the discovery of the DSS “the most phenomenal
50
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Preservation of the New Testament Greek Text
The preservation of the New Testament Greek text is due primarily to the quantity of the
extant manuscripts.64 By comparing these manuscripts, along with ancient versions of
the New Testament (such as the Vulgate) and New Testament citations by the early
church Fathers65, textual scholars, through the practice of textual criticism, are able to
ascertain the overwhelming majority of the New Testament Greek text.66 “The number
of manuscripts of the New Testament [5,600+], of early translations from it, and of
quotations from it in the oldest writers of the Church [36,000+], is so large that it is
practically certain that the true reading of every doubtful passage is preserved in some
one or other of these ancient authorities.” (Sir Frederic Kenyon, cited in Norman Geisler
& William Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 355).
As with the history of the transmission of the Old Testament Hebrew text, so a thorough
history of the transmission of the New Testament Greek text is beyond the purview of
this lesson.67 Thus, what follows are a few of the more memorable incidents in regards
to its transmission.
Erasmus and the “Johannine Comma”
One memorable incident in the history of the transmission of the New Testament Greek
text took place in the early part of the 16th century A.D. In 1516, a man by the name of
Erasmus became the first to publish a Greek edition of the New Testament. The first
two editions of his Greek New Testament (the 1516 edition and the 1519 edition) did not
confirmation of the fidelity of the Hebrew text.”
64

The quantity of the extant Greek New Testament manuscripts numbers over 5,600.

65

“... [I]if there were no biblical manuscripts available today, the entire New Testament could be
reconstructed from the writings of the church Fathers of the first three centuries with the
exception of eleven verses” (Norman Geisler & William Nix, A General Introduction to the
Bible, p. 466).
66

According to the renowned 19th century textual scholars, Brooke Foss Westcott and Fenton
John Anthony Hort, 99.33% of the New Testament text is beyond dispute. According to
renowned Greek scholar, A. T. Robertson, the figure is 99.9% (Norman Geisler & William Nix,
A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 474).
67

One may consult such works as Norman Geisler & William Nix’s A General Introduction to the
Bible; David Ewert’s A General Introduction to the Bible; and volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary for a more detailed history.
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contain what has come to be called the “Johannine Comma68” (the words “in heaven, the
Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one. And there are three that
bear witness in earth” in 1 John 5:7-8 in the KJV), simply because none of the Greek
manuscripts Erasmus possessed contained these words. Erasmus, however, promised
to include them in future editions of his Greek text if such a manuscript could be
produced. Lo and behold, such a manuscript was “produced,” forcing Erasmus (who
doubted the manuscript’s legitimacy, but nevertheless felt constrained by his promise)
to include it in the third edition of his Greek text (the 1522 edition). F. F. Bruce
(“Transmission and Translation of the Bible,” in volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary, p. 48) writes: “A Greek MS [manuscript] on which the ink was scarcely
dry (it was written about 1520) was produced in which the text was present (manifestly
translated back into Greek from Latin) and, while Erasmus was morally certain that it
had been hastily copied out with the express purpose of putting him on the spot, he
yielded to pressure and included the words in his next edition. From that edition the
words were taken over into Luther’s German NT and Tyndale’s English NT, and were
retained in subsequent English versions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
including KJV.”

68

The term, “comma” comes from the Greek word for “short clause,” komma (D. Edmond
Hiebert, The Epistles of John: An Expositional Commentary, p. 27).
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The Discovery of Codex Sinaiticus
Another memorable incident in the history of the transmission of the New Testament
Greek text took place in the middle of the 19th century A.D. with the discovery of one of
the most significant of all New Testament Greek texts, Codex (a codex is a document in
book form) Sinaiticus, a complete copy of the Greek New Testament written in the
middle of the 4th century A.D.69 As the story goes (related in Norman Geisler & William
Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, pp. 392-394), the German Count Lobegott
Friedrich Constantine von Tischendorf visited the monastery of St. Catherine at Mount
Sinai in 1844. While there, he discovered and “rescued” numerous pages containing
portions of the Septuagint (an ancient translation of the Hebrew Old Testament into
Greek) from a basket of scraps the monks were using to light their fires. He returned
again in 1853, but came away empty-handed. He returned once more in 1859 and was
about to go away empty-handed again when the monastery steward showed him what
came to be known as Codex Sinaiticus, which Tischendorf purchased on behalf of the
Russian government. The Russian government later (in 1933) sold it to the British
government.

Textual Errors
As mentioned previously, the transmission of the Old Testament Hebrew and New
Testament Greek manuscripts of Scripture was not an inerrant process. Textual
scholars have categorized scribal errors and labeled them accordingly. The following is
from Norman Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 370): 1)
haplography--the writing of a word, letter, or syllable only once when it should have
been written more than once; 2) dittography--writing twice what should have been
written only once; 3) metathesis--reversing the proper position of letters or words; 4)
fusion--the combining of two separate words into one; 5) fission--the dividing of a single
word into two words; 6) homophony--the substitution of a word for another that is
pronounced like it, or the misreading of similarly shaped letters; 7)
homoeoteleuton--the omission of an intervening passage because the scribe’s eye
skipped from one line to a similar ending on another line; and 8) accidental
omissions--where no repetition is involved, or vowel letters are misread for consonants.

69

Norman Geisler & William Nix (A General Introduction to the Bible, p. 392) call this discovery
“one of the most fascinating and romantic in textual history.”
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Textual Criticism
As mentioned at several points throughout this lesson, part and parcel of the
preservation of the Old Testament Hebrew and New Testament Greek texts of Scripture
is the discipline known as textual criticism. Gordon Fee (“The Textual Criticism of the
New Testament,” in volume 1 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, p. 419) defines
textual criticism as “the science that compares all known manuscripts of a given work in
an effort to trace the history of variations within the text so as to discover its original
form.” In doing textual criticism, textual scholars consider a combination of external
and internal evidence. Gleason Archer (A Survey of Old Testament Introduction, pp.
59-61) gives 7 “canons” (rules) of textual criticism: 1) the older reading is to be
preferred; 2) the more difficult reading is to be preferred; 3) the shorter reading is to be
preferred; 4) the reading which best explains all the variants is to be preferred; 5) the
reading with the widest geographical support is to be preferred; 6) the reading which
most conforms to the style and diction of the author is to be preferred; and 7) the
reading which reflects no doctrinal bias is to be preferred.

Conclusion
Awareness of the history of the transmission of the Old Testament Hebrew and New
Testament Greek texts can, at first, cause the believer considerable consternation.
However, one must remember that the way God has providentially chosen to preserve
His Word is the way He deemed best to preserve It; thus, we should not demand a
greater level of purity than the incredibly high level of purity we already possess. As
William Combs (“The Preservation of Scripture,” Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal, Fall 2000,
p. 37) states: “It was sufficient for God’s purpose to preserve his Word in copies of the
autographs whose exact wording contains some variation. This level of purity is
sufficient for God’s purposes.”70 It should, therefore, be sufficient for our purposes, as
well.
Finally, it must also be remembered that no doctrine of Scripture is in question due to a
textual variant. Due to the sufficient degree that God has preserved His Word, textual
or translational issues are ultimately not truth issues.

70

John Skilton (cited in William Combs, “The Preservation of Scripture,” Detroit Baptist
Seminary Journal, Fall 2000, p. 39) states: “God has preserved the Scriptures in a state of what
might be called ‘essential purity.’”
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Part 5: The Sufficiency of the Bible
Thus far in our study of Bibliology, or the doctrine of the Bible, we have considered the
source of the Bible (by studying the doctrines of revelation and the inspiration of
Scripture); the substance of the Bible (by studying the doctrines of the infallibility and
inerrancy of Scripture); the scope of the Bible (by studying the concept of the canonicity
of Scripture), and the sustaining of the Bible (by studying the doctrine of the
preservation of Scripture). So, we know where the Bible comes from (from God, being
inspired). We also know Its character (because It comes from God, It is both incapable
of error/infallible and without error/inerrant). We also know Its confines (only books
that come from God/are inspired are canonical and, therefore, to be included in the
canon). And we also know that It has been kept (because of biblical promise and
historical preservation). We now turn to the sufficiency of the Bible by considering the
fact that It is complete and, therefore, able to convert and complete.
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Definitions
When we say that the Bible is sufficient, we mean that the Bible, in and of Itself, is all
that is needed to save and to sanctify sinners, to make and mature disciples. Other
definitions of this doctrine include the following:
● “The sufficiency of Scripture means that Scripture ... contains all the words of
God we need for salvation, for trusting him perfectly, and for obeying him
perfectly” (Grudem, p. 127).
● “The Bible is a finished and complete revelation entirely sufficient for its divinely
intended purpose. It need not be supplemented by reason, experience, tradition,
other religions, or anything else” (McCune, A Systematic Theology, 1:61).
● “There is no doctrine which needs to be believed, or duty which needs to be
fulfilled, about which Scripture does not give us adequate information to enable
us to believe and obey God” (Robert Sheehan, The Word of Truth, p. 107).
● “By sufficiency of Scripture we mean the certainty that the Scriptures contain
everything that God intends for his people to have to find salvation and to obey
God perfectly” (Mark Snoeberger).
● “... [T]he Bible contains all the extant revelations of God, which He designed to be
the rule of faith and practice for his Church; so that nothing can rightfully be
imposed on the consciences of men as truth or duty which is not taught directly
or by necessary implication in the Holy Scriptures” (Hodge, 1:183).
● “The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for His own glory,
man’s salvation, faith, and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by
good and necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which
nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or
traditions of men ....” (Westminster Confession of Faith, article 1, section 6; cited
in Reymond, p. 83).
The Bible is the only rule of faith and practice. Sola Scriptura.

A Disclaimer
The sufficiency of Scripture “does not mean that the Bible answers all the questions that
we might think up” (Grudem, p. 131). The Bible answers the questions that God, not
man, considers important (see Deuteronomy 29:29). God sets the agenda. While the
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Scriptures may not tell us everything we want to know, They do tell us everything God
wants us to know; therefore, They tell us everything we need to know. The Scriptures
are to have active, functional control over our lives.

Declarations
One key text on the sufficiency of Scripture is:
2 Timothy 3:15-1771
And how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are
able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is
breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every
good work.
According to this passage, the Bible is sufficient for salvation (verse 15; cf. Romans
10:17, James 1:18, and 1 Peter 1:23) and sanctification (verses 16b-17; cf. Psalm 1:1-3,
19:7, 119:9, 11, John 17:17, Ephesians 4:11-1372, 5:26, James 1:2173, and 1 Peter 2:2).
In regards to sanctification, the Bible is sufficiently able to tell the believer what is right
(“teaching,” verse 16b), what isn’t right (“reproof,” verse 16b; cf. 2 Timothy 4:2), how to
get right (“correction,” verse 16b), and how to stay right (“training in righteousness,”
verse 16b).74 As a result of the Bible’s ability to do so (“that,” verse 17), the Christian
(“the man of God,” verse 17), by having the Bible, has all he or she needs to live the

71

This is also a key text on the inspiration of Scripture (see under inspiration in Part 1: The
Source of the Bible).
72

According to this passage, as proclaimers of the Word exercise their office (verse 11), believers
are matured (verse 13). Note that psychologists are nowhere to be found in verse 11.
73

In James 1:21, James speaks of the Word of God’s ability to save the souls of his readers. Since
James was writing to believers (James 2:1) and the Greek participle translated “is able” is in the
present tense, James is speaking of the ability of the Word of God to save his readers from the
power of sin, i.e., sanctification.
74

Warren Wiersbe, Be Faithful, pp. 150-151. The four things in verse 16 for which Scripture is
profitable can be viewed in pairs, with the first pair (the positive first, the negative second)
dealing with doctrine/belief/creed and the second pair (the negative first, the positive second)
dealing with duty/behavior/conduct.
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Christian life (“complete75, equipped76 for every good work77,” verse 17). Therefore, we
must “trust the Truth.”78
Another key text on the sufficiency of Scripture is:
2 Peter 1:3-4
His divine power has granted to us all things79 that pertain to life and godliness, through
the knowledge of Him who called us to His own glory and excellence, by which He has
granted to us His precious and very great promises, so that through them you may
become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the
world because of sinful desire.

Denials
Throughout history, there have been many groups that have directly or indirectly denied
the doctrine of the sufficiency of Scripture, such as:
75

The Greek adjective translated “complete” in 2 Timothy 3:17 means “complete, capable,
proficient = able to meet all demands” (BAGD, p. 110). BAGD is an acronym for a leading
Greek lexicon (≈ dictionary), the work of men named Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich, and Danker. This
word is also placed first in the original Greek sentence, for emphasis.
76

The Greek verb translated “equipped” is exartizo, an intensified form (intensified with the
Greek prefix, ek) of the Greek verb, artizo, which itself indicates equipped (so, KJV’s
“thoroughly furnished” and NIV’s “thoroughly equipped”). It is also in the perfect tense,
indicating the Word’s ongoing ability to do so.
77

“If there is any ‘good work’ that God wants a Christian to do, this passage indicates that God
has made provision in his Word for training the Christian in it. Thus, there is no ‘good work’
that God wants us to do other than those that are taught somewhere in Scripture: it can equip us
for every good work” (Grudem, pp. 127-128; emphasis his).
78

Teachers and preachers should make it their aim to teach and preach “the whole counsel of
God” (Acts 20:27). This means that biblical teaching and preaching should be exhaustive
(covering all the truths of Scripture) and expositional (uncovering all the truth or truths of a
particular passage of Scripture). In doing so, teachers and preachers will not only be saying what
God wants, but also in the proportion God wants it said.
79

In 2 Peter 1:3, “all things” is placed first in the Greek sentence, for emphasis. Also, the Greek
verb translated “has granted” in both 2 Peter 1:3 and 4 is in the perfect tense, indicating that
these grants from God are ongoing.
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Catholicism
Catholicism denies the sufficiency of Scripture by not only adding non-canonical books
to the canon (see above on the The Scope of the Bible), but also by elevating Catholic
church tradition80 and the teaching of the Catholic church81 to a level of authority equal
to (and ultimately superior to) Scripture. The Protestant Reformation rightly corrected
this error with its stress on sola Scriptura (Scripture alone).82

Charismatics
Charismatics deny the sufficiency of Scripture by teaching that God is still giving special
revelation through miraculous revelatory gifts, such as prophecy83, interpretation of
tongues, etc. God is no longer giving special revelation (see 1 Corinthians 13:8-10, Jude
3, and Revelation 22:18-19; cf. Deuteronomy 4:2 and 12:32). Another way in which
some Charismatics deny the sufficiency of Scripture is by their belief in “power
evangelism,” the belief that a miracle must accompany the giving of the gospel in order
to bring about conversion. However, see Luke 16:27-31. The gospel as given in God’s
80

“Vatican II’s Dei Verbum, 9 (November 1965), declares that the church ‘does not derive her
certainty about all revealed truths from the holy Scriptures alone. Both Scripture and Tradition
must be accepted and honored with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence’” (Reymond, p.
85; emphasis his).
81

According to Catholicism, the teaching office of the Catholic church (called the
“Magisterium”) infallibly interprets both the Catholic scriptures and tradition, thereby making it
the ultimate source of authority. The First Vatican Council (of 1869-1870 AD) declared:
“Further, all those things are to be believed with divine and Catholic faith which are contained in
the Word of God, written or handed down [i.e., tradition], and which the Church, either by
solemn judgment or by her ordinary teaching [i.e., the magisterium], proposes for belief as
having been divinely revealed” (emphasis mine).
82

Robert Sheehan (The Word of Truth, p. 108) gives a good, brief historical overview: “Although
they [the churches in the centuries that followed the apostles] made appeal to a two-fold witness
of the Old Testament and the testimony of the apostles, they failed to limit this witness to the
written testimony of the apostles and accepted a tradition passed on and preserved by the church.
Soon greater importance began to be attached to this tradition than to the apostolic Scriptures,
and the churches slid into captivity to the authority of church tradition and ultimately to that
tradition as interpreted in Rome by the pope. It was the glory of the Protestant Reformation to
dethrone the pope, the Roman church and tradition, and to reassert the authority of God’s Word.”
83

This is one area where one needs to be wary of Grudem. See appendix 1 of Robert Sheehan’s
The Word of Truth for a rebuttal of Grudem’s belief that the gift of prophecy is still operative
today.
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Word is sufficient to save (Romans 1:16).

Cults
The cults deny the sufficiency of Scripture by elevating other sources to a level equal to
or superior to Scripture. Prime examples include The Book of Mormon (Mormonism84)
and Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (Christian Science85).

Experientialism
Experientialism, the belief that personal experience is authoritative, is also a denial of
the sufficiency of Scripture. The story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31)
powerfully refutes the error of experientialism (cf. John 12:28b-29 and 2 Peter 1:16-19).

Mysticism
Mysticism, the belief that inner, subjective feelings, impressions, etc. are authoritative,
is yet another denial of the sufficiency of Scripture. God speaks through His Word
alone. Many well-meaning believers come perilously close to embracing the error of
mysticism when they determine God’s will by using such criteria as “having peace”
about a contemplated course of action.86
84

The Book of Mormon, in 2 Nephi 29:6, 9-10, reads: “Thou fool, that shall say: A Bible, we
have got a Bible, and we need no more Bible .... And because that I have spoken one word ye
need not suppose that I cannot speak another .... Wherefore, because that ye have a Bible ye
need not suppose that it contains all my words; neither need ye suppose that I have not caused
more to be written.” Mormonism, like Charismaticism, also denies the sufficiency of Scripture
by its belief in the ongoing gift of prophecy. The Mormon holy book called Doctrines and
Covenants says: “And whatsoever they [‘those ordained unto the priesthood’] shall speak when
moved upon by the Holy Ghost, shall be scripture, shall be the will of the Lord, shall be the mind
of the Lord, shall be the word of the Lord, shall be the voice of the Lord, and the power of God
unto salvation.”
Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of Christian Science, once said (emphasis mine): “The
testimony of the material senses is neither absolute nor divine. I therefore plant myself
unreservedly on the teachings of Jesus, of his apostles, of the prophets, and on the testimony of
the Science of Mind.”
85

86

Another potentially problematic, yet very popular, practice in this regard is “praying about it.”
If one means that he or she is praying for God’s help in studying the Scriptures for the truths
needed to make a biblically-based decision, then “praying about it” is perfectly proper. If,
however, one means that, by praying, he or she is asking God to reveal His will through some
sort of inner impression, then he or she has erred.
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“Christian” Psychology
Perhaps the most serious denial of the sufficiency of Scripture within conservative
Christianity is the threat posed by “Christian” psychology.87 The word, psychology
literally means the study of the soul (from the Greek word for soul, psuche). Few would
deny that secular psychology is a frontal attack upon the doctrine of the sufficiency of
Scripture. Of greater concern, however, is the more subtle attack upon this doctrine by
(in most cases) well-meaning believers through so-called “Christian” psychology.
Certain “Christian” psychologists (such as James Dobson, Larry Crabb88, Gary Collins89,
Clyde Narramore90, Frank Minirth, and Paul Meier) have essentially denied the
87

On page 103 of his book, Where is Theology Going? (written in 1994), Millard Erickson writes:
“... [P]opular psychology is becoming influential even in conservative Protestant circles, a trend
that will likely continue. This does not mean that biblical teachings are being rejected because of
a perceived opposition to psychological insights. Indeed, there is little talk of any significant
tension between the two sources. Rather, what is happening is that psychological material is
being found within the Bible. In some cases portions of Scripture which appear favorable to
ideas emanating from psychology are being emphasized at the expense of other biblical themes.
In other cases biblical passages are being interpreted on the basis of data imported from
psychology. This is a highly refined form of eisegesis, generally unintentional. The impact of
such developments is to diminish the authority of the Bible.”
88

Crabb (in what appears to be a self-serving statement) places the psychologist above the pastor:
“My proposal is this: all members of the body can and should be involved in Level I counseling.
Some members of the body (for example, elders, pastors, deacons, Sunday School teachers, other
spiritually mature and responsible people) could be trained in Level II counseling. A few
selected individuals could be equipped to handle the deeper, more stubborn, complicated
problems in Level III counseling” (cited in David Doran, “Introduction to Biblical Counseling
class notes,” n.p.). Crabb’s most well-known writings espousing his integrationist beliefs are his
1987 Understanding People and his 1988 Inside Out. In more recent years, Crabb has rethought
his integrationist position (see Kevin Dale Miller, “Putting an End to Christian Psychology:
Larry Crabb Thinks Therapy Belongs Back in the Churches,” Christianity Today, August 14,
1995, pp. 16-17).
89

In 1977, Collins published The Rebuilding of Psychology: An Integration of Psychology and
Theology. In 1981, he published Psychology and Theology: Prospects of Integration.
90

Based on a trichotomous (body, soul, spirit), as opposed to dichotomous (material and
immaterial), view of man, Narramore has cleverly made a place for the psychologist alongside
the doctor and pastor. According to Narramore, the doctor’s oversight is the body/physical
problems, the pastor’s the spirit/spiritual problems, and the psychologist’s the soul/psychological
problems. In 1979, Narramore, along with John Carter, published The Integration of Psychology
and Theology: An Introduction.
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sufficiency of Scripture. Such individuals are commonly called “integrationists91,”
because they seek to integrate the teachings of the Bible and the teachings of secular
psychology.92 Integrationist William F. English (cited in David Doran, “Introduction to
Christian Counseling” class notes, n.p) explicitly articulates the integrationist position:
“An integration of psychotherapeutic methods and spiritual precepts is the way to bring
about spiritual maturity.” Ed Bulkley (Why Christians Can’t Trust Psychology, p. 24)
identifies the following evangelical institutions as being in the integrationist camp:
Denver Seminary, Talbot Seminary (LaMirada, CA), Trinity Evangelical Divinity School
(Deerfield, IL), Liberty University (Lynchburg, VA), Moody Bible Institute (Chicago, IL),
and Fuller Theological Seminary (Pasadena, CA).
The problems with integrationism are many:
1) The Bible is sufficient in and of Itself to address every problem involving the soul (see
Psalm 19:7); thus, the insights of secular psychology are not needed.93
2) The teachings of secular psychology cannot be integrated with the teachings of
Scripture, for the two are diametrically opposed to one another.94 They are on two
non-intersecting wavelengths/planes/continuums. It is not as though they are different
merely in degree, with the Bible superseding secular psychology; they are different in
kind. The two, like water and oil, cannot be mixed. They arise from mutually exclusive,
91

Integrationism is a relatively recent phenomenon. J. Ronald Fleck and John D. Carter (cited by
Douglas Bookman, “The Scriptures and Biblical Counseling,” in Introduction to Biblical
Counseling, by John MacArthur, Wayne Mack, et. al., p. 64) state: “The integration of
Christianity and psychology is very new. In fact, it is almost totally post-World War II, with
most of the substantive work done in the last fifteen years” [this statement was made in 1981].
Integrationists have their own journal, entitled Journal of Psychology and Theology and subtitled
“An Evangelical Forum for the Integration of Psychology and Theology.”
92

Bob Jones IV calls it mixing “Philippians with Freud” (“Personality Splits,” World, March 9,
1996, p. 18).
93

Ed Bulkley (Why Christians Can’t Trust Psychology, p. 22) makes this point tongue-in-cheek:
“How miserable believers must have been from the first century until the latter part of the
nineteenth century when psychology was finally discovered.”
94

Integrationist Clyde Narramore obviously believes otherwise: “Our task [in integration] is to
build a paradigm which assists in the coming to grips with the common reality behind both
psychology and theology, the reality without ontological conflicts” (cited in David Doran,
“Introduction to Biblical Counseling” class notes, n.p.).
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conflicting foundations. There is the “wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:21 and 24; cf. 1
Corinthians 1:30, 2:7, James 3:15, and 17) and there is the “wisdom of the world” (1
Corinthians 1:20; cf. Psalm 1:1, 1 Corinthians 1:21, 2:5, 6, and James 3:15), and never the
two shall meet.95
3) Nearly all integrationists are first and foremost psychologists, not theologians.
Integrationist Larry Crabb (cited in Ed Bulkley, Why Christians Can’t Trust Psychology,
p. 31) makes the following telling admission: “In spite of the best intentions to remain
biblical, it is frighteningly easy to admit concepts into our thinking which compromise
biblical content. Because psychologists have spent up to nine years studying psychology
in school and are pressed to spend much of their reading time in their field in order to
stay current, it is inevitable that we develop a certain ‘mind-set.’ The all-too-common
but disastrous result is that we tend to look at Scripture through the eyeglasses of
psychology ....” Jay Adams (A Theology of Christian Counseling, p. 13) adds: “Typically,
the self-appointed Christian ‘professional’ has spent years studying psychology at the
graduate level, but has little more than a Sunday School (or, at best a Bible school)
knowledge of the Bible.”
4) The integrationist deprecation of the sufficiency of Scripture is ultimately a
deprecation of the sufficiency of Christ. “Since the essence of Christianity is found in the
person and work of Jesus Christ, any claim that the Christian faith falls short in
providing answers for the needs of hurting people is in fact a criticism of the sufficiency
of Jesus Christ” (Don Matzat, cited in Ed Bulkley, Why Christians Can’t Trust
Psychology, p. 245).
This is Paul’s point in the book of Colossians. In response to the so-called “Colossian
heresy,” a non-Christ-centered philosophy (Colossians 2:8), Paul writes in Colossians
2:9-10: “For in Him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in
Him, who is the head of all rule and authority” (cf. Colossians 2:3). By having Christ
and His Word, the Christian has all he needs to be complete. Any non-Christ-centered
philosophy, such as secular psychology, is not only unnecessary, but downright harmful.
“It all boils down to this: No matter how it is worded, regardless of how cleverly it is
packaged, whether or not the motive is sincere, counseling that is merged with
psychological theory does not believe that Christ is sufficient to heal the troubled heart”
(Ed Bulkley, Why Christians Can’t Trust Psychology, p. 275, emphasis his).
Secular psychology ultimately has nothing to offer the biblical counselor.
95

The

“Like theistic evolution, ‘Christian psychology’ is an attempt to harmonize two inherently
contradictory systems of thought” (John MacArthur, “Rediscovering Biblical Counseling,” in
Introduction to Biblical Counseling, by John MacArthur, Wayne Mack, et. al., p. 16).
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unbeliever has, as it were, blinders on; he is in a box, unable to see ultimate reality.
Because of the noetic effects of sin, i.e., the effects of sin upon the mind96, every
unbelieving sinner is ignorant regarding ultimate reality (see 2 Corinthians 4:4,
Ephesians 4:17-18, and 1 Peter 1:14). Only by accepting Christ, “the wisdom of God” (1
Corinthians 1:24) and the “wisdom from God” (1 Corinthians 1:30), the One “in whom
are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:3), as one’s Savior
can the noetic effects of sin be reversed (2 Corinthians 3:14-16) and the wisdom of the
world be exchanged for the wisdom of God. Only then can one become truly
knowledgeable, understanding, and wise, seeing things for what they really are. Thus, to
call “Christian psychology” “Christian,” when the psychology upon which it is based is
thoroughly secular, is an oxymoron of the highest order.
The threat posed by integrationism is a most serious one.97 Integrationism is a Trojan
horse, attacking Christianity from within; it is a leaven that is leavening the whole lump
(1 Corinthians 5:6)98 The Bible alone is sufficient to meet every spiritual need. As the
psalmist declares: “Your testimonies are my delight; they are my counselors” (Psalm
119:24).
How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord,
Is laid for your faith in His excellent Word!
What more can He say than to you He hath said-To you, who for refuge to Jesus have fled?
96

“Noetic” comes from the Greek word for “mind,” nous.

97

“There may be no more serious threat to the life of the Church today than the stampede to
embrace the doctrines of secular psychology” (John MacArthur, “Rediscovering Biblical
Counseling”, in Introduction to Biblical Counseling, by John MacArthur, Wayne Mack, et. al., p.
11).
“The constructs and practices of psychology differ from those of Scripture.
Unquestionably, psychology may play a provocative and descriptive role. But it may never play
a constitutive role, except to the peril of genuine evangelicalism. The current mass infatuation
with psychology and the intellectual and institutional heritage of the integration movement place
us precisely in that peril” (David Powlison, “Integration or Inundation?”, in Power Religion,
edited by Michael Scott Horton, p. 215). Secular psychologist O. Hobart Mowrer (cited in
Powlison, p. 203) sounded the alarm as far back as 1961: “Has evangelical religion sold its
birthright for a mess of psychological pottage?”
98

Integrationists Stan Jones and Richard Butman (cited in Powlison, p. 207) acknowledge this:
“Too much of what passes for integration today is anemic theologically or biblically, and tends to
be little more than a spiritualized rehashing of mainstream mental health thought.”
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(“How Firm a Foundation,” stanza 1)

“The man who has the Bible, and the Holy Spirit in his heart, has everything which is
absolutely needful to make him spiritually wise .... He has the well of truth open
before him, and what can he want more? Yes! though he be shut up alone in a prison,
or cast on a desert island, ... if he has but the Bible, he has got the infallible guide, and
wants no other.”
(J. C. Ryle, Practical Religion, p. 81)
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