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Review

• The doctrine of the plenary verbal inspiration 
of the Bible is critically important to the 
Christian faith since all that we now about 
God, Jesus Christ, redemption and life in 
Christ comes directly from the Bible

• This doctrine is under attack both directly 
and indirectly by those who use some of the 
same terminology, but mean something 
completely different by it



Review

• The real issue boils down to one of authority; 
what is our ultimate authority?

• There are only two choices:

– Divine revelation

– Human reason

• The Bible claims to be the very Word of God, 
if this claim is not true, then how can we 
know what parts of the Bible to believe?



Review

• In response to the frequently posited idea 
that we should approach the Scriptures from 
a neutral position, Young states his 
conclusion clearly:

There can be no neutral position. We believe that 
either God is our Creator and the One who alone 
gives meaning to all aspects of life, or that we are 
faced with the dismal gloom of relying upon the 
human mind as the ultimate point of reference and 
predication.   Ibid, pg 32



The Extent of Inspiration

• The biblical doctrine of inspiration is that the 
Bible is, in its entirety, the very words of God, 
we believe in the plenary and verbal 
inspiration of the original autographs

• But, what about the copies we have?

• Young states,

It would certainly be unwarrantable to maintain 
that copies of what they spoke were also inspired, 
since these copies were not made as men were 
borne of the Spirit.              Thy Word is Truth, pg. 55



The Extent of Inspiration

• We do not believe that the copies we have 
are inspired, nor are the translations of those 
copies, which most of us read

• Does that mean, as some argue, that the 
doctrine of the plenary and verbal inspiration 
of the Bible is of no practical importance?

• ABSOLUTLEY NOT!



The Extent of Inspiration

• We believe that the copies we have of the 
original manuscripts are “remarkably close 
approximations” to those inspired 
manuscripts

• This confidence is the result of the science of 
textual criticism; so what is that?

• Young gives a great illustration …



Illustration of Textual Criticism

• Suppose that a schoolteacher writes a letter 
to the President of the United States. To her 
great joy she receives a personal reply. It is a 
treasure which she must share with her 
pupils and so she dictates the letter to them

• She ends up with 30 imperfect copies

– There are spelling and grammatical errors

– Words are missing and extra words are inserted

– Some words are simply wrong



Illustration of Textual Criticism

• She then loses the original 

• But, she can reconstruct the original, with 
very great accuracy, from the 30 imperfect 
copies!

– Spelling and grammatical errors are easy to fix

– Missing or extra words are not going to be the 
same in each copy, so the majority vote method 
will clean those up

– Wrong words are also only going to be in the 
minority of copies and can be fixed



The Extent of Inspiration

• But what, you may ask, about all of the 
supposed  “errors” in the Bible?

• Charles Hodge has a good treatment:

The objection under consideration, namely, that the 
Bible contains errors, divides itself into two. The 
first, that the sacred writers contradict themselves, 
or one the other. The second, that the Bible teaches 
what is inconsistent with the facts of history or 
science.           Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol I, pg 169



The Extent of Inspiration

• First, consider whether there are 
contradictions

• Hodge makes four points:

1. These apparent discrepancies, although 
numerous, are for the most part trivial. 

2. The great majority of them are only apparent, 
and yield to careful examination. 

3. Many of them may fairly be ascribed to errors 
of transcribers.



The Extent of Inspiration

4. The marvel and the miracle is that there are so few 
of any real importance. Considering that the 
different books of the Bible were written not only 
by different authors, but by men of all degrees of 
culture, living in the course of fifteen hundred or 
two thousand years, it is altogether unaccountable 
that they should agree perfectly, on any other 
hypothesis than that the writers were under the 
guidance of the Spirit of God. In this respect, as in 
all others, the Bible stands alone. It is enough to 
impress any mind with awe, when it contemplates 
the Sacred Scriptures filled with the highest truths, 
speaking with authority in the name of God, and so 
miraculously free from the soiling touch of human 
fingers. The errors in matters of fact which skeptics 
search out bear no proportion to the whole.



The Extent of Inspiration

• The perfect agreement seen in the Bible can 
be contrasted with the Islamic exegetical 
principle of abrogation

• There are some minor discrepancies in the 
Bible that we are not able to explain at 
present, but none of them are of significant 
importance and the testimony of the whole is 
overwhelming that the Scriptures are unique. 

• Young comments …



The Extent of Inspiration

In our doctrine of inspiration we are faced with 
certain perplexities, and they are real. Let us grant 
that freely. Nevertheless, they seem almost trifling 
when compared with the tremendous problems 
which face those who do not accept the Scriptural 
doctrine. Those who do not receive the Biblical 
witness to itself must explain the Bible. How did it 
come to be? Whence came the heavenly doctrine 
that is found within its pages? What is its origin? 

Ibid, pg. 59



The Extent of Inspiration

• In concluding this section, we note that God 
has miraculously preserved a sufficient 
number of ancient manuscripts so that we 
can have confidence in our copies via the 
science of textual criticism

• Why didn’t God preserve the original copies?

Perhaps, in His infinite wisdom, he did not wish us 
to bow down to these manuscripts as unto images.

Ibid, pg. 61



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• Now let’s examine the human writers of 
Scripture

• We may ask:

1. How were they guided?

2. Doesn’t their fallibility guarantee that the 
Scriptures themselves are fallible?

3. Were they infallible in all that they said?



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• God has not chosen to reveal to us the means by 
which these men were “carried along by the 
Holy Spirit” (2 Pet 1:21), there is mystery here

• Calvin used the word “dictation”, but he did not 
mean that the writers acted as mere 
transcribers, the process was not that 
mechanical; it mattered who wrote different 
sections of the Bible

• We can reasonably conclude that God 
providentially prepared each of these men for 
their task; their temperament, education, 
experiences, these were all tailored by God to 
suit his purposes



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• But the words themselves are inspired, not just 
the thoughts!

At the present time the advocates of the strictest 
doctrine of Inspiration, in insisting that it is verbal, do 
not mean that in any way the thoughts were inspired 
by means of the words, but simply that the divine 
superintendence, which we call Inspiration, extended 
to the verbal expression of the thoughts of the sacred 
writers, as well as to the thoughts themselves, and 
that, hence, the Bible considered as a record, an 
utterance in words of a divine revelation, is the Word 
of God to us.

Inspiration, by A.A. Hodge and B.B. Warfield, in The 
Presbyterian Review, No. 6, April 1881, pg 232



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• What about their fallibility? 

• If I ask someone to relay a verbal message, I 
cannot guarantee that it is relayed accurately, 
by would God not be able to do so?

• Young writes

If indeed man can thus thwart Him, it is pertinent 
to ask, Is He really worth knowing after all?
One thing, however, is clear. Such a God, limited as 
He is by the human agents through whom He gives 
His Word, is not the God of the Bible.  

Ibid, pg. 73



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• We must realize what is at stake; if we want 
to say that the Bible can be in error, for 
example, about scientific matters because 
the authors were limited in their knowledge, 
how can we believe them when they speak 
about God?



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• Young sums up the problem well,

If this [i.e., fallible human authors necessarily 
introducing fallibility] is actually the case, it follow 
that not merely part of Scripture partakes of 
fallibility, but all. … There is no escape from this 
position. It will not do to say that fallibility has 
attached itself only to statements of historical and 
geographical fact.    

Ibid, pg. 74



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• Young goes on to say,

Furthermore, if fallible human writers have given to 
us a Bible that is fallible, how are we ourselves, 
who most certainly are fallible, to detect in the 
Bible what is error and what is not?     Ibid, pg. 75

• It doesn’t work, as we have said, to limit the 
errors to science or history or whatever and 
say that we now know more; how would we 
detect errors when they spoke of spiritual 
matters? And what if our science is wrong?



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• Often, people who take this position still 
believe certain parts of the Bible to be 
infallible, but this is wildly inconsistent as 
Young points out,

If, however, even a portion of the Word may have 
been transmitted through fallible human channels 
without error, why may not all have been so 
transmitted?          

Ibid, pg. 77



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• Finally, the Bible does not teach that the 
people who wrote it were infallible, or even 
more knowledgeable than their 
contemporaries

• As just one example, think of the letter David 
wrote to Joab to have Uriah killed, was that 
written as the Holy Spirit carried him along? 
Obviously not! As Young puts it, “It was 
something that was composed from his evil 
heart”                                                Ibid, pg. 81



The Human Writers of the Scriptures

• And yet, we have an accurate copy of the 
letter

• The conclusion is that not everything in the 
Bible bears the stamp of God’s approval 
(think of Satan’s lies!), but everything in the 
Bible is true; when it quotes Satan or tells us 
what someone said, it is accurate, but it does 
not imply God’s approval on every statement



Some Reflections Upon Inspiration

• Young now turns to considering five 
objections to the doctrine of plenary and 
verbal inspiration

1. It has no practical importance

2. It is not logically necessary for an infallible God 
to produce an infallible word

3. It is a new doctrine

4. The Bible is only infallible in matters of faith

5. This doctrine supplants Christ as the only head 
of his Church



Objection: No Practical Importance

• We have already discussed the practical 
importance of the doctrine a bit; it is
important that the autographs be inerrant 
even though we don’t have them because we 
can reconstruct them quite well and the 
Word is the only objective basis for our faith

• But, more importantly, to say that the 
autographs are not infallible, when the Word 
itself says they are, impugns the integrity of 
God



Objection: No Practical Importance

• Some jump from the idea that we don’t have 
to have an inerrant Bible to be blessed by it, 
to the conclusion that the doctrine is 
unimportant

• But, again, if we can’t trust what the Bible 
says about itself, how can we trust what it 
says about God?

• Some will still say that they believe the Bible 
is the Word of God, but they don’t mean the 
same thing we do! So beware (more later)



Objection: Not a Logical Deduction

• Second, some say concluding the infallibility 
of the Word from the infallibility of God goes 
too far

• They argue that Christ died even though he 
was God, which demonstrates that human 
weakness attaches to God’s works when he 
uses human agents

• But this ignores the unique reason for Christ’s 
death; it was a willing sacrifice necessitated 
by our sins, not his, a very different situation



Objection: It is a New Doctrine

• Third, some say this is a new doctrine that 
came in with the reformation

• First, even if it were new, that would not 
necessarily make it wrong

• It is true that it was not set forth with all its 
implications until the Reformation, but this 
was in response to the Church of Rome trying 
to substitute the Church as the ultimate 
authority – the doctrine has been around, 
although not as well formed – since the 
beginning



Objection: We go Too Far

• Fourth, In saying that the Scriptures are infallible 
even in details of history, geography and science 
we go too far

• For example, in 1892 Charles Briggs wrote that

We do not thereby claim that the writer of the poem of 
the creation knew geology and astronomy, and natural 
history better than the experts of modern science, but 
to teach us the science of God and redemption, and the 
art of living holy, godlike lives. The Bible is the only 
infallible rule of faith and practice.

The Church and The Reason, 1892, pg 94



Objection: We go Too Far

• Young responds,

It is an objection that has a certain pious ring to it

• But the Christian religion is rooted in history, 
so Young goes on to say

Those who claim that the Bible is infallible only as a 
rule of faith do not define where faith begins and 
where it ends. This fact may be illustrated by an 
appeal to the first chapter of Genesis. …



Objection: We go Too Far

Briggs, we think, would say that the doctrine of 
creation as taught in the Bible is a necessary article 
of faith. Others, on the contrary, would say that as 
it is taught in the Bible, the doctrine is not 
necessary at all to faith. … who, then, is to settle 
the issue?   

Ibid, pg 102

• We need an objective standard!



Objection: We Substitute the Bible for Jesus

• Fifth, some object that in rejecting an 
infallible Church, Protestantism has 
substituted an infallible book for the Lord, 
but Jesus Christ himself should be our only 
ultimate authority

• Young responds,

Plausible words are these; plausible, but utterly 
false.                                              Ibid, pg. 104



Objection: We Substitute the Bible for Jesus

• Young goes on to explain the two key 
problems with this idea

1. The Church believed in the ultimate authority 
of the Bible from the beginning, but the Roman 
Church had, over time, usurped that position 
and had placed the Church above the Bible

2. We can only know about Christ and his 
commands through the Bible 

• Again, we need an objective standard or we 
devolve into “just me and Jesus”



• Young concludes this section by telling about 
the inscription on the monument to the 
Reformation in Geneva, which reads, Post 
tenebras lux – After darkness, light; and he 
then writes … 

Some Reflections Upon Inspiration



Some Reflections Upon Inspiration

Light came when the pages of the Bible were once 
more opened and its truths preached and believed 
in the hearts of the people.

Today also darkness is covering the land and gross 
darkness the people. If light is to come, it will not 
be through the work of man, but through the work 
of God’s Holy Spirit. And light will come, we believe, 
when the Spirit once more causes the men of our 
day to turn from the superficiality of so much of 
modern religious life to the Word of the one living 
and true God.

Ibid, pg. 109




