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The Apocrypha
The term Apocrypha refers to books which have been omitted from the canon of Scriptures. These 14 or
15 books which the Roman Catholic church adds to the Bible and pronounces as "equally inspired and
authoritative" are not included in the Protestant version of the Bible.
There are many reasons why they have not been placed in the Bible. Let me give you one or two
reasons. There is no record that Christ or any of the apostles ever quoted from the Apocryphal books or
that they ever made any reference to them, although they undoubtedly knew of them. In the New
Testament there are about 260 direct quotations from passages in the Old Testament; yet among these
there is not a single reference to the Apocryphal writings.
Also, biblical scholars feel that they are many errors historically in the Apocrypha.
Catholicism teaches that Scripture involves more than the canon accepted by the Jews, Jesus, and the
Church of the first four centuries, i.e., the 39 books of the Protestant Old Testament. It adds new
portions to the books of Esther and Daniel plus seven book, which were written between the
Testaments: Tobit, Judith, 1 and 2 Maccabees, Ben Sirach (also called Eccelsiasticus), Baruch, and
Wisdom. The Catholic Church refers to these extra books as "deuterocanoncial works"--those that are
canonical or scriptural for Catholics but which were never part of the Jewish Bible.
The Apocrypha undermines a doctrine of inerrancy because these books contain historical and other
errors. Thus, if the Apocrypha is considered Scripture, this identifies error with God's Word. This is why
neither the Jews, Jesus, the apostles, nor most of the early Church fathers ever accepted the
Apocrypha as Scripture.
Biblical scholar Dr. Rene Pache comments, "Except for certain interesting historical information
(especially in 1 Maccabees) and a few beautiful moral thoughts (e.g., Wisdom of Solomon), these books
contain absurd legends and platitudes, and historical, geographical and chronological errors, as well as
manifestly heretical doctrines; they even recommend immoral acts (Judith (9:10,13)." Errors in the
Apocrypha are frequently pointed out in standard works. For example,
Tobit...contains certain historical and geographical errors such as the assumption that Sennacherib was
the son of Shalmaneser (1:15) instead of Sargon II, and that Nineveh was captured by Nebuchadnezzar
and Ahasuerus (14:5) instead of by Nabopolassar and Cyaxares....Judith cannot possibly be historical
because of the glaring errors it contains...[In 2 Maccabees] there are also numerous disarrangements
and discrepancies in chronological, historical, and numerical matters in the book, reflecting ignorance or
confusion.... (Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, Vol. 1, 207-210; cf., the discussion in
Geisler and Nix, A General Introduction to the Bible, pp. 167-177 and Encyclopedia Britannica,
Macropaedia, Vol. 2, 932ff. )

For 1,500 years no Roman Catholic was required to believe that the Apocrypha was Scripture, until the
council of Trent made its fateful decree. (See Bernard Ramm, Protestant Christian Evidences (Chicago,
IL: Mood Press, 1971), p. 20.) Unfortunately, the Council adopted its position "for reasons of expediency
rather than evidence." (R. Laird Harris, Inspiration and Canonicity: An Historical and Exegetical
Study(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1973), p. 193) Thus, it was "unmindful of evidence, of former
popes and scholars, of the Fathers of the church and the witness of Christ and the apostles" in making
its decision to include the Apocrypha as Scripture. (Ibid., p. 192.)
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Dr. Pache points out that one of the reasons Trent accepted the Apocrypha was merely in response to
the arguments of the Reformers who were attempting to defend the principle of "sola scriptura"--that the
Bible alone is the believer's authority.
Why, then, did Rome take so new and daring a position? Because, confronted by the Reformers, she
lacked arguments to justify her unscriptural deviations. She declared that the Apocryphal books
supported such doctrines as prayers for dead (II Maccabees 12:44); the expiatory sacrifice (eventually
to become the Mass, II Maccabees 12:39-46); alms giving with expiatory value, also leading to
deliverance from death (Tobit 12:9, 4:10); invocation and intercession of the saints (II Maccabees 15:14;
Bar. 3:4); the worship of angels (Tobit 12:12); purgatory; and the redemption of souls after death (II
Maccabees 12:42, 46). (Pache, Inspiration and Authority, p. 173)

In conclusion, by adding the errant Apocrypha to the canon, the Catholic Church has effectively
undermined the inerrancy and authority of the Bible.

The Old Testament Canon and Apocrypha
The following table gives the names of books included in the Old
Testament of the Hebrew Bible, the Greek Septuagint, the Latin
Vulgate, and the King James Version (1611). Names of apocryphal
books are italicized. The books enclosed in square brackets in the
Septuagint column are books which appear in only some copies of that
version.
Summaries of the apocryphal books are given below.

Hebrew Bible

Greek Septuagint

Latin Vulgate

King James
Version

THE LAW
Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy

Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
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Deuteronomy
THE PROPHETS
Joshua
Judges
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi
THE WRITINGS
Psalms
Proverbs
Job
Song of Songs
Ruth
Lamentations
Ecclesiastes
Esther
Daniel
Ezra
Nehemiah
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles

Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
[Prayer of Manasseh]
1 Esdras
Ezra
Nehemiah
Tobit
Judith
Esther
(with insertions)*
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees
[3 Maccabees]
[4 Maccabees]
Job
Psalms
[Psalm no. 151]
[Odes]
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Wisdom of Solomon
Ecclesiasticus
[Psalms of Solomon]
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Baruch
Epistle of Jeremiah
Ezekiel
Daniel
(with insertions)**
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah

Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Prayer of Manasseh
1 Esdras
2 Esdras
Ezra
Nehemiah
Tobit
Judith
Esther
(with insertions)*
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Wisdom of Solomon
Ecclesiasticus
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Baruch
Epistle of Jeremiah
Ezekiel
Daniel
(with insertions)**
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah

Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah
Esther (Hebrew)*
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel (Hebrew)**
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi
APOCRYPHA
1 Esdras
2 Esdras
Tobit
Judith
Additions to
Esther*
Wisdom of
Solomon
Ecclesiasticus
Baruch
Epistle of
Jeremiah
Song of the Three
Children**
Story of Susanna**
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Malachi

Malachi

Bel and the
Dragon**
Prayer of
Manasseh
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees

*Esther in the Septuagint has six extra paragraphs inserted at various places. In the Vulgate
these are all removed to the end of the book. English versions omit them entirely, or remove
them to an Apocrypha section.
**Daniel in the Septuagint has The Story of Susanna inserted at the beginning, the Song of the
Three Children inserted in chapter 3, and the story of Bel and the Dragon added to the end.
In the Vulgate Susanna is moved to beforeBel. English versions omit them entirely, or remove
them to an Apocrypha section.

The extra books which were eventually received as Scripture in the
Greek Orthodox church and those received in the Roman Catholic
church do not correspond exactly to the list of books commonly called
"Apocrypha" by Protestants. The Protestant Apocrypha includes all of
the books normally included in manuscripts of the Latin Vulgate. But
three of these (1 and 2 Esdras and the Prayer of Manasseh) were
omitted from the list published by the Council of Trent when it fixed
the Roman Catholic canon. (Apparently these omissions were
unintentional. The "Decree Concerning the Canonical Scriptures"
specified that the books were to be recieved "as they are contained in
the old Latin Vulgate.") The Eastern Orthodox churches (including the
Greek, the Russian, the Ukrainian, the Bulgarian, the Serbian, the
Armenian, and others) do not receive 2 Esdras because it was not in
the Septuagint, and they receive some books which were present in
many manuscripts of the Septuagint but not in the Vulgate (Psalm
151, 3 and 4 Maccabees).

Greek Orthodox Canon

Protestant Apocrypha

Roman Catholic Canon
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1 Esdras
Tobit
Judith
Additions to Esther
Wisdom of Solomon
Ecclesiasticus
Baruch
Epistle of Jeremiah
Song of the Three Children
Story of Susanna
Bel and the Dragon
Prayer of Manasseh
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees
3 Maccabees
4 Maccabees
Psalm 151

1 Esdras
2 Esdras
Tobit
Judith
Additions to Esther
Wisdom of Solomon
Ecclesiasticus
Baruch
Epistle of Jeremiah
Song of the Three Children
Story of Susanna
Bel and the Dragon
Prayer of Manasseh
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees

Tobit
Judith
Additions to Esther
Wisdom of Solomon
Ecclesiasticus
Baruch
Epistle of Jeremiah
Song of the Three Children
Story of Susanna
Bel and the Dragon
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees

The Apocryphal Books
Apocrypha is a Greek word meaning things hidden, and in ancient
times this word was applied to religious writings esteemed almost as
scripture by some, but which were not read to the unlearned in
public. In modern Protestant usage the word "apocrypha" refers to all
those writings which have wrongly been regarded as scripture by
many in the church.
Brief Descriptions of the Apocryphal Books

First Esdras. This book is someone's attempt to revise the canonical
book of Ezra, supplementing it with material from the last two
chapters of 2 Chronicles and the last two chapters of Nehemiah, and
with an entertaining tale about three young courtiers who debate the
question, "What is the strongest thing in the world?" The debate is
held before the king of Persia, and the winner is to get a prize. The
first maintains that it is wine; the second that it is the king himself;
the third argues with some irony and humor that women are stronger
than either wine or kings, but that "truth" and "the God of truth" are
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by far strongest. This last young man turns out to be none other than
Zerubbabel, who for his prize receives generous help from the king in
rebuilding Jerusalem.
Second Esdras. Also called the Ezra Apocalypse. This is a typical
Jewish apocalypse, probably first written in Greek about A.D. 100.
Some hold that it was originally written in Hebrew. It appears to be a
composite work, compiled of two or three sources. Around A.D. 120 it
was edited by an unknown Christian, and then translated into Latin.
The Christian editor added some introductory and closing chapters in
which reference is made to Christ, but the original Jewish
composition was not changed in any important respect. This book was
not included in Septuagint manuscripts, and so the Greek text has
been lost. The most important witness to the original text is the Latin
version, which was included in medieval manuscripts of the Vulgate.
The book consists mostly of dialogues between Ezra and angels sent
to him to answer his urgent theological questions about the problem
of evil, and in particular the failures and afflictions of Israel. All of
this is presented as if written long before by Ezra and hidden away.
The book was obviously written as an encouragement to the Jews,
who had recently suffered the destruction of Jerusalem (A.D. 70). It
also includes some symbolical prophecies concerning the Roman
empire, in which Rome is figured as a three-headed eagle that
oppresses the world and is finally destroyed by a roaring lion (a figure
of the Messiah). There is a fantastic story of how the Hebrew
Scriptures were all destroyed in the Babylonian exile and then
perfectly restored by the miraculous inspiration of Ezra as he dictated
all of the books to five scribes over a period of forty days. Along with
the canonical books, Ezra dictates 70 secret books that are to be
reserved for the wise. Second Esdras is presented as being one of
these secret books. Martin Luther omitted First and Second Esdras
from the Apocrypha of his German Bible in 1534, and both books were
also rejected by the Roman Catholics at the Council of Trent in 1546.
Nevertheless, they were included in the Apocrypha of the King James
version.
Tobit. This is a didactic and romantic tale written in Aramaic
probably around 200 B.C., and afterwards translated into Greek.
Fragments of the Aramaic text were found among the Dead Sea
Scrolls. The story is of a Jewish family taken to Nineveh during the
Babylonian captivity. Tobit, the blind father, sends his son Tobias on
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a journey to collect a debt. On his way Tobias is led by an angel in
disguise (Raphael) to the house of a virgin who had been married
seven times, but whose husbands were all slain by a demon on their
wedding night. Tobias marries the girl and drives away the demon by
burning the heart of a certain fish in the bedroom, and with the help
of Raphael. He returns home with the money and his bride, and then
heals his father's eyes with the fish's gall. The story is sprinkled with
pious observations and exhortations, and concludes with Tobias'
departure from Nineveh, which, after the natural death of Tobit, is
destroyed in judgment.
Judith. Written in Hebrew about 150 B.C., and soon translated into
Greek. The Hebrew text is lost. It is a story about a beautiful young
widow named Judith (meaning "Jewess") who saves her city from a
military siege. She goes out to the enemy commander's camp, allures
him, gets him drunk, and then cuts off his head while he sleeps in his
tent. She returns with his head and shows it to her people, exhorting
the men to go forth and rout the enemy, which they do. Throughout
this story she is presented as a woman who is very keen to observe
the Law of Moses.
Additions to Esther. These consist of six long paragraphs inserted in
the Septuagint version of Esther in several places, and are thought to
be the work of an Egyptian Jew writing around 170 B.C. They are
designed to provide the book with a more religious tone, and to make
it clear that it was for the sake of their piety that the Jews were
delivered from the evil designs of the Gentiles related in the
canonical book. These additions were put at the end of the book by
Jerome when he made his Latin translation because he accepted only
the Hebrew text as canonical.
Wisdom of Solomon. Sometimes called simply Wisdom. This book is a
collection of theological and devotional essays first written in Greek
by an Alexandrian Jew about 100 B.C., but presented in such a way
that they seem to be discourses of king Solomon. The author
compares Jewish religion with Greek philosophy, and shows faith to
be the highest form of wisdom. The book is edifying and worthy of
much respect. It has often been quoted by Christian writers in the
past.
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Ecclesiasticus, originally called The Wisdom of Jesus son of Sirach, or
simply Sirach. Written first in Hebrew about 200 B.C. by a wisdom
teacher named Joshua Ben Sirach, and translated into Greek by his
grandson around 135 B.C. The book consists mainly of proverbs and
other wise sayings about common life, strung together in short
discourses or organized in topical sections. It also contains longer
discourses about religious life and faith, which are well worth
reading. It came to be called Ecclesiasticus (the "churchly" book)
because in early times it was often read in church services, being the
most highly regarded of the apocryphal books. This book should not
be confused with the canonical book of Ecclesiastes.
Baruch. A composite book of five chapters, in which there are
exhortations against association with idolatry, celebration of the Law
as God's "wisdom," and encouragements and promises to faithful
Jews, collected together and edited probably about 150 B.C. The
material is presented as if by Baruch, the disciple of Jeremiah, during
the time of the Babylonian exile.
Epistle of Jeremiah. Often printed as chapter 6 of Baruch, this short
work purports to be a letter from Jeremiah to the Jews in exile in
Babylon, but this is generally regarded as an imposture, or a mere
literary device used by an author writing around 200 B.C. It is
essentially a short tract against pagan idolatry, and makes much use
of ridicule and sarcasm.
Song of the Three Holy Children (including The Prayer of Azariah).
An embellishment of the ordeal of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego
recorded in the canonical book of Daniel, designed to be added after
verse 23 of the third chapter. It consists of prayers and hymns of the
sort which might have been offered to God by the three while in the
furnace.
The Story of Susanna. A short story about how two lecherous old men
tried to compel a beautiful and pious young wife, Susanna, to lie with
them, and then publicly accused her of adultery when she refused. At
a trial they give false testimony and she is condemned by the council
of elders. But Daniel the prophet is divinely inspired to know the facts
of the case, and he exposes the two men in a second trial, after
which they are put to death. This story was inserted between
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chapters 12 and 14 in the Septuagint version of Daniel, and at the
beginning of the book in Theodotion's version.
Bel and the Dragon. This is a combination of two stories which were
also attached to Daniel in the Septuagint, at the end of the book. The
story of Bel concerns a Babylonian idol of that name, to which Daniel
refused to give an offering. When he was challenged he told the
Persian king that the vain idol had no need of offerings because it
could not eat anything. The king then required the priests of Bel to
prove otherwise or die. The priests tried to deceive the king by
entering the temple of Bel at night through a secret entrance and
eating the food-offerings themselves, but they were exposed by
Daniel, who had spread ashes on the temple floor, revealing their
footprints. The priests of Bel were then slain and their temple
destroyed. In the story of the Dragon Daniel refuses to worship an
actual living "dragon," and accepts a challenge to slay the dragon
without sword or staff. He feeds the dragon a concoction of pitch,
fat, and hair, which causes it to burst open and die. Daniel's enemies
then cause him to be thrown into the lion's den again, but the hungry
lions are fed with abundant food brought from Israel by the prophet
Habakkuk, who is transported to Babylon with the food by angels.
Both of these stories were evidently written around 150-100 B.C.
The Prayer of Manasseh. This is a psalm of repentance, composed to
suit the situation of Manasseh, the king of Judah who was carried
captive to Babylon (see 2 Chronicles 33:11-13, where the psalm was
probably intended for insertion in the Septuagint). This book was
rejected by the Roman Catholics at the Council of Trent in 1546.
First Maccabees. This book was written in Hebrew about 100 B.C.,
and soon afterwards translated into Greek. The Hebrew text was seen
by Jerome, but is now lost. It is a sober but stirring historical account
of Jewish history from 175 B.C. to 135 B.C., during which time the
Jews of Palestine fought for and gained national independence from
their Greek overlords. It is highly regarded by historians as a source of
accurate information.
Second Maccabees. This is not a sequel to First Maccabees, but a
different account of many of the same events related in that book
down to 161 B.C., combined with many fanciful and legendary
additions. The writer's interests are religious rather than historical,
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and he uses the history as a backdrop for advancing religious ideas
current among the Jews of Alexandria during the first century B.C. It
is generally thought to be later than First Maccabees, but earlier than
A.D. 70. Some statements in this book support the Roman Catholic
teachings on purgatory, prayers for the dead, and the intercessory
work of glorified "saints."

Statements on the Apocrypha from Reformation Days

Luther Bible (1534). Title to Apocrypha section: "APOCRYPHA, Das
sind Bücher, so der heiligen Schrift nicht gleich gehalten, und doch
nützlich und gut zu lesen sind" ("APOCRYPHA, that is, Books which are
not to be esteemed like the Holy Scriptures, and yet which are useful
and good to read.")
Coverdale Bible (1535). Title to Apocrypha: "APOCRYPHA: The books
and treatises which among the Fathers of old are not reckoned to be
of like authority with the other books of the Bible, neither are they
found in the Canon of Hebrew."
Geneva Bible (1560). Preface: "The books that follow in order after
the Prophets unto the New Testament, are called Apocrypha, that is,
books which were not received by a common consent to be read and
expounded publicly in the Church, neither yet served to prove any
point of Christian religion save in so much as they had the consent of
the other scriptures called canonical to confirm the same, or rather
whereon they were grounded: but as books proceeding from godly
men they were received to be read for the advancement and
furtherance of the knowledge of history and for the instruction of
godly manners: which books declare that at all times God had an
especial care of His Church, and left them not utterly destitute of
teachers and means to confirm them in the hope of the promised
Messiah, and also witness that those calamities that God sent to his
Church were according to his providence, who had both so threatened
by his prophets, and so brought it to pass, for the destruction of their
enemies and for the trial of his children."
Decree of the Council of Trent (1546). "The holy ecumenical and
general Council of Trent . . . following the example of the orthodox
Fathers, receives and venerates all the books of the Old and New
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Testament . . . and also the traditions pertaining to faith and conduct
. . . with an equal sense of devotion and reverence . . . If, however,
any one receive not, as sacred and canonical, the said books entire
with all their parts, as they have by custom been read in the Catholic
Church, and as they are contained in the old Latin Vulgate, and
knowingly and deliberately rejects the aforesaid traditions, let him be
accursed."
Articles of Religion of the Church of England (1563). Sixth Article:
"In the name of Holy Scripture we do understand those canonical
books of the Old and New Testament, of whose authority was never
any doubt in the Church. . . And the other books (as Jerome saith) the
Church doth read for example of life and instruction of manners: but
yet doth it not apply them to establish any doctrine."
Westminster Confession (1647). Chapter 1 § 3: "The books commonly
called Apocrypha, not being of divine inspiration, are no part of the
Canon of Scripture; and therefore are of no authority in the Church of
God, nor to be any otherwise approved, or made use of, than other
human writings."
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The Old Testament Apocrypha Controversy
Written by Don Closson

The Source of the Controversy
A fundamental issue that separates Roman Catholic and Protestant
traditions is the question of the Old Testament Apocrypha. Catholics
argue that the Apocrypha was an integral part of the early church and
should be included in the list of inspired Old Testament books.
Protestants believe that the books of the Apocrypha are valuable for
understanding the events and culture of the intertestamental period
and for devotional reading, but are not inspired nor should they be
included in the canon, the list of books included in the Bible. This
disagreement about which books belong in the Bible points to other
differences in Roman Catholic and Protestant beliefs about canonicity
itself and the interplay between the authority of the Bible and the
authority of tradition as expressed in the institutional church. Catholics
contend that God established the church and that the Church, the
Roman Catholic Church, both gave us the Bible and verified its
authenticity. Protestants believe that the Scriptures, the writings of the
prophets and apostles, are the foundation upon which the church is
built and are authenticated by the Holy Spirit, who has been and is
active in church congregations and councils.
The books of the Apocrypha considered to be canonical by the Roman
Catholic Church are first found in Christian era copies of the Greek
Septuagint, a translation of the Hebrew Old Testament. According to
Old Testament authority F. F. Bruce, Hebrew scholars in Alexandria,
Egypt, began translating the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek around
250 B.C. because the Jews in that region had given up the Hebrew
language for Greek.{1} The resulting translation is called the
Septuagint (or LXX) because of legend that claims that seventy
Hebrew scholars finished their work in seventy days, indicating its
divine origins.
The books or writings from the Apocrypha that the Roman Catholic
Church claims are inspired are Tobit, Judith, Wisdom of Solomon,
Ecclesiasticus, Baruch, 1 & 2 Maccabees, Letter of Jeremiah, additions
to Esther, Prayer of Azariah, Susanna (Daniel 13), and Bel and the
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Dragon (Daniel 14). Three other Apocryphal books in the Septuagint,
the Prayer of Manasseh, and 1 & 2 Esdras, are not considered to be
inspired or canonical by the Roman Catholic Church.
This disagreement over the canonicity of the Apocryphal books is
significant if only for the size of the material being debated. By
including it with the Old Testament one adds 152,185 words to the
King James Bible. Considering that the King James New Testament has
181,253 words, one can see how including the books would greatly
increase the influence of pre-Christian Jewish life and thought.
This issue is important for two other reasons as well. First, there are
specific doctrines that are held by the Roman Catholic Church which
are supported by the Apocryphal books. The selling of indulgences for
forgiveness of sins and purgatory are two examples. Secondly, the
issue of canonicity itself is reflected in the debate. Does the church,
through the power of the Holy Spirit, recognize what is already
canonical, or does the church make a text canonical by its
declarations?
As believers who have called upon the saving work of Jesus Christ as
our only hope for salvation, we all want to know what is from God and
what is from man. The remainder of this article will defend the
traditional Protestant position against the inclusion of the Apocrypha
as inspired canon.
The Jewish Canon
As we are considering the debate over the canonicity of the Old
Testament Apocrypha or what has been called the "Septuagint plus,"
we will first look at evidence that Alexandrian Jews accepted what has
been called a wider canon.
As mentioned previously, Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, began translating
the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek (the Septuagint) hundreds of
years before Christ. Because the earliest complete manuscripts we
have of this version of the OT includes extra books called the
Apocrypha, many believe that these books should be considered part
of the OT canon even though they are not found in the Hebrew OT. In
effect, some argue that we have two OT canons, the Hebrew canon of

Page 14 of 96

twenty-two books, often called the Palestinian canon, and the larger
Greek or Alexandrian canon that includes the Apocrypha.
F. F. Bruce states there is no evidence that the Jews (neither Hebrew
nor Greek speaking) ever accepted a wider canon than the twenty-two
books of the Hebrew OT. He argues that when the Christian
community took over the Greek OT they added the Apocrypha to it and
"gave some measure of scriptural status to them also."{2}
Gleason Archer makes the point that other Jewish translations of the
OT did not include the Apocryphal books. The Targums, the Aramaic
translation of the OT, did not include them; neither did the earliest
versions of the Syriac translation called the Peshitta. Only one Jewish
translation, the Greek (Septuagint), and those translations later
derived from it (the Italia, the Coptic, Ethiopic, and later Syriac)
contained the Apocrypha.{3}
Even the respected Greek Jewish scholar Philo of Alexandria never
quotes from the Apocrypha. One would think that if the Greek Jews
had accepted the additional books, they would have used them as part
of the canon. Josephus, who used the Septuagint and made references
to 1 Esdras and 1 Maccabees writing about 90 A.D. states that the
canon was closed in the time of Artaxerxes I whose reign ended in 423
B.C.{4} It is also important to note that Aquila's Greek version of the
OT made about 128 A.D., which was adopted by the Alexandrian Jews,
did not include the Apocrypha.
Advocates of the Apocrypha argue that it does not matter if the Jews
ever accepted the extra books since they rejected Jesus as well. They
contend that the only important opinion is that of the early church.
However, even the Christian era copies of the Greek Septuagint differ
in their selection of included books. The three oldest complete copies
we have of the Greek OT include different additional books. Codex
Vaticanus (4th century) omits 1 and 2 Maccabees, which is canonical
according to the Roman Catholic Church, and includes 1 Esdras, which
they reject. Codex Sinaiticus (4th century) leaves out Baruch. which is
supposed to be canonical, but includes 4 Maccabees, which they reject.
Codex Alexandrinus (5th century) includes three non-canonical
Apocryphal books, 1 Esdras and 3 and 4 Maccabees.{5} All of this
points to the fact that although these books were included in these
early Bibles, this alone does not guarantee their status as canon.
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Although some may find it unimportant that the Jews rejected the
inspiration and canonicity of the Apocrypha, Paul argues in Romans
that the Jews have been entrusted with the "very words of
God."{6} And as we will see, the early church was not unanimous
regarding the appropriate use of the Apocrypha. But first, let's
consider how Jesus and the apostles viewed the Apocrypha.
Jesus and the Apostles
Those who support the canonicity of the Apocrypha argue that both
Jesus and his followers were familiar with the Greek OT called the
Septuagint. They also argue that when the New Testament writers
quote Old Testament passages, they are quoting from the Greek OT.
Since the Septuagint included the additional books of the Apocrypha,
Jesus and the apostles must have accepted the Apocrypha as inspired
scripture. In other words, the acceptance of the Septuagint indicates
acceptance of the Apocrypha as well. Finally, they contend that the
New Testament is full of references to material found in the
Apocrypha, further establishing its canonicity. A number of objections
have been raised to these arguments.
First, the claim that the Septuagint of apostolic times included the
Apocrypha is not certain. As we noted previously, the earliest
manuscripts we have of the entire Septuagint are from the 4th
century. If Jesus used the Septuagint, it may or may not have included
the extra books. Also remember that although the 4th century copies
do include the Apocryphal books, none include the same list of books.
Second, F. F. Bruce argues that instead of using the Septuagint, which
was probably available at the time, Jesus and his disciples actually
used the Hebrew text during His ministry. Bruce writes, "When Jesus
was about to read the second lesson in the Nazareth synagogue . . . it
was most probably a Hebrew scroll that he received."{7} It was later,
as the early church formed and the gospel was carried to the Greekspeaking world, that the Septuagint became the text often used by the
growing church.
Bruce agrees that all the writers of the New Testament made use of
the Septuagint. However, none of them gives us an exact list of what
the canonical books are. While it is possible that New Testament
writers like Paul allude to works in the Apocrypha, that alone does not
give those works scriptural status. The problem for those advocating a
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wider canon is that the New Testament writers allude to, or even
quote many works that no one claims to be inspired. For instance, Paul
may be thinking of the book of Wisdom when he wrote the first few
chapters of Romans. But what of the much clearer reference in Jude
14 to 1 Enoch 1:9, which no one claims to be inspired? How about the
possible use of a work called the Assumption of Moses that appears to
be referenced in Jude 9? Should this work also be part of the canon?
Then there is Paul's occasional use of Greek authors to make a point.
In Acts 17 Paul quotes line five from Aratus' Phaenomena, and in 1
Corinthians he quotes from Menander's comedy, Thais. No one claims
that these works are inspired.
Recognizing the fact that the Septuagint was probably available to
both Jesus and his disciples, it becomes even more remarkable that
there are no direct quotes from any of the Apocryphal books being
championed for canonicity. Jesus makes clear reference to all but four
Old Testament books from the Hebrew canon, but he never directly
refers to the apocryphal books.
The Church Fathers
Those who support the canonicity of the Apocrypha argue that the
early church Fathers accepted the books as Scripture. In reality, their
support is anything but unanimous. Although many of the church
Fathers held the books in high esteem, they often refused to include
them in their list of inspired books.
In the Eastern Church, the home of the Septuagint, one would expect
to find unanimous support for the canonicity of the "Septuagint plus,"
the Greek OT and the Apocrypha among the early Fathers. However,
such is not the case. Although the well-known Justin Martyr rejected
the Hebrew OT, accusing it of attempting to hide references to Christ,
many others in the East accepted the Hebrew canon's shorter list of
authoritative books. Melito of Sardis, the Bishop of Sardis in 170 A.D.,
listed the OT books in a letter to a friend. His list was identical to the
Hebrew canon except for Esther. Another manuscript, written about
the same time as Melito's by the Greek patriarchate in Jerusalem,
listed the twenty- four (see footnote on how the books were counted)
books of the Hebrew OT as the canon.{8}
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Origen, who is considered to be the greatest Bible scholar among the
Greek Fathers, limited the accepted OT scriptures to the twenty-four
books of the Hebrew canon. Although he defends the use of such
books as the History of Susanna, he rejects their canonicity. Both
Athanasius and Gregory of Nazianzus limited the OT canon to the
books of the Hebrew tradition. Athanasius, the defender of the
Trinitarian view at the Council of Nicea, wrote in his thirty-ninth festal
letter (which announced the date of Easter in 367) of his concern
about the introduction of "apocryphal" works into the list of holy
scripture. Although he agreed that there are other books "to be read to
those who are recent converts to our company and wish to be
instructed in the word of true religion," his list of OT agrees with the
Hebrew canon. Gregory of Nazianzus is known for arranging the books
of the Bible in verse form for memorization. He did not include the
"Septuagint plus" books in his list. Eventually, in the 1600's, the
Eastern Church did officially accept the Septuagint with its extra books
as canon, along with its claim that the Septuagint is the divinely
inspired version of the OT.
In the Latin West, Tertullian was typical of church leaders up until
Jerome. Tertullian accepted the entire "Septuagint plus" as canon and
was willing to open the list even wider. He wanted to include 1 Enoch
because of its mention in Jude. He also argued for the divine nature of
the Sibylline Oracles as a parallel revelation to the Bible.{9}
However, Jerome is a pivotal person for understanding the relationship
between the early church and the OT canon. Having mastered both
Greek and eventually Hebrew, Jerome realized that the only
satisfactory way to translate the OT is to abandon the Septuagint and
work from the original Hebrew. Eventually, he separated the
Apocryphal books from the rest of the Hebrew OT saying that
"Whatever falls outside these (Hebrew texts) . . . are not in the
canon."{10} He added that the books may be read for edification, but
not for ecclesiastical dogmas.
Although Augustine included the "Septuagint plus" books in his list of
the canon, he didn't know Hebrew. Jerome later convinced him of the
inspired nature of the Hebrew OT, but Augustine never dropped his
support for the Apocrypha. The early church Fathers were anything but
unanimous in their support for the inspiration of the Apocrypha.
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The Question of Canonicity
The relationship between the church and the Bible is a complex one.
The question of canonicity is often framed in an either/or setting.
Either the infallible Roman Catholic Church, having absolute authority,
decides the issue, or we have absolute chaos with no possible
guidance whatsoever regarding the limits of what is inspired and what
isn't.
In a recent meeting of Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern Orthodox
theologians called the Rose Hill conference, evangelical theologian
Harold O. J. Brown asks that we hold a dynamic view of this
relationship between the church and the Bible. He notes that Catholics
have argued "that the church--the Catholic Church--gave us the Bible
and that church authority authenticates it."{11} Protestants have
responded with the view that "Scripture creates the church, which is
built on the foundation of the prophets and apostles."{12} However,
he admits that there is no way to make the New Testament older than
the church. Does this leave us then bowing to church authority only?
Brown doesn't think so. He writes, "[I]t is the work of the Spirit that
makes the Scripture divinely authoritative and preserves them from
error. In addition the Holy Spirit was active in the early congregations
and councils, enabling them to recognize the right Scriptures as God's
Word." He adds that even though the completed canon is younger than
the church, it is not in captivity to the church. Instead, "it is the 'norm
that norms' the church's teaching and life."{13}
Many Catholics argue that the additional books found in the Apocrypha
(Septuagint plus) which they call the deutero-canon, were universally
held by the early church to be canonical. This is a considerable
overstatement. However, Protestants have acted as if these books
never existed or played any role whatsoever in the early church. This
too is an extreme position. Although many of the early church fathers
recognized a distinction between the Apocryphal books and inspired
Scripture, they universally held them in high regard. Protestants who
are serious students of their faith cannot ignore this material if they
hope to understand the early church or the thinking of its earliest
theologians.
On the issue of canonicity, of the Old Testament or the New, Norman
Geisler lists the principles that outline the Protestant perspective. Put
Page 19 of 96

in the form of a series of questions he asks, "Was the book written by
a spokesperson for God, who was confirmed by an act of God, who
told the truth in the power of God, and was accepted by the people of
God?"{14} If these can be answered in the affirmative, especially the
first question, the book was usually immediately recognized as inspired
and included in the canon. The Old Testament Apocrypha lacks many
of these characteristics. None of the books claim to be written by a
prophet
and
Maccabees
specifically
denies
being
prophetic.{15} Others contain extensive factual errors.{16}Most
importantly, many in the early church including Melito of Sardis,
Origen, Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Jerome rejected the
canonicity of the Apocrypha, although retaining high regards for its
devotional and inspirational value.
A final irony in this matter is the fact that even Cardinal Cajetan, who
opposed Luther at Augsburg in 1518, published a Commentary on All
the Authentic Historical Books of the Old Testament (1532) in which
he did not include the Apocrypha.{17}
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The appendix is a few chapters from Grudem and we hope this wets your appetite
to go buy this book. It is an essential book for evangelical Christian homes.
Following the Grudem chapters, we have you read the Chicago statements on
Inerrancy and Hermeneutics, so you read the primary sources yourself.

The Doctrine of the
Word of God

1

Chapter 2

The Word of God
What are the different forms of the Word of God?
EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
What is meant by the phrase “the Word of God”? Actually, there are several different
meanings taken by this phrase in the Bible. It is helpful to distinguish these different senses
clearly at the beginning of this study.

A. “The Word of God” as a Person: Jesus Christ
Sometimes the Bible refers to the Son of God as “the Word of God.” In Revelation 19:13,
John sees the risen Lord Jesus in heaven and says, “The name by which he is called is The Word
of God.” Similarly, in the beginning of John’s gospel we read, “In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). It is clear that John is speaking
of the Son of God here, because in verse 14 he says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt
among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the
Father.” These verses (and perhaps 1 John 1:1) are the only instances where the Bible refers to
God the Son as “the Word” or “the Word of God,” so this usage is not common. But it does
indicate that among the members of the Trinity it is especially God the Son who in his person as
well as in his words has the role of communicating the character of God to us and of expressing
the will of God for us.

B. “The Word of God” as Speech by God

1

Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Leicester,
England; Grand Rapids, MI: Inter-Varsity Press; Zondervan Pub. House, 2004), 45–104.
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1. God’s Decrees. Sometimes God’s words take the form of powerful decrees that cause events
to happen or even cause things to come into being. “And God said, “Let there be light’; and there
was light” (Gen. 1:3). God even created the animal world by speaking his powerful word: “And
God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds: cattle and creeping
things and beasts of the earth according to their kinds.’ And it was so” (Gen. 1:24). Thus, the
psalmist can say, “By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and all their host by the
breath of his mouth” (Ps. 33:6).
These powerful, creative words from God are often called God’s decrees. A decree of God is
a word of God that causes something to happen. These decrees of God include not only the
events of the original creation but also the continuing existence of all things, for Hebrews 1:3
tells us that Christ is continually “upholding the universe by his word of power.”
2. God’s Words of Personal Address. God sometimes communicates with people on earth by
speaking directly to them. These can be called instances of God’s Word of personal address.
Examples are found throughout Scripture. At the very beginning of creation God speaks to
Adam: “And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree of
the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that
you eat of it you shall die” ’ (Gen. 2:16–17). After the sin of Adam and Eve, God still comes and
speaks directly and personally to them in the words of the curse (Gen. 3:16–19). Another
prominent example of God’s direct personal address to people on earth is found in the giving of
the Ten Commandments: “And God spoke all these words saying, “I am the LORD your God,
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall have no other
gods before me …” ’ (Ex. 20:1–3). In the New Testament, at Jesus’ baptism, God the Father
spoke with a voice from heaven, saying, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased”
(Matt. 3:17).
In these and several other instances where God spoke words of personal address to individual
people it was clear to the hearers that these were the actual words of God: they were hearing
God’s very voice, and they were therefore hearing words that had absolute divine authority and
that were absolutely trustworthy. To disbelieve or disobey any of these words would have been
to disbelieve or disobey God and therefore would have been sin.
Though the words of God’s personal address are always seen in Scripture to be the actual
words of God, they are also “human” words in that they are spoken in ordinary human language
that is immediately understandable. The fact that these words are spoken in human language
does not limit their divine character or authority in any way: they are still entirely the words of
God, spoken by the voice of God himself.
Some theologians have argued that since human language is always in some sense
“imperfect,” any message that God addresses to us in human language must also be limited in its
authority or truthfulness. But these passages and many others that record instances of God’s
words of personal address to individuals give no indication of any limitation of the authority or
truthfulness of God’s words when they are spoken in human language. Quite the contrary is true,
for the words always place an absolute obligation upon the hearers to believe them and to obey
them fully. To disbelieve or disobey any part of them is to disbelieve or disobey God himself.
3. God’s Words as Speech Through Human Lips. Frequently in Scripture God raises up
prophets through whom he speaks. Once again, it is evident that although these are human
words, spoken in ordinary human language by ordinary human beings, the authority and
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truthfulness of these words is in no way diminished: they are still completely God’s words as
well.
In Deuteronomy 18, God says to Moses:
I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their brethren; and I will put
my words in his mouth and he shall speak to them all that I command him. And whoever
will not give heed to my words which he shall speak in my name, I myself will require it
of him. But the prophet who presumes to speak a word in my name which I have not
commanded him to speak, or who speaks in the name of other gods, that same prophet
shall die. (Deut. 18:18–20)

God made a similar statement to Jeremiah: “Then the LORD put forth his hand and touched
my mouth; and the LORD said to me, “Behold, I have put my words in your mouth” ’ (Jer. 1:9).
God tells Jeremiah, “Whatever I command you you shall speak” (Jer. 1:7; see also Ex. 4:12;
Num. 22:38; 1 Sam. 15:3, 18, 23; 1 Kings 20:36; 2 Chron. 20:20; 25:15–16; Isa. 30:12–14; Jer.
6:10–12; 36:29–31; et al.). Anyone who claimed to be speaking for the Lord but who had not
received a message from him was severely punished (Ezek. 13:1–7; Deut. 18:20–22).
Thus God’s words spoken through human lips were considered to be just as authoritative and
just as true as God’s words of personal address. There was no diminishing of the authority of
these words when they were spoken through human lips. To disbelieve or disobey any of them
was to disbelieve or disobey God himself.
4. God’s Words in Written Form (the Bible). In addition to God’s words of decree, God’s
words of personal address, and God’s words spoken through the lips of human beings, we also
find in Scripture several instances where God’s words were put in written form. The first of these
is found in the narrative of the giving of the two tablets of stone on which were written the Ten
Commandments: “And he gave to Moses, when he had made an end of speaking with him upon
Mount Sinai, the two tables of the testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger of God” (Ex.
31:18). “And the tables were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven
upon the tables” (Ex. 32:16; 34:1, 28).
Further writing was done by Moses:
And Moses wrote this law and gave it to the priests the sons of Levi, who carried the
ark of the covenant of the LORD, and to all the elders of Israel. And Moses commanded
them, “At the end of every seven years … you shall read this law before all Israel in their
hearing … that they may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God, and be careful to do
all the words of this law, and that their children, who have not known it, may hear and
learn to fear the LORD your God …” (Deut. 31:9–13)

This book which Moses wrote was then deposited by the side of the ark of the covenant: “When
Moses had finished writing the words of this law in a book to the very end, Moses commanded
the Levites who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, “Take this book of the law, and put
it by the side of the ark of the covenant of the Lord your God, that it may be there for a witness
against you” ’ (Deut. 31:24–26).
Further additions were made to this book of God’s words. “And Joshua wrote these words in
the book of the law of God” (Josh. 24:26). God commanded Isaiah, “And now, go, write it before
them on a tablet, and inscribe it in a book that it may be for the time to come as a witness for
ever” (Isa. 30:8). Once again, God said to Jeremiah, “Write in a book all the words that I have
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spoken to you” (Jer. 30:2; cf. Jer. 36:2–4, 27–31; 51:60). In the New Testament, Jesus promises
his disciples that the Holy Spirit would bring to their remembrance the words which he, Jesus,
had spoken (John 14:26; cf. 16:12–13). Paul can say that the very words he writes to the
Corinthians are “a command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37; cf. 2 Peter 3:2).
Once again it must be noted that these words are still considered to be God’s own words,
even though they are written down mostly by human beings and always in human language. Still,
they are absolutely authoritative and absolutely true: to disobey them or disbelieve them is a
serious sin and brings judgment from God (1 Cor. 14:37; Jer. 36:29–31).
Several benefits come from the writing down of God’s words. First, there is a much more
accurate preservation of God’s words for subsequent generations. To depend on memory and the
repeating of oral tradition is a less reliable method of preserving these words throughout history
than is their recording in writing (cf. Deut. 31:12–13). Second, the opportunity for repeated
inspection of words that are written down permits careful study and discussion, which leads to
better understanding and more complete obedience. Third, God’s words in writing are accessible
to many more people than they are when preserved merely through memory and oral repetition.
They can be inspected at any time by any person and are not limited in accessibility to those who
have memorized them or those who are able to be present when they are recited orally. Thus, the
reliability, permanence, and accessibility of the form in which God’s words are preserved are all
greatly enhanced when they are written down. Yet there is no indication that their authority or
truthfulness is diminished.

C. The Focus of Our Study
Of all the forms of the Word of God,1 the focus of our study in systematic theology is God’s
Word in written form, that is, the Bible. This is the form of God’s Word that is available for
study, for public inspection, for repeated examination, and as a basis for mutual discussion. It
tells us about and points us to the Word of God as a person, namely Jesus Christ, whom we do
not now have present in bodily form on earth. Thus, we are no longer able to observe and imitate
his life and teachings firsthand.
The other forms of the Word of God are not suitable as the primary basis for the study of
theology. We do not hear God’s words of decree and thus cannot study them directly but only
through observation of their effects. God’s words of personal address are uncommon, even in
Scripture. Furthermore, even if we did hear some words of personal address from God to
ourselves today, we would not have certainty that our understanding of it, our memory of it, and
cf cf.—compare
cf cf.—compare
cf cf.—compare
cf cf.—compare
1
In addition to the forms of God’s Word mentioned above, God communicates to people through
different types of “general revelation—that is, revelation that is given not just to certain people
but to all people generally. General revelation includes both the revelation of God that comes
through nature (see Ps. 19:1–6; Acts 14:17) and the revelation of God that comes through the
inner sense of right and wrong in every person’s heart (Rom. 2:15). These kinds of revelation are
nonverbal in form, and I have not included them in the list of various forms of the Word of God
discussed in this chapter. (See chapter 7, pp. 122–24, for further discussion of general
revelation.)
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our subsequent report of it was wholly accurate. Nor would we be readily able to convey to
others the certainty that the communication was from God, even if it was. God’s words as spoken
through human lips ceased to be given when the New Testament canon was completed.2 Thus,
these other forms of God’s words are inadequate as a primary basis for study in theology.
It is most profitable for us to study God’s words as written in the Bible. It is God’s written
Word that he commands us to study. The man is “blessed” who “meditates” on God’s law “day
and night” (Ps. 1:1–2). God’s words to Joshua are also applicable to us: “This book of the law
shall not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night that you may be
careful to do all that is written in it; for then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you
shall have good success” (Josh. 1:8). It is the Word of God in the form of written Scripture that is
“God-breathed” and “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness” (2
Tim. 3:16 NIV).

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Do you think you would pay more attention if God spoke to you from heaven or through
the voice of a living prophet than if he spoke to you from the written words of Scripture?
Would you believe or obey such words more readily than you do Scripture? Do you think
your present level of response to the written words of Scripture is an appropriate one?
What positive steps can you take to make your attitude toward Scripture more like the
kind of attitude God wants you to have?
2. When you think about the many ways in which God speaks and the frequency with which
God communicates with his creatures through these means, what conclusions might you
draw concerning the nature of God and the things that bring delight to him?

SPECIAL TERMS
decree
personal address
Word of God

BIBLIOGRAPHY
(For an explanation of this bibliography see the note on the bibliography to chapter 1, p. 38.
Complete bibliographical data may be found on pp. 1223–29.) The subject of this chapter has not
been treated explicitly in many systematic theologies, but similar material is often covered in the
section on the authority of the Word of God: see the bibliography at the end of chapter 4 for that
subject.

Sections in Evangelical Systematic Theologies
1. Anglican (Episcopalian)
2

See chapter 3, pp. 54–72, on the canon of Scripture, and, for a discussion of the nature of
contemporary Christian prophecy, see chapter 53, pp. 1049–61.
NIV NIV—New International Version
Page 25 of 96

1882–92 Litton, 9–10
2. Arminian (Wesleyan or Methodist)
1940 Wiley, 1:124–65
3. Baptist
1917 Mullins, 137–53
6. Reformed (or Presbyterian)
1861 Heppe, 12–21
1889 Shedd, 1:61–70

Sections in Representative Roman Catholic Systematic Theologies
No explicit treatment.

Other Works
Kline, Meredith. The Structure of Biblical Authority. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972.
Kuyper, Abraham. Principles of Sacred Theology. Trans. by J.H. de Vries. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1968, pp. 405–12 (originally published as Encyclopedia of Sacred
Theology in 1898).
McDonald, H.D. Theories of Revelation: An Historical Study, 1860–1960. Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1979.
_______. “Word, Word of God, Word of the Lord.” In EDT pp. 1185–88.
Packer, J.I. “Scripture.” In NDT pp. 585–87.
Pinnock, C.H. “Revelation.” In NDT pp. 585–87.
Vos, Geerhardus. Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1948, pp. 28–55; 321–27.

Chapter 3

The Canon of Scripture
What belongs in the Bible and what does not belong?
EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
EDT EDT—Evangelical Dictionary of Theology. Walter Elwell, ed. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984.
NDT NDT—New Dictionary of Theology. S.B. Ferguson, D.F. Wright, J.I. Packer, eds. Leicester
and Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1988.
NDT NDT—New Dictionary of Theology. S.B. Ferguson, D.F. Wright, J.I. Packer, eds. Leicester
and Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1988.
Page 26 of 96

The previous chapter concluded that it is especially the written words of God in the Bible to
which we are to give our attention. Before we can do this, however, we must know which
writings belong in the Bible and which do not. This is the question of the canon of Scripture,
which may be defined as follows: The canon of Scripture is the list of all the books that belong in
the Bible.
We must not underestimate the importance of this question. The words of Scripture are the
words by which we nourish our spiritual lives. Thus we can reaffirm the comment of Moses to
the people of Israel in reference to the words of God’s law: “For it is no trifle for you, but it is
your life and thereby you shall live long in the land which you are going over the Jordan to
possess” (Deut. 32:47).
To add to or subtract from God’s words would be to prevent God’s people from obeying him
fully, for commands that were subtracted would not be known to the people, and words that were
added might require extra things of the people which God had not commanded. Thus Moses
warned the people of Israel, “You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor take from
it; that you may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command you” (Deut.
4:2).
The precise determination of the extent of the canon of Scripture is therefore of the utmost
importance. If we are to trust and obey God absolutely we must have a collection of words that
we are certain are God’s own words to us. If there are any sections of Scripture about which we
have doubts whether they are God’s words or not, we will not consider them to have absolute
divine authority and we will not trust them as much as we would trust God himself.

A. The Old Testament Canon
Where did the idea of a canon begin—the idea that the people of Israel should preserve a
collection of written words from God? Scripture itself bears witness to the historical
development of the canon. The earliest collection of written words of God was the Ten
Commandments. The Ten Commandments thus form the beginning of the biblical canon. God
himself wrote on two tablets of stone the words which he commanded his people: “And he gave
to Moses, when he had made an end of speaking with him upon Mount Sinai, the two tables of
the testimony, tables of stone, written with the finger of God” (Ex. 31:18). Again we read, “And
the tables were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God graven upon the tables”
(Ex. 32:16; cf. Deut. 4:13; 10:4). The tablets were deposited in the ark of the covenant (Deut.
10:5) and constituted the terms of the covenant between God and his people.1
This collection of absolutely authoritative words from God grew in size throughout the time
of Israel’s history. Moses himself wrote additional words to be deposited beside the ark of the
covenant (Deut. 31:24–26). The immediate reference is apparently to the book of Deuteronomy,
but other references to writing by Moses indicate that the first four books of the Old Testament
were written by him as well (see Ex. 17:14; 24:4; 34:27; Num. 33:2; Deut. 31:22). After the
death of Moses, Joshua also added to the collection of written words of God: “Joshua wrote these
words in the book of the law of God” (Josh. 24:26). This is especially surprising in light of the
command not to add to or take away from the words which God gave the people through Moses:

cf cf.—compare
1
See Meredith Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), esp.
pp. 48–53 and 113–30.
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“You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor take from it …” (Deut. 4:2; cf. 12:32).
In order to have disobeyed such a specific command, Joshua must have been convinced that he
was not taking it upon himself to add to the written words of God, but that God himself had
authorized such additional writing.
Later, others in Israel, usually those who fulfilled the office of prophet, wrote additional
words from God:
Samuel told the people the rights and duties of the kingship; and he wrote them in a book
and laid it up before the LORD. (1 Sam. 10:25)
The acts of King David, from first to last, are written in the Chronicles of Samuel the
seer, and in the Chronicles of Nathan the prophet, and in the Chronicles of Gad the seer.
(1 Chron. 29:29)
Now the rest of the acts of Jehoshaphat, from first to last, are written in the chronicles of
Jehu the son of Hanani, which are recorded in the Book of the Kings of Israel. (2 Chron.
20:34; cf. 1 Kings 16:7 where Jehu the son of Hanani is called a prophet)
Now the rest of the acts of Uzziah, from first to last, Isaiah the prophet the son of Amoz
wrote. (2 Chron. 26:22)
Now the rest of the acts of Hezekiah, and his good deeds, behold, they are written in the
vision of Isaiah the prophet the son of Amoz, in the Book of the Kings of Judah and
Israel. (2 Chron. 32:32)
Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Write in a book all the words that I have spoken
to you.2 (Jer. 30:2)

The content of the Old Testament canon continued to grow until the time of the end of the
writing process. If we date Haggai to 520 B.C., Zechariah to 520–518 B.C. (with perhaps more
material added after 480 B.C.), and Malachi around 435 B.C., we have an idea of the approximate
dates of the last Old Testament prophets. Roughly coinciding with this period are the last books
of Old Testament history—Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther. Ezra went to Jerusalem in 458 B.C., and
Nehemiah was in Jerusalem from 445–433 B.C.3 Esther was written sometime after the death of
Xerxes I (= Ahasuerus) in 465 B.C., and a date during the reign of Artaxerxes I (464–423 B.C.) is
probable. Thus, after approximately 435 B.C. there were no further additions to the Old
Testament canon. The subsequent history of the Jewish people was recorded in other writings,
such as the books of the Maccabees, but these writings were not thought worthy to be included
with the collections of God’s words from earlier years.
When we turn to Jewish literature outside the Old Testament, we see that the belief that
divinely authoritative words from God had ceased is clearly attested in several different strands
of extrabiblical Jewish literature. In 1 Maccabees (about 100 B.C.) the author writes of the defiled
altar, “So they tore down the altar and stored the stones in a convenient place on the temple hill
until there should come a prophet to tell what to do with them” (1 Macc. 4:45–46). They
cf cf.—compare
2
For other passages that illustrate the growth in the collection of written words from God see 2
Chron. 9:29; 12:15; 13:22; Isa. 30:8; Jer. 29:1; 36:1–32; 45:1; 51:60; Ezek. 43:11; Dan. 7:1; Hab.
2:2. Additions to it were usually through the agency of a prophet.
3
See “Chronology of the Old Testament,” in IBD 1:277.
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apparently knew of no one who could speak with the authority of God as the Old Testament
prophets had done. The memory of an authoritative prophet among the people was one that
belonged to the distant past, for the author could speak of a great distress “such as had not been
since the time that prophets ceased to appear among them” (1 Macc. 9:27; cf. 14:41).
Josephus (born c. A.D. 37/38) explained, “From Artaxerxes to our own times a complete
history has been written, but has not been deemed worthy of equal credit with the earlier records,
because of the failure of the exact succession of the prophets” (Against Apion 1.41). This
statement by the greatest Jewish historian of the first century A.D. shows that he knew of the
writings now considered part of the “Apocrypha,” but that he (and many of his contemporaries)
considered these other writings “not … worthy of equal credit” with what we now know as the
Old Testament Scriptures. There had been, in Josephus’s viewpoint, no more “words of God”
added to Scripture after about 435 B.C.
Rabbinic literature reflects a similar conviction in its repeated statement that the Holy Spirit
(in the Spirit’s function of inspiring prophecy) departed from Israel. “After the latter prophets
Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi had died, the Holy Spirit departed from Israel, but they still
availed themselves of the ( ֹקול ַּבתH1426 + H7754, Babylonian Talmud Yomah 9b, repeated in
Sota 48b, Sanhedrin 11a, and Midrash Rabbah on Song of Songs, 8.9.3).4
The Qumran community (the Jewish sect that left behind the Dead Sea Scrolls) also awaited
a prophet whose words would have authority to supersede any existing regulations (see 1 QS
9.11), and other similar statements are found elsewhere in ancient Jewish literature (see 2 Baruch
85:3 and Prayer 15). Thus, writings subsequent to about 435 B.C. were not accepted by the
Jewish people generally as having equal authority with the rest of Scripture.
In the New Testament, we have no record of any dispute between Jesus and the Jews over the
extent of the canon. Apparently there was full agreement between Jesus and his disciples, on the
one hand, and the Jewish leaders or Jewish people, on the other hand, that additions to the Old
Testament canon had ceased after the time of Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Haggai, Zechariah, and
Malachi. This fact is confirmed by the quotations of Jesus and the New Testament authors from
the Old Testament. According to one count, Jesus and the New Testament authors quote various
parts of the Old Testament Scriptures as divinely authoritative over 295 times,5 but not once do
they cite any statement from the books of the Apocrypha or any other writings as having divine
authority.6 The absence of any such reference to other literature as divinely authoritative, and the
cf cf.—compare
4
That “the Holy Spirit” is primarily a reference to divinely authoritative prophecy is clear both
from the fact that the ַּת
( קֹול בH1426 + H7754, a voice from heaven) is seen as a substitute for
it, and from the very frequent use of “the Holy Spirit” to refer to prophecy elsewhere in Rabbinic
literature.
5
See Roger Nicole, “New Testament Use of the Old Testament,” in Revelation and the Bible ed.
Carl F.H. Henry (London: Tyndale Press, 1959), pp. 137–41.
6
Jude 14–15 does cite 1 Enoch 60:8 and 1:9, and Paul at least twice quotes pagan Greek authors
(see Acts 17:28; Titus 1:12), but these citations are more for purposes of illustration than proof.
Never are the works introduced with a phrase like, “God says,” or “Scripture says,” or “it is
written,” phrases that imply the attribution of divine authority to the words cited. (It should be
noted that neither 1 Enoch nor the authors cited by Paul are part of the Apocrypha.) No book of
the Apocrypha is even mentioned in the New Testament.
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extremely frequent reference to hundreds of places in the Old Testament as divinely
authoritative, gives strong confirmation to the fact that the New Testament authors agreed that
the established Old Testament canon, no more and no less, was to be taken as God’s very words.
What then shall be said about the Apocrypha, the collection of books included in the canon
by the Roman Catholic Church but excluded from the canon by Protestantism? 7 These books
were never accepted by the Jews as Scripture, but throughout the early history of the church
there was a divided opinion on whether they should be part of Scripture or not. In fact, the
earliest Christian evidence is decidedly against viewing the Apocrypha as Scripture, but the use
of the Apocrypha gradually increased in some parts of the church until the time of the
Reformation.8 The fact that these books were included by Jerome in his Latin Vulgate translation
of the Bible (completed in A.D. 404) gave support to their inclusion, even though Jerome himself
said they were not “books of the canon” but merely “books of the church” that were helpful and
useful for believers. The wide use of the Latin Vulgate in subsequent centuries guaranteed their
continued accessibility, but the fact that they had no Hebrew original behind them, and their
exclusion from the Jewish canon, as well as the lack of their citation in the New Testament, led
many to view them with suspicion or to reject their authority. For instance, the earliest Christian
list of Old Testament books that exists today is by Melito, bishop of Sardis, writing about A.D.
170:9
When I came to the east and reached the place where these things were preached and
done, and learnt accurately the books of the Old Testament, I set down the facts and sent
7

The Apocrypha includes the following writings: 1 and 2 Esdras, Tobit, Judith, the Rest of
Esther, the Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch (including the Epistle of Jeremiah), the
Song of the Three Holy Children, Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, the Prayer of Manasseh, and 1
and 2 Maccabees. These writings are not found in the Hebrew Bible, but they were included with
the Septuagint (the translation of the Old Testament into Greek, which was used by many Greekspeaking Jews at the time of Christ). A good modern translation is The Oxford Annotated
Apocrypha (RSV) ed. Bruce M. Metzger (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965). Metzger
includes brief introductions and helpful annotations to the books.
The Greek word apocrypha means “things that are hidden,” but Metzger notes (p. ix) that
scholars are not sure why this word came to be applied to these writings.
8
A detailed historical survey of the differing views of Christians regarding the Apocrypha is
found in F.F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1988), pp.
68–97. An even more detailed study is found in Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of
the New Testament Church and Its Background in Early Judaism (London: SPCK, 1985, and
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), esp. pp. 338–433. Beckwith’s book has now established itself
as the definitive work on the Old Testament canon. At the conclusion of his study Beckwith says,
“The inclusion of various Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha in the canon of the early Christians
was not done in any agreed way or at the earliest period, but occurred in Gentile Christianity,
after the church’s breach with the synagogue, among those whose knowledge of the primitive
Christian canon was becoming blurred.” He concludes, “On the question of the canonicity of the
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha the truly primitive Christian evidence is negative” (pp. 436–37).
9
From Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.14. Eusebius, writing in A.D. 325, was the first great
church historian. This quotation is from the translation by Kirsopp Lake, Eusebius: The
Ecclesiastical History two vols. (London: Heinemann; and Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard, 1975),
1:393.
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them to you. These are their names: five books of Moses, Genesis, Exodus, Numbers,
Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Joshua the son of Nun, Judges, Ruth, four books of Kingdoms,10
two books of Chronicles, the Psalms of David, the Proverbs of Solomon and his
Wisdom,11 Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Job, the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, the
Twelve in a single book, Daniel, Ezekiel, Ezra.12

It is noteworthy here that Melito names none of the books of the Apocrypha, but he includes all
of our present Old Testament books except Esther.13 Eusebius also quotes Origen as affirming
most of the books of our present Old Testament canon (including Esther), but no book of the
Apocrypha is affirmed as canonical, and the books of Maccabees are explicitly said to be
“outside of these [canonical books].”14 Similarly, in A.D. 367, when the great church leader
Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, wrote his Paschal Letter, he listed all the books of our present
New Testament canon and all the books of our present Old Testament canon except Esther. He
also mentioned some books of the Apocrypha such as the Wisdom of Solomon, the Wisdom of
Sirach, Judith, and Tobit, and said these are “not indeed included in the Canon, but appointed by
the Fathers to be read by those who newly join us, and who wish for instruction in the word of
godliness.”15 However, other early church leaders did quote several of these books as Scripture.16
There are doctrinal and historical inconsistencies with a number of these books. E.J. Young
notes:
There are no marks in these books which would attest a divine origin … both Judith and
Tobit contain historical, chronological and geographical errors. The books justify
falsehood and deception and make salvation to depend upon works of merit …
10

That is, 1 Samuel, 2 Samuel, 1 Kings, and 2 Kings.
This does not refer to the apocryphal book called the Wisdom of Solomon but is simply a
fuller description of Proverbs. Eusebius notes in 4.22.9 that Proverbs was commonly called
Wisdom by ancient writers.
12
Ezra would include both Ezra and Nehemiah, according to a common Hebrew way of referring
to the combined books.
13
For some reason there was doubt about the canonicity of Esther in some parts of the early
church (in the East but not in the West), but the doubts were eventually resolved, and Christian
usage eventually became uniform with the Jewish view, which had always counted Esther as part
of the canon, although it had been opposed by certain rabbis for their own reasons. (See the
discussion of the Jewish view in Beckwith, Canon pp. 288–97.)
14
Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.15.2. Origen died about A.D. 254. Origen names all the
books of the present Old Testament canon except the twelve minor prophets (which would be
counted as one book), but this leaves his list of “twenty-two books” incomplete at twenty-one, so
apparently Eusebius’s citation is incomplete, at least in the form we have it today.
Eusebius himself elsewhere repeats the statement of the Jewish historian Josephus that the
Scriptures contain twenty-two books, but nothing since the time of Artaxerxes (3.10.1–5), and
this would exclude all of the Apocrypha.
15
Athanasius, Letter 39 in Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers 2d ser., ed. Philip Schaff and Henry
Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), vol. 4: Athanasius pp. 551–52.
16
See Metzger, Apocrypha pp. xii—xiii. Metzger notes that none of the early Latin and Greek
church fathers who quoted from the Apocrypha as Scripture knew any Hebrew. Beckwith,
Canon pp. 386–89, argues that the evidence of Christian writers quoting the Apocrypha as
Scripture is considerably less extensive and less significant than scholars often claim it to be.
11
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Ecclesiasticus and the Wisdom of Solomon inculcate a morality based upon expediency.
Wisdom teaches the creation of the world out of pre-existent matter (Wisd. 11:17).
Ecclesiasticus teaches that the giving of alms makes atonement for sin (Eccl. 3:30). In
Baruch it is said that God hears the prayers of the dead (Bar. 3:4), and in I Maccabees
there are historical and geographical errors.17

It was not until 1546, at the Council of Trent, that the Roman Catholic Church officially
declared the Apocrypha to be part of the canon (with the exception of 1 and 2 Esdras and the
Prayer of Manasseh). It is significant that the Council of Trent was the response of the Roman
Catholic Church to the teachings of Martin Luther and the rapidly spreading Protestant
Reformation, and the books of the Apocrypha contain support for the Catholic teaching of
prayers for the dead and justification by faith plus works, not by faith alone. In affirming the
Apocrypha as within the canon, Roman Catholics would hold that the church has the authority to
constitute a literary work as “Scripture,” while Protestants have held that the church cannot make
something to be Scripture, but can only recognize what God has already caused to be written as
his own words.18 (One analogy here would be to say that a police investigator can recognize
counterfeit money as counterfeit and can recognize genuine money as genuine, but he cannot
make counterfeit money to be genuine, nor can any declaration by any number of police make
counterfeit money to be something it is not. Only the official treasury of a nation can make
money that is real money; similarly, only God can make words to be his very words and worthy
of inclusion in Scripture.)
Thus the writings of the Apocrypha should not be regarded as part of Scripture: (1) they do
not claim for themselves the same kind of authority as the Old Testament writings; (2) they were
not regarded as God’s words by the Jewish people from whom they originated; (3) they were not
considered to be Scripture by Jesus or the New Testament authors; and (4) they contain teachings
inconsistent with the rest of the Bible. We must conclude that they are merely human words, not
God-breathed words like the words of Scripture. They do have value for historical and linguistic
research, and they contain a number of helpful stories about the courage and faith of many Jews
during the period after the Old Testament ends, but they have never been part of the Old
Testament canon, and they should not be thought of as part of the Bible. Therefore, they have no
binding authority for the thought or life of Christians today.
In conclusion, with regard to the canon of the Old Testament, Christians today should have
no worry that anything needed has been left out or that anything that is not God’s words has been
included.

B. The New Testament Canon
The development of the New Testament canon begins with the writings of the apostles. It
should be remembered that the writing of Scripture primarily occurs in connection with God’s
great acts in redemptive history. The Old Testament records and interprets for us the calling of
Abraham and the lives of his descendants, the exodus from Egypt and the wilderness
wanderings, the establishment of God’s people in the land of Canaan, the establishment of the
E.J. Young, “The Canon of the Old Testament,” in Revelation and the Bible pp. 167–68.
It should be noted that Roman Catholics use the term deuterocanonical rather than apocryphal
to refer to these books. They understand this to mean “later added to the canon” (the prefix
δευτερο—means “second”).
17

18
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monarchy, and the Exile and return from captivity. Each of these great acts of God in history is
interpreted for us in God’s own words in Scripture. The Old Testament closes with the
expectation of the Messiah to come (Mal. 3:1–4; 4:1–6). The next stage in redemptive history is
the coming of the Messiah, and it is not surprising that no further Scripture would be written
until this next and greatest event in the history of redemption occurred.
This is why the New Testament consists of the writings of the apostles.19 It is primarily the
apostles who are given the ability from the Holy Spirit to recall accurately the words and deeds
of Jesus and to interpret them rightly for subsequent generations.
Jesus promised this empowering to his disciples (who were called apostles after the
resurrection) in John 14:26: “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in
my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to
you.” Similarly, Jesus promised further revelation of truth from the Holy Spirit when he told his
disciples, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not
speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the
things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you”
(John 16:13–14). In these verses the disciples are promised amazing gifts to enable them to write
Scripture: the Holy Spirit would teach them “all things,” would cause them to remember “all”
that Jesus had said, and would guide them into “all the truth.”
Furthermore, those who have the office of apostle in the early church are seen to claim an
authority equal to that of the Old Testament prophets, an authority to speak and write words that
are God’s very words. Peter encourages his readers to remember “the commandment of the Lord
and Savior through your apostles” (2 Peter 3:2). To lie to the apostles (Acts 5:2) is equivalent to
lying to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5:3) and lying to God (Acts 5:4).
This claim to be able to speak words that were the words of God himself is especially
frequent in the writings of the apostle Paul. He claims not only that the Holy Spirit has revealed
to him “what no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man conceived” (1 Cor. 2:9), but
also that when he declares this revelation, he speaks it “in words not taught by human wisdom
but taught by the Spirit, interpreting Spiritual things in Spiritual words” (1 Cor. 2:13, author’s
translation).20
Similarly, Paul tells the Corinthians, “If any one thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he
should acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37).
The word translated “what” in this verse is a plural relative pronoun in Greek (ἅ) and more
literally could be translated “the things that I am writing to you.” Thus, Paul claims that his
directives to the church at Corinth are not merely his own but a command of the Lord. Later, in
defending his apostolic office, Paul says that he will give the Corinthians “proof that Christ is
speaking in me” (2 Cor. 13:3). Other similar verses could be mentioned (for example, Rom.
2:16; Gal. 1:8–9; 1 Thess. 2:13; 4:8, 15; 5:27; 2 Thess. 3:6, 14).
19

A few New Testament books (Mark, Luke, Acts, Hebrews, and Jude) were not written by
apostles but by others closely associated with them and apparently authorized by them: see the
discussion below, pp. 62–63.
20
This is my own translation of the last phrase of 1 Cor. 2:13: see Wayne Grudem, “Scripture’s
Self-Attestation,” in Scripture and Truth ed. D.A. Carson and John Woodbridge (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1983), p. 365, n. 61. But this translation is not crucial to the main point: namely, that
Paul speaks words taught by the Holy Spirit, a point that is affirmed in the first part of the verse,
no matter how the second half is translated.
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The apostles, then, have authority to write words that are God’s own words, equal in truth
status and authority to the words of the Old Testament Scriptures. They do this to record,
interpret, and apply to the lives of believers the great truths about the life, death, and resurrection
of Christ.
It would not be surprising therefore to find some of the New Testament writings being placed
with the Old Testament Scriptures as part of the canon of Scripture. In fact, this is what we find
in at least two instances. In 2 Peter 3:16, Peter shows not only an awareness of the existence of
written epistles from Paul, but also a clear willingness to classify “all of his [Paul’s] epistles”
with “the other scriptures”: Peter says, “So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according
to the wisdom given him, speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There are some things in
them hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they
do the other scriptures” (2 Peter 3:15–16). The word translated “scriptures” here is γραφή
(G1210) a word that occurs fifty-one times in the New Testament and that refers to the Old
Testament Scriptures in every one of those occurrences. Thus, the word Scripture was a technical
term for the New Testament authors, and it was used only of those writings that were thought to
be God’s words and therefore part of the canon of Scripture. But in this verse, Peter classifies
Paul’s writings with the “other Scriptures” (meaning the Old Testament Scriptures). Paul’s
writings are therefore considered by Peter also to be worthy of the title “Scripture” and thus
worthy of inclusion in the canon.
A second instance is found in 1 Timothy 5:17–18. Paul says, “Let the elders who rule well be
considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching; for the
scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain,’ and, “The laborer
deserves his wages.” ’ The first quotation from “Scripture” is found in Deuteronomy 25:4, but
the second quotation, “The laborer deserves his wages,” is found nowhere in the Old Testament.
It does occur, however, in Luke 10:7 (with exactly the same words in the Greek text). So here we
have Paul apparently quoting a portion of Luke’s gospel21 and calling it “Scripture,” that is,
something that is to be considered part of the canon.22 In both of these passages (2 Peter 3:16 and
1 Tim. 5:17–18) we see evidence that very early in the history of the church the writings of the
New Testament began to be accepted as part of the canon.
Because the apostles, by virtue of their apostolic office, had authority to write words of
Scripture, the authentic written teachings of the apostles were accepted by the early church as
part of the canon of Scripture. If we accept the arguments for the traditional views of authorship
of the New Testament writings,23 then we have most of the New Testament in the canon because

21

Someone might object that Paul could be quoting an oral tradition of Jesus’ words rather than
Luke’s gospel, but it is doubtful that Paul would call any oral tradition “Scripture,” since the
word (Gk. γραφή, G1210, “writing”) is always in New Testament usage applied to written texts,
and since Paul’s close association with Luke makes it very possible that he would quote Luke’s
written gospel.
22
Luke himself was not an apostle, but his gospel is here accorded authority equal with that of
the apostolic writings. Apparently this was due to his very close association with the apostles,
especially Paul, and the endorsement of his gospel by an apostle.
23
For a defense of traditional views of authorship of the New Testament writings, see Donald
Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1970).
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of direct authorship by the apostles. This would include Matthew; John; Romans to Philemon (all
of the Pauline epistles); James;24 1 and 2 Peter; 1, 2, and 3 John; and Revelation.
This leaves five books, Mark, Luke, Acts, Hebrews, and Jude, which were not written by
apostles. The details of the historical process by which these books came to be counted as part of
Scripture by the early church are scarce, but Mark, Luke, and Acts were commonly
acknowledged very early, probably because of the close association of Mark with the apostle
Peter, and of Luke (the author of Luke-Acts) with the apostle Paul. Similarly, Jude apparently
was accepted by virtue of the author’s connection with James (see Jude 1) and the fact that he
was the brother of Jesus.25
The acceptance of Hebrews as canonical was urged by many in the church on the basis of an
assumed Pauline authorship. But from very early times there were others who rejected Pauline
authorship in favor of one or another of several different suggestions. Origen, who died about
A.D. 254, mentions various theories of authorship and concludes, “But who actually wrote the
epistle, only God knows.”26 Thus, the acceptance of Hebrews as canonical was not entirely due
to a belief in Pauline authorship. Rather, the intrinsic qualities of the book itself must have
finally convinced early readers, as they continue to convince believers today, that whoever its
human author may have been, its ultimate author can only have been God himself. The majestic
glory of Christ shines forth from the pages of the epistle to the Hebrews so brightly that no
believer who reads it seriously should ever want to question its place in the canon.
This brings us to the heart of the question of canonicity. For a book to belong in the canon, it
is absolutely necessary that the book have divine authorship. If the words of the book are God’s
words (through human authors), and if the early church, under the direction of the apostles,
preserved the book as part of Scripture, then the book belongs in the canon. But if the words of
the book are not God’s words, it does not belong in the canon. The question of authorship by an
apostle is important because it was primarily the apostles to whom Christ gave the ability to
write words with absolute divine authority. If a writing can be shown to be by an apostle, then its
absolute divine authority is automatically established.27 Thus, the early church automatically

24

James seems to be considered an apostle in 1 Cor. 15:7 and Gal. 1:19. He also fulfills
functions appropriate to an apostle in Acts 12:17; 15:13; 21:18; Gal. 2:9, 12: see p. 908 below.
25
The acceptance of Jude in the canon was slow, primarily because of doubts concerning his
quotation of the noncanonical book of 1 Enoch.
26
Origen’s statement is quoted in Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.25.14.
27
Of course, this does not mean that everything an apostle wrote, including even grocery lists
and receipts for business transactions, would be considered Scripture. We are speaking here of
writings done when acting in the role of an apostle and giving apostolic instructions to churches
and to individual Christians (such as Timothy or Philemon).
It is also very likely that the living apostles themselves gave some guidance to the churches
concerning which works they intended to be preserved and used as Scripture in the churches (see
Col. 4:16; 2 Thess. 3:14; 2 Peter 3:16). There were apparently some writings that had absolute
divine authority but that the apostles did not decide to preserve as “Scripture” for the churches
(such as Paul’s “previous letter” to the Corinthians: see 1 Cor. 5:9). Moreover, the apostles did
much more oral teaching, which had divine authority (see 2 Thess. 2:15) but was not written
down and preserved as Scripture. Thus, in addition to apostolic authorship, preservation by the
church under the direction of the apostles was necessary for a work to be included in the canon.
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accepted as part of the canon the written teachings of the apostles which the apostles wanted
preserved as Scripture.
But the existence of some New Testament writings that were not authored directly by
apostles shows that there were others in the early church to whom Christ also gave the ability,
through the work of the Holy Spirit, to write words that were God’s own words and also
therefore intended to be part of the canon. In these cases, the early church had the task of
recognizing which writings had the characteristic of being God’s own words (through human
authors).
For some books (at least Mark, Luke, and Acts, and perhaps Hebrews and Jude as well), the
church had, at least in some areas, the personal testimony of some living apostles to affirm the
absolute divine authority of these books. For example, Paul would have affirmed the authenticity
of Luke and Acts, and Peter would have affirmed the authenticity of Mark as containing the
gospel which he himself preached. In other cases, and in some geographical areas, the church
simply had to decide whether it heard the voice of God himself speaking in the words of these
writings. In these cases, the words of these books would have been self-attesting; that is, the
words would have borne witness to their own divine authorship as Christians read them. This
seems to have been the case with Hebrews.
It should not surprise us that the early church should have been able to recognize Hebrews
and other writings, not written by apostles, as God’s very words. Had not Jesus said “My sheep
hear my voice” (John 10:27)? It should not be thought impossible or unlikely, therefore, that the
early church would be able to use a combination of factors, including apostolic endorsement,
consistency with the rest of Scripture, and the perception of a writing as “God-breathed” on the
part of an overwhelming majority of believers, to decide that a writing was in fact God’s words
(through a human author) and therefore worthy of inclusion in the canon. Nor should it be
thought unlikely that the church would be able to use this process over a period of time—as
writings were circulated to various parts of the early church—and finally to come to a
completely correct decision, without excluding any writings that were in fact “God-breathed”
and without including any that were not.28
In A.D. 367 the Thirty-ninth Paschal Letter of Athanasius contained an exact list of the
twenty-seven New Testament books we have today. This was the list of books accepted by the
churches in the eastern part of the Mediterranean world. Thirty years later, in A.D. 397, the
Council of Carthage, representing the churches in the western part of the Mediterranean world,
agreed with the eastern churches on the same list. These are the earliest final lists of our presentday canon.
Should we expect any more writings to be added to the canon? The opening sentence in
Hebrews puts this question in the proper historical perspective, the perspective of the history of
redemption: “In many and various ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the prophets; but in
these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through
whom also he created the world” (Heb. 1:1–2).
The contrast between the former speaking “of old” by the prophets and the recent speaking
“in these last days” suggests that God’s speech to us by his Son is the culmination of his
speaking to mankind and is his greatest and final revelation to mankind in this period of
28

I am not discussing at this point the question of textual variants (that is, differences in
individual words and phrases that are to be found among the many ancient copies of Scripture
that still exist). This question is treated in chapter 5, pp. 96–97.
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redemptive history. The exceptional greatness of the revelation that comes through the Son, far
exceeding any revelation in the old covenant, is emphasized again and again throughout chapters
1 and 2 of Hebrews. These facts all indicate that there is a finality to the revelation of God in
Christ and that once this revelation has been completed, no more is to be expected.
But where do we learn about this revelation through Christ? The New Testament writings
contain the final, authoritative, and sufficient interpretation of Christ’s work of redemption. The
apostles and their close companions report Christ’s words and deeds and interpret them with
absolute divine authority. When they have finished their writing, there is no more to be added
with the same absolute divine authority. Thus, once the writings of the New Testament apostles
and their authorized companions are completed, we have in written form the final record of
everything that God wants us to know about the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, and its
meaning for the lives of believers for all time. Since this is God’s greatest revelation for
mankind, no more is to be expected once this is complete. In this way, then, Hebrews 1:1–2
shows us why no more writings can be added to the Bible after the time of the New Testament.
The canon is now closed.
A similar kind of consideration may be drawn from Revelation 22:18–19:
I warn every one who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if any one adds to
them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, and if any one 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.

The primary reference of these verses is clearly to the book of Revelation itself, for John
refers to his writing as “the words of the prophecy of this book” in verses 7 and 10 of this chapter
(and the entire book is called a prophecy in Rev. 1:3). Furthermore, the reference to “the tree of
life and … the holy city, which are described in this book” indicates that the book of Revelation
itself is intended.
It is, however, not accidental that this statement comes at the end of the last chapter of
Revelation, and that Revelation is the last book in the New Testament. In fact, Revelation has to
be placed last in the canon. For many books, their placement in the assembling of the canon is of
little consequence. But just as Genesis must be placed first (for it tells us of creation), so
Revelation must be placed last (for its focus is to tell us of the future and God’s new creation).
The events described in Revelation are historically subsequent to the events described in the rest
of the New Testament and require that Revelation be placed where it is. Thus, it is not
inappropriate for us to understand this exceptionally strong warning at the end of Revelation as
applying in a secondary way to the whole of Scripture. Placed here, where it must be placed, the
warning forms an appropriate conclusion to the entire canon of Scripture. Along with Hebrews
1:1–2 and the history-of-redemption perspective implicit in those verses, this broader application
of Revelation 22:18–19 also suggests to us that we should expect no more Scripture to be added
beyond what we already have.
How do we know, then, that we have the right books in the canon of Scripture we now
possess? The question can be answered in two different ways. First, if we are asking upon what
we should base our confidence, the answer must ultimately be that our confidence is based on the
faithfulness of God. We know that God loves his people, and it is supremely important that
God’s people have his own words, for they are our life (Deut. 32:47; Matt. 4:4). They are more
precious, more important to us than anything else in this world. We also know that God our
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Father is in control of all history, and he is not the kind of Father who will trick us or fail to be
faithful to us or keep from us something we absolutely need.
The severity of the punishments in Revelation 22:18–19 that come to those who add to or
take from God’s words also confirms the importance for God’s people of having a correct canon.
There could be no greater punishments than these, for they are the punishments of eternal
judgment. This shows that God himself places supreme value on our having a correct collection
of God-breathed writings, no more and no less. In the light of this fact, could it be right for us to
believe that God our Father, who controls all history, would allow all of his church for almost
two thousand years to be deprived of something he himself values so highly and is so necessary
for our spiritual lives?29
The preservation and correct assembling of the canon of Scripture should ultimately be seen
by believers, then, not as part of church history subsequent to God’s great central acts of
redemption for his people, but as an integral part of the history of redemption itself. Just as God
was at work in creation, in the calling of his people Israel, in the life, death, and resurrection of
Christ, and in the early work and writings of the apostles, so God was at work in the preservation
and assembling together of the books of Scripture for the benefit of his people for the entire
church age. Ultimately, then, we base our confidence in the correctness of our present canon on
the faithfulness of God.
The question of how we know that we have the right books can, secondly, be answered in a
somewhat different way. We might wish to focus on the process by which we become persuaded
that the books we have now in the canon are the right ones. In this process two factors are at
work: the activity of the Holy Spirit convincing us as we read Scripture for ourselves, and the
historical data that we have available for our consideration.
As we read Scripture the Holy Spirit works to convince us that the books we have in
Scripture are all from God and are his words to us. It has been the testimony of Christians
throughout the ages that as they read the books of the Bible, the words of Scripture speak to their
hearts as no other books do. Day after day, year after year, Christians find that the words of the
Bible are indeed the words of God speaking to them with an authority, a power, and a
persuasiveness that no other writings possess. Truly the Word of God is “living and active,
sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and
marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12).
Yet the process by which we become persuaded that the present canon is right is also helped
by historical data. Of course, if the assembling of the canon was one part of God’s central acts in
the history of redemption (as was stated above), then Christians today should not presume to take
it upon themselves to attempt to add to or subtract from the books of the canon: the process was
29

This is of course not to affirm the impossible notion that God providentially preserves every
word in every copy of every text, no matter how careless the copyist, or that he must
miraculously provide every believer with a Bible instantly. Nevertheless, this consideration of
God’s faithful care of his children should certainly cause us to be thankful that in God’s
providence there is no significantly attested textual variant that would change any point of
Christian doctrine or ethics, so faithfully has the text been transmitted and preserved. However,
we must say clearly that there are a number of differing words in the different ancient
manuscripts of the Bible that are preserved today. These are called “textual variants.” The
question of textual variants within the surviving manuscripts of the books that belong in the
canon is discussed in chapter 5, pp. 96–97.
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completed long ago. Nevertheless, a thorough investigation of the historical circumstances
surrounding the assembling of the canon is helpful in confirming our conviction that the
decisions made by the early church were correct decisions. Some of this historical data has been
mentioned in the preceding pages. Other, more detailed data is available for those who wish to
pursue more specialized investigations.30
Yet one further historical fact should be mentioned. Today there exist no strong candidates
for addition to the canon and no strong objections to any book presently in the canon. Of those
writings that some in the early church wanted to include in the canon, it is safe to say that there
are none that present-day evangelicals would want to include. Some of the very early writers
distinguished themselves quite clearly from the apostles and their writings from the writings of
the apostles. Ignatius, for example, about A.D. 110, said, “I do not order you as did Peter and
Paul; they were apostles I am a convict; they were free, I am even until now a slave” (Ignatius,
To the Romans 4.3; compare the attitude toward the apostles in 1 Clement 42:1, 2; 44:1–2 [A.D.
95]; Ignatius, To the Magnesians 7:1; 13:1–2; et al.).
Even those writings that were for a time thought by some to be worthy of inclusion in the
canon contain doctrinal teaching that is contradictory to the rest of Scripture. “The Shepherd” of
Hermas, for example, teaches “the necessity of penance” and “the possibility of the forgiveness
of sins at least once after baptism … The author seems to identify the Holy Spirit with the Son of
God before the Incarnation, and to hold that the Trinity came into existence only after the
humanity of Christ had been taken up into heaven” (Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church
p. 641).
The Gospel of Thomas which for a time was held by some to belong to the canon, ends with
the following absurd statement (par. 114):
Simon Peter said to them: “Let Mary go away from us, for women are not worthy of
life.” Jesus said: “Lo, I shall lead her, so that I may make her a male, that she too may
become a living spirit, resembling you males. For every woman who makes herself a
male will enter the kingdom of heaven.”31

All other existing documents that had in the early church any possibility of inclusion in the
canon are similar to these in that they either contain explicit disclaimers of canonical status or
include some doctrinal aberrations that clearly make them unworthy of inclusion in the Bible.32
30

A very helpful recent survey of this field is David Dunbar, “The Biblical Canon,” in
Hermeneutics, Authority, and Canon ed. D.A. Carson and John Woodbridge (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1986), pp. 295–360. In addition, three recent books are of such excellent quality that
they will define the discussion of canon for many years to come: Roger Beckwith, The Old
Testament Canon of the New Testament Church and Its Background in Early Judaism (London:
SPCK, 1985, and Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986); Bruce Metzger, The Canon of the New
Testament: Its Origin, Development, and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon; New York: Oxford
University Press, 1987); and F.F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture (Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity Press, 1988).
31
This document was not written by Thomas the apostle. Current scholarly opinion attributes it
to an unknown author in the second century A.D. who used Thomas’s name.
32
It is appropriate here to say a word about the writing called the Didache. Although this
document was not considered for inclusion in the canon during the early history of the church,
many scholars have thought it to be a very early document and some today quote it as if it were
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On the other hand, there are no strong objections to any book currently in the canon. In the
case of several New Testament books that were slow to gain approval by the whole church
(books such as 2 Peter or 2 and 3 John), much of the early hesitancy over their inclusion can be
attributed to the fact that they were not initially circulated very widely, and that full knowledge
of the contents of all the New Testament writings spread through the church rather slowly.
(Martin Luther’s hesitancies concerning James are quite understandable in view of the doctrinal
controversy in which he was engaged, but such hesitancy was certainly not necessary. The
apparent doctrinal conflict with Paul’s teaching is easily resolved once it is recognized that
James is using three key terms, justification, faith and works in senses different from those with
which Paul used them.)33
There is therefore historical confirmation for the correctness of the current canon. Yet it must
be remembered in connection with any historical investigation that the work of the early church
was not to bestow divine authority or even ecclesiastical authority upon some merely human
writings, but rather to recognize the divinely authored characteristic of writings that already had
such a quality. This is because the ultimate criterion of canonicity is divine authorship, not
human or ecclesiastical approval.
At this point someone may ask a hypothetical question about what we should do if another
one of Paul’s epistles were discovered, for example. Would we add it to Scripture? This is a
difficult question, because two conflicting considerations are involved. On the one hand, if a
great majority of believers were convinced that this was indeed an authentic Pauline epistle,
written in the course of Paul’s fulfillment of his apostolic office, then the nature of Paul’s
apostolic authority would guarantee that the writing would be God’s very words (as well as
Paul’s), and that its teachings would be consistent with the rest of Scripture. But the fact that it
was not preserved as part of the canon would indicate that it was not among the writings the

an authority on the teaching of the early church on the same level as the New Testament
writings. It was first discovered in 1875 at a library in Constantinople but probably dates from
the first or second century A.D. Yet it contradicts or adds to the commands of the New Testament
at many points. For example, Christians are told to let alms sweat in their hands until they know
to whom they are giving (1.6); food offered to idols is forbidden (6.3); people are required to fast
before baptism, and baptism must be done in running water (7.1–4); fasting is required on
Wednesdays and Fridays but prohibited on Mondays and Thursdays (8.1); Christians are
required to pray the Lord’s Prayer three times a day (8.3); unbaptized persons are excluded from
the Lord’s Supper, and prayers unknown in the New Testament are given as a pattern for
celebrating the Lord’s Supper (9.1–5); apostles are prohibited from staying in a city more than
two days (11.5; but note that Paul stayed a year and a half in Corinth and three years in
Ephesus!); prophets who speak in the Spirit cannot be tested or examined (11.7, in contradiction
to 1 Cor. 14:29 and 1 Thess. 5:20–21); salvation requires perfection at the last time (16.2). Such
a document, of unknown authorship, is hardly a reliable guide for the teachings and practices of
the early church.
33
See R.V.G. Tasker, The General Epistle of James TNTC (London: Tyndale Press, 1956), pp.
67–71. Although Luther placed James near the end of his German translation of the New
Testament, he did not exclude it from the canon, and he cited over half of the verses in James as
authoritative in various parts of his writings (see Douglas Moo, The Letter of James TNTC
(Leicester and Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1985), p. 18; see also pp. 100–117 on
faith and works in James.
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apostles wanted the church to preserve as part of Scripture. Moreover, it must immediately be
said that such a hypothetical question is just that: hypothetical. It is exceptionally difficult to
imagine what kind of historical data might be discovered that could convincingly demonstrate to
the church as a whole that a letter lost for over 1,900 years was genuinely authored by Paul, and
it is more difficult still to understand how our sovereign God could have faithfully cared for his
people for over 1,900 years and still allowed them to be continually deprived of something he
intended them to have as part of his final revelation of himself in Jesus Christ. These
considerations make it so highly improbable that any such manuscript would be discovered at
some time in the future, that such a hypothetical question really does not merit further serious
consideration.
In conclusion, are there any books in our present canon that should not be there? No. We can
rest our confidence in this fact in the faithfulness of God our Father, who would not lead all his
people for nearly two thousand years to trust as his Word something that is not. And we find our
confidence repeatedly confirmed both by historical investigation and by the work of the Holy
Spirit in enabling us to hear God’s voice in a unique way as we read from every one of the sixtysix books in our present canon of Scripture.
But are there any missing books, books that should have been included in Scripture but were
not? The answer must be no. In all known literature there are no candidates that even come close
to Scripture when consideration is given both to their doctrinal consistency with the rest of
Scripture and to the type of authority they claim for themselves (as well as the way those claims
of authority have been received by other believers). Once again, God’s faithfulness to his people
convinces us that there is nothing missing from Scripture that God thinks we need to know for
obeying him and trusting him fully. The canon of Scripture today is exactly what God wanted it
to be, and it will stay that way until Christ returns.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Why is it important to your Christian life to know which writings are God’s words and
which are not? How would your relationship with God be different if you had to look for
his words that were scattered among all the writings of Christians throughout church
history? How would your Christian life be different if God’s words were contained not
only in the Bible but also in the official declarations of the church throughout history?
2. Have you had doubts or questions about the canonicity of any of the books of the Bible?
What caused those questions? What should one do to resolve them?
3. Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and members of other cults have claimed present-day
revelations from God that they count equal to the Bible in authority. What reasons can
you give to indicate the falsity of those claims? In practice, do these people treat the
Bible as an authority equal to these other “revelations”?
4. If you have never read any parts of the Old Testament Apocrypha, perhaps you would
want to read some sections.34 Do you feel you can trust these writings in the same way

34

A good recent translation is The Oxford Annotated Apocrypha (RSV), ed. Bruce M. Metzger
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1965). There is also a collection of nonbiblical writings
from the time of the New Testament called “New Testament apocrypha” (see next note), but
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you trust Scripture? Compare the effect these writings have on you with the effect
Scripture has on you. You might want to make a similar comparison with some writings
from a collection of books called the New Testament Apocrypha,35 or perhaps with the
Book of Mormon or the Qur’an. Is the spiritual effect of these writings on your life
positive or negative? How does it compare with the spiritual effect the Bible has on your
life?

SPECIAL TERMS
Apocrypha
apostle
canon
canonical
covenant
God-breathed
history of redemption
self-attesting
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Chapter 4

The Four Characteristics of Scripture:
(1) Authority
How do we know that the Bible is God’s Word?
In the previous chapter our goal was to determine which writings belong in the Bible and
which writings do not. But once we have determined what the Bible is, our next step is to ask
what it is like. What does the whole Bible teach us about itself?
The major teachings of the Bible about itself can be classified into four characteristics
(sometimes termed attributes): (1) the authority of Scripture; (2) the clarity of Scripture; (3) the
necessity of Scripture; and (4) the sufficiency of Scripture.
With regard to the first characteristic, most Christians would agree that the Bible is our
authority in some sense. But in exactly what sense does the Bible claim to be our authority? And
EDT EDT—Evangelical Dictionary of Theology. Walter Elwell, ed. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984.
NDT NDT—New Dictionary of Theology. S.B. Ferguson, D.F. Wright, J.I. Packer, eds. Leicester
and Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1988.
rev rev.—revised
ed ed.—edited by, edition
ed ed.—edited by, edition
ed ed.—edited by, edition
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how do we become persuaded that the claims of Scripture to be God’s Word are true? These are
the questions addressed in this chapter.

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
The authority of Scripture means that all the words in Scripture are God’s words in such a
way that to disbelieve or disobey any word of Scripture is to disbelieve or disobey God.
This definition may now be examined in its various parts.

A. All the Words in Scripture Are God’s Words
1. This Is What the Bible Claims for Itself. There are frequent claims in the Bible that all the
words of Scripture are God’s words (as well as words that were written down by men).1 In the
Old Testament, this is frequently seen in the introductory phrase, “Thus says the LORD,” which
appears hundreds of times. In the world of the Old Testament, this phrase would have been
recognized as identical in form to the phrase, “Thus says king …,” which was used to preface the
edict of a king to his subjects, an edict that could not be challenged or questioned but that simply
had to be obeyed.2 Thus, when the prophets say, “Thus says the Lord,” they are claiming to be
messengers from the sovereign King of Israel, namely, God himself, and they are claiming that
their words are the absolutely authoritative words of God. When a prophet spoke in God’s name
in this way, every word he spoke had to come from God, or he would be a false prophet (cf.
Num. 22:38; Deut. 18:18–20; Jer. 1:9; 14:14; 23:16–22; 29:31–32; Ezek. 2:7; 13:1–16).
Furthermore, God is often said to speak “through” the prophet (1 Kings 14:18; 16:12, 34; 2
Kings 9:36; 14:25; Jer. 37:2; Zech. 7:7, 12). Thus, what the prophet says in God’s name, God
says (1 Kings 13:26 with v. 21; 1 Kings 21:19 with 2 Kings 9:25–26; Hag. 1:12; cf. 1 Sam. 15:3,
18). In these and other instances in the Old Testament, words that the prophets spoke can equally
be referred to as words that God himself spoke. Thus, to disbelieve or disobey anything a prophet
says is to disbelieve or disobey God himself (Deut. 18:19; 1 Sam. 10:8; 13:13–14; 15:3, 19, 23; 1
Kings 20:35, 36).
These verses of course do not claim that all the words in the Old Testament are God’s words,
for these verses themselves are referring only to specific sections of spoken or written words in
the Old Testament. But the cumulative force of these passages, including the hundreds of
passages that begin “Thus says the Lord,” is to demonstrate that within the Old Testament we
have written records of words that are said to be God’s own words. These words when written
down constitute large sections of the Old Testament.

1

Of course, I do not mean to say that every word in Scripture was audibly spoken by God
himself, since the Bible records the words of hundreds of different people, such as King David
and Peter and even Satan himself. But I do mean that even the quotations of other people are
God’s reports of what they said, and, rightly interpreted in their contexts, come to us with God’s
authority.
2
See Wayne Grudem, The Gift of Prophecy in 1 Corinthians (Lanham, Md.: University Press of
America, 1982), pp. 12–13; also Wayne Grudem, “Scripture’s Self-Attestation,” in Scripture and
Truth ed. D.A. Carson and J. Woodbridge, pp. 21–22.
cf cf.—compare
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In the New Testament, a number of passages indicate that all of the Old Testament writings
are thought of as God’s words. 2 Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful
for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” (NIV).3 Here “Scripture”
(γραφή, G1210) must refer to the Old Testament written Scripture, for that is what the word
γραφή refers to in every one of its fifty-one occurrences in the New Testament.4 Furthermore,
the “sacred writings” of the Old Testament are what Paul5 has just referred to in verse 15.
Paul here affirms that all of the Old Testament writings are θεόπνευστος (G2535) “breathed
out by God.” Since it is writings that are said to be “breathed out,” this breathing must be
understood as a metaphor for speaking the words of Scripture. This verse thus states in brief
form what was evident in many passages in the Old Testament: the Old Testament writings are
regarded as God’s Word in written form. For every word of the Old Testament, God is the one
who spoke (and still speaks) it, although God used human agents to write these words down.6
A similar indication of the character of all Old Testament writings as God’s words is found in
2 Peter 1:21. Speaking of the prophecies of Scripture (v. 20), which means at least the Old
Testament Scriptures to which Peter encourages his readers to give careful attention (v. 19),
Peter says that none of these prophecies ever came “by the impulse of man,” but that “men
moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” It is not Peter’s intention to deny completely human
volition or personality in the writing of Scripture (he says that the men “spoke”), but rather to say
that the ultimate source of every prophecy was never a man’s decision about what he wanted to
write, but rather the Holy Spirit’s action in the prophet’s life, carried out in ways unspecified
NIV NIV—New International Version
3
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 καί
(G2779, “also”) extremely awkward in the Greek sentence. In coherent speech, one must say that
something that 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,
θεόπνευστος (G2535, “God-breathed”) and ὠφέλιμος (G6068, “profitable”) are both best
understood as predicate adjectives, and the best translation is, “All Scripture is God-breathed and
is profitable for teaching …”
4
In at least two cases, 1 Tim. 5:18 and 2 Peter 3:16, γραφή (G1210) also includes some of the
New Testament writings along with the Old Testament writings that it is referring to (see
discussion below).
5
I assume Pauline authorship of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus throughout this book. For recent
arguments defending Pauline authorship see George W. Knight III, The Pastoral Epistles NIGTC
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, and Carlisle: Paternoster, 1992), pp. 4–54.
6
Older systematic theologies used the words inspired and inspiration to speak of the fact that the
words of Scripture are spoken by God. This terminology was based especially on an older
translation of 2 Tim. 3:16, which said, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God …” (KJV).
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 in this text. I have preferred the NIV rendering of 2 Tim.
3:16, “God-breathed,” and have used other expressions to say that the words of Scripture are
God’s very words. The older phrase “plenary inspiration” meant that all the words of Scripture
are God’s words (the word plenary means “full”), a fact that I affirm in this chapter without
using the phrase.
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here (or, in fact, elsewhere in Scripture). This indicates a belief that all of the Old Testament
prophecies (and, in light of vv. 19–20, this probably includes all of the written Scripture of the
Old Testament) are spoken “from God”: that is, they are God’s own words.
Many other New Testament passages speak in similar ways about sections of the Old
Testament. In Matthew 1:22, Isaiah’s words in Isaiah 7:14 are cited as “what the Lord had
spoken by the prophet.” In Matthew 4:4 Jesus says to the devil, “Man shall not live by bread
alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” In the context of Jesus’ repeated
citations from Deuteronomy to answer every temptation, the words that proceed “from the mouth
of God” are the written Scriptures of the Old Testament.
In Matthew 19:5, the words of the author in Genesis 2:24, not attributed to God in the
Genesis narrative, are quoted by Jesus as words that God “said.” In Mark 7:9–13, the same Old
Testament passage can be called interchangeably “the commandment of God,” or what “Moses
said,” or “the word of God.” In Acts 1:16, the words of Psalms 69 and 109 are said to be words
which “the Holy Spirit spoke beforehand by the mouth of David.” Words of Scripture are thus
said to be spoken by the Holy Spirit. In Acts 2:16–17, in quoting “what was spoken by the
prophet Joel” in Joel 2:28–32, Peter inserts “God declares,” thus attributing to God words
written by Joel, and claiming that God is presently saying them.
Many other passages could be cited (see Luke 1:70; 24:25; John 5:45–47; Acts 3:18, 21;
4:25; 13:47; 28:25; Rom. 1:2; 3:2; 9:17; 1 Cor. 9:8–10; Heb. 1:1–2, 6–7), but the pattern of
attributing to God the words of Old Testament Scripture should be very clear. Moreover, in
several places it is all of the words of the prophets or the words of the Old Testament Scriptures
that are said to compel belief or to be from God (see Luke 24:25, 27, 44; Acts 3:18; 24:14; Rom.
15:4).
But if Paul meant only the Old Testament writings when he spoke of “Scripture” in 2
Timothy 3:16, how can this verse apply to the New Testament writings as well? Does it say
anything about the character of the New Testament writings? To answer that question, we must
realize that the Greek word γραφή (G1210, “scripture”) was a technical term for the New
Testament writers and had a very specialized meaning. Even though it is used fifty-one times in
the New Testament, every one of those instances uses it to refer to the Old Testament writings,
not to any other words or writings outside the canon of Scripture. Thus, everything that belonged
in the category “scripture” had the character of being “God-breathed”: its words were God’s very
words.
But at two places in the New Testament we see New Testament writings also being called
“scripture” along with the Old Testament writings. As we noted in chapter 3, in 2 Peter 3:16,
Peter shows not only an awareness of the existence of written epistles from Paul, but also a clear
willingness to classify “all of his [Paul’s] epistles” with “the other scriptures.” This is an
indication that very early in the history of the church all of Paul’s epistles were considered to be
God’s written words in the same sense as the Old Testament texts were. Similarly, in 1 Timothy
5:18, Paul quotes Jesus’ words as found in Luke 10:7 and calls them “scripture.”7
These two passages taken together indicate that during the time of the writing of the New
Testament documents there was an awareness that additions were being made to this special
category of writings called “scripture,” writings that had the character of being God’s very
words. Thus, once we establish that a New Testament writing belongs to the special category
“scripture,” then we are correct in applying 2 Timothy 3:16 to that writing as well, and saying
7

See chapter 3, pp. 61–62, for discussion of 2 Peter 3:16 and 1 Tim. 5:17–18.
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that that writing also has the characteristic Paul attributes to “all scripture”: it is “God-breathed,”
and all its words are the very words of God.
Is there further evidence that the New Testament writers thought of their own writings (not
just the Old Testament) as being words of God? In some cases, there is. In 1 Corinthians 14:37,
Paul says, “If any one thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that what I
am writing to you is a command of the Lord.” Paul has here instituted a number of rules for
church worship at Corinth and has claimed for them the status of “commands of the Lord,” for
the phrase translated “what I am writing to you” contains a plural relative pronoun in Greek (ἅ)
and is more literally translated “the things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord.”
One objection to seeing the words of New Testament writers as words of God is sometimes
brought from 1 Corinthians 7:12, where Paul distinguishes his words from words of the Lord:
“To the rest I say, not the Lord …” A proper understanding of this passage is gained from verses
25 and 40, however. In verse 25 Paul says he has no command of the Lord concerning the
unmarried but will give his own opinion. This must mean that he had possession of no earthly
word that Jesus had spoken on this subject and probably also that he had received no subsequent
revelation about it from Jesus. This is unlike the situation in verse 10 where he could simply
repeat the content of Jesus’ earthly teaching, “that the wife should not separate from her
husband” and “that the husband should not divorce his wife.” Thus, verse 12 must mean that
Paul has no record of any earthly teaching of Jesus on the subject of a believer who is married to
an unbelieving spouse. Therefore, Paul gives his own instructions: “To the rest I say, not the
Lord that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he
should not divorce her” (1 Cor. 7:12).
It is remarkable therefore that Paul can go on in verses 12–15 to give several specific ethical
standards for the Corinthians. What gave him the right to make such moral commands? He said
that he spoke as one “who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy” (1 Cor. 7:25). He seems to imply
here that his considered judgments were able to be placed on the same authoritative level as the
words of Jesus. Thus, 1 Corinthians 7:12, “To the rest I say, not the Lord,” is an amazingly
strong affirmation of Paul’s own authority: if he did not have any words of Jesus to apply to a
situation, he would simply use his own words, for his own words had just as much authority as
the words of Jesus!
Indications of a similar view of the New Testament writings are found in John 14:26 and
16:13, where Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would bring all that he had said to the disciples’
remembrance and would guide them into all the truth. This indicates a special superintending
work of the Holy Spirit whereby the disciples would be able to remember and record without
error all that Jesus had said. Similar indications are also found in 2 Peter 3:2; 1 Corinthians 2:13;
1 Thessalonians 4:15; and Revelation 22:18–19.
2. We Are Convinced of the Bible’s Claims to Be God’s Words as We Read the Bible. It is
one thing to affirm that the Bible claims to be the words of God. It is another thing to be
convinced that those claims are true. Our ultimate conviction that the words of the Bible are
God’s words comes only when the Holy Spirit speaks in and through the words of the Bible to
our hearts and gives us an inner assurance that these are the words of our Creator speaking to us.
Just after Paul has explained that his apostolic speech consists of words taught by the Holy Spirit
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(1 Cor. 2:13), he says, “The natural man does not receive the things8 of the Spirit of God, for
they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually
discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). Apart from the work of the Spirit of God, a person will not receive
spiritual truths and in particular will not receive or accept the truth that the words of Scripture are
in fact the words of God.
But for those in whom God’s Spirit is working there is a recognition that the words of the
Bible are the words of God. This process is closely analogous to that by which those who
believed in Jesus knew that his words were true. He said, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know
them, and they follow me” (John 10:27). Those who are Christ’s sheep hear the words of their
great Shepherd as they read the words of Scripture, and they are convinced that these words are
in fact the words of their Lord.
It is important to remember that this conviction that the words of Scripture are the words of
God does not come apart from the words of Scripture or in addition to the words of Scripture. It
is not as if the Holy Spirit one day whispers in our ear, “Do you see that Bible sitting on your
desk? I want you to know that the words of that Bible are God’s words.” It is rather as people
read Scripture that they hear their Creator’s voice speaking to them in the words of Scripture and
realize that the book they are reading is unlike any other book, that it is indeed a book of God’s
own words speaking to their hearts.
3. Other Evidence Is Useful but Not Finally Convincing. The previous section is not meant to
deny the validity of other kinds of arguments that may be used to support the claim that the Bible
is God’s words. It is helpful for us to learn that the Bible is historically accurate, that it is
internally consistent, that it contains prophecies that have been fulfilled hundreds of years later,
that it has influenced the course of human history more than any other book, that it has continued
changing the lives of millions of individuals throughout its history, that through it people come
to find salvation, that it has a majestic beauty and a profound depth of teaching unmatched by
any other book, and that it claims hundreds of times over to be God’s very words. All of these
arguments and others are useful to us and remove obstacles that might otherwise come in the
way of our believing Scripture. But all of these arguments taken individually or together cannot
finally be convincing. As the Westminster Confession of Faith said in 1643–46,
We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverent
esteem of the Holy Scripture. And the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the
doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope of the whole
(which is, to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man’s
salvation, the many other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are
arguments whereby it doth abundantly evidence itself to be the Word of God: yet
notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine
authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with
the Word in our hearts. (chap. 1, para. 5)

8

I have translated the verse “things of the Spirit of God” because the Greek text has only the
neuter plural definite article (τά from ὁ, G3836) used as a substantive, and no specific noun is
given. Thus, the RSV translation “the gifts of the Spirit of God” is more restrictive in subject
matter than the actual words would justify and is certainly not required by the context.
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4. The Words of Scripture Are Self-Attesting. Thus, the words of Scripture are “selfattesting.” 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. If we ultimately appeal to human reason, or to logic, or to historical accuracy, or to
scientific truth, as the authority by which Scripture is shown to be God’s words, then we have
assumed the thing to which we appealed to be a higher authority than God’s words and one that
is more true or more reliable.
5. Objection: This Is a Circular Argument. 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:
“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 findings of human sensory experiences are the ultimate authority for
discovering what is real 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.9
How then does a Christian, or anyone else, choose among the various claims for absolute
authorities? Ultimately the truthfulness of the Bible will commend itself as being far more
persuasive than other religious books (such as the Book of Mormon or the Qur’an), or than any
other intellectual constructions of the human mind (such as logic, human reason, sense
experience, scientific methodology, etc.). It will be more persuasive because in the actual
9

This point has been made well by John M. Frame, “God and Biblical Language: Transcendence
and Immanence,” in God’s Inerrant Word ed. John Warwick Montgomery (Minneapolis:
Bethany Fellowship, 1974), pp. 159–77. See also J.P. Moreland, “The Rationality of Belief in
Inerrancy,” TrinJ 7:1 (1986), 75–86, for a helpful discussion of the way we reach convictions
about issues of major significance in our lives.
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experience of life, all of these other candidates for ultimate authority are seen to be inconsistent
or to have shortcomings that disqualify them, while the Bible will be seen to be fully in accord
with all that we know about the world around us, about ourselves, and about God.
The Bible will commend itself as being persuasive in this way, that is, if we are thinking
rightly about the nature of reality, our perception of it and of ourselves, and our perception of
God. The trouble is that because of sin our perception and analysis of God and creation is faulty.
Sin is ultimately irrational, and sin makes us think incorrectly about God and about creation.
Thus, in a world free from sin, the Bible would commend itself convincingly to all people as
God’s Word. But because sin distorts people’s perception of reality, they do not recognize
Scripture for what it really is. Therefore it requires the work of the Holy Spirit, overcoming the
effects of sin, to enable us to be persuaded that the Bible is indeed the Word of God and that the
claims it makes for itself are true.
Thus, in another sense, the argument for the Bible as God’s Word and our ultimate authority
is not a typical circular argument. The process of persuasion is perhaps better likened to a spiral
in which increasing knowledge of Scripture and increasingly correct understanding of God and
creation tend to supplement one another in a harmonious way, each tending to confirm the
accuracy of the other. This is not to say that our knowledge of the world around us serves as a
higher authority than Scripture, but rather that such knowledge, if it is correct knowledge,
continues to give greater and greater assurance and deeper conviction that the Bible is the only
truly ultimate authority and that other competing claims for ultimate authority are false.
6. This Does Not Imply Dictation From God as the Sole Means of Communication. The
entire preceding part of this chapter has argued that all the words of the Bible are God’s words.
At this point a word of caution is necessary. The fact that all the words of Scripture are God’s
words should not lead us to think that God dictated every word of Scripture to the human
authors.
When we say that all the words of the Bible are God’s words, we are talking about the result
of the process of bringing Scripture into existence. To raise the question of dictation is to ask
about the process that led to that result or the manner by which God acted in order to ensure the
result that he intended.10 It must be emphasized that the Bible does not speak of only one type of
process or one manner by which God communicated to the biblical authors what he wanted to be
said. In fact, there is indication of a wide variety of processes God used to bring about the
desired result.
A few scattered instances of dictation are explicitly mentioned in Scripture. When the apostle
John saw the risen Lord in a vision on the island of Patmos, Jesus spoke to him as follows: “To
the angel of the church in Ephesus write …” (Rev. 2:1); “And to the angel of the church in
Smyrna write …” (Rev. 2:8); “And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write …” (Rev.
2:12). These are examples of dictation pure and simple. The risen Lord tells John what to write,
and John writes the words he hears from Jesus.
Something akin to this process is probably also seen occasionally in the Old Testament
prophets. We read in Isaiah, “Then the word of the Lord came to Isaiah: “Go and say to
Hezekiah, Thus says the Lord, the God of David your father: I have heard your prayer, I have
10

In some systematic theologies, this process by which God used human authors to write his
very words is called “the mode of inspiration.” I have not used this terminology in this book,
since it does not seem to be a readily understandable phrase today.
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seen your tears; behold, I will add fifteen years to your life. I will deliver you and this city out of
the hand of the king of Assyria, and defend this city” ’ (Isa. 38:4–6). The picture given us in this
narrative is that Isaiah heard (whether with his physical ear or with a very forceful impression
made upon his mind is difficult to say) the words God wanted him to say to Hezekiah, and
Isaiah, acting as God’s messenger, then took those words and spoke them as he had been
instructed.
But in many other sections of Scripture such direct dictation from God is certainly not the
manner by which the words of Scripture were caused to come into being. The author of Hebrews
says that God spoke to our fathers by the prophets “in many and various ways” (Heb. 1:1). On
the opposite end of the spectrum from dictation we have, for instance, Luke’s ordinary historical
research for writing his gospel. He says:
Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things which have
been accomplished among us, just as they were delivered to us by those who from the
beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word, it seemed good to me also,
having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you,
most excellent Theophilus …” (Luke 1:1–3)

This is clearly not a process of dictation. Luke used ordinary processes of speaking to
eyewitnesses and gathering historical data in order that he might write an accurate account of the
life and teachings of Jesus. He did his historical research thoroughly, listening to the reports of
many eyewitnesses and evaluating his evidence carefully. The gospel he wrote emphasizes what
he thought important to emphasize and reflects his own characteristic style of writing.
In between these two extremes of dictation pure and simple on the one hand, and ordinary
historical research on the other hand, we have many indications of various ways by which God
communicated with the human authors of Scripture. In some cases Scripture gives us hints of
these various processes: it speaks of dreams, of visions, of hearing the Lord’s voice or standing
in the council of the Lord; it also speaks of men who were with Jesus and observed his life and
listened to his teaching, men whose memory of these words and deeds was made completely
accurate by the working of the Holy Spirit as he brought things to their remembrance (John
14:26). Yet in many other cases the manner used by God to bring about the result that the words
of Scripture were his words is simply not disclosed to us. Apparently many different methods
were used, but it is not important that we discover precisely what these were in each case.
In cases where the ordinary human personality and writing style of the author were
prominently involved, as seems the case with the major part of Scripture, all that we are able to
say is that God’s providential oversight and direction of the life of each author was such that
their personalities, their backgrounds and training, their abilities to evaluate events in the world
around them, their access to historical data, their judgment with regard to the accuracy of
information, and their individual circumstances when they wrote,11 were all exactly what God
wanted them to be, so that when they actually came to the point of putting pen to paper, the
words were fully their own words but also fully the words that God wanted them to write, words
that God would also claim as his own.

11

This would also include even the influence of a secretary (technically called an amanuensis)
on the wording of a book: see the greeting from Tertius in Rom. 16:22.
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B. Therefore to Disbelieve or Disobey Any Word of Scripture Is to Disbelieve
or Disobey God
The preceding section has argued that all the words in Scripture are God’s words.
Consequently, to disbelieve or disobey any word of Scripture is to disbelieve or disobey God
himself. Thus, Jesus can rebuke his disciples for not believing the Old Testament Scriptures
(Luke 24:25). Believers are to keep or obey the disciples’ words (John 15:20: “If they kept my
word, they will keep yours also”). Christians are encouraged to remember “the commandment of
the Lord and Savior through your apostles” (2 Peter 3:2). To disobey Paul’s writings was to
make oneself liable to church discipline, such as excommunication (2 Thess. 3:14) and spiritual
punishment (2 Cor. 13:2–3), including punishment from God (this is the apparent sense of the
passive verb “he is not recognized” in 1 Cor. 14:38). By contrast, God delights in everyone who
“trembles” at his word (Isa. 66:2).
Throughout the history of the church the greatest preachers have been those who have
recognized that they have no authority in themselves and have seen their task as being to explain
the words of Scripture and apply them clearly to the lives of their hearers. Their preaching has
drawn its power not from the proclamation of their own Christian experiences or the experiences
of others, nor from their own opinions, creative ideas, or rhetorical skills, but from God’s
powerful words.12 Essentially they stood in the pulpit, pointed to the biblical text, and said in
effect to the congregation, “This is what this verse means. Do you see that meaning here as well?
Then you must believe it and obey it with all your heart, for God himself, your Creator and your
Lord, is saying this to you today!” Only the written words of Scripture can give this kind of
authority to preaching.

C. The Truthfulness of Scripture
1. God Cannot Lie or Speak Falsely. The essence of the authority of Scripture is its ability to
compel us to believe and to obey it and to make such belief and obedience equivalent to
believing and obeying God himself. Because this is so, it is needful to consider the truthfulness
of Scripture, since to believe all the words of Scripture implies confidence in the complete
truthfulness of the Scripture that we believe. Although this issue will be dealt with more fully
when we consider the inerrancy of Scripture (see chapter 5), a brief treatment is given here.
Since the biblical writers repeatedly affirm that the words of the Bible, though human, are
God’s own words, it is appropriate to look at biblical texts that talk about the character of God’s
words and to apply these to the character of the words of Scripture. Specifically, there are a
number of biblical passages that talk about the truthfulness of God’s speech. Titus 1:2 speaks of
“God, who never lies,” or (more literally translated), “the unlying God.” Because God is a God
who cannot speak a “lie,” his words can always be trusted. Since all of Scripture is spoken by
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I am not denying that good speaking ability or creativity or telling of personal experiences
have a place in preaching, for good preaching will include all of these (see Prov. 16:21, 23). I am
saying that the power to change lives must come from the Word itself, and it will be evident to
the hearers when a preacher really believes this.
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God, all of Scripture must be “unlying,” just as God himself is: there can be no untruthfulness in
Scripture.13
Hebrews 6:18 mentions two unchangeable things (God’s oath and his promise) “in which it is
impossible for God to lie (author’s translation).” Here the author says not merely that God does
not lie, but that it is not possible for him to lie. Although the immediate reference is only to oaths
and promises, if it is impossible for God to lie in these utterances, then certainly it is impossible
for him ever to lie (for Jesus harshly rebukes those who tell the truth only when under oath: Matt.
5:33–37; 23:16–22). Similarly, David says to God, “You are God, and your words are true” (2
Sam. 7:28).
2. Therefore All the Words in Scripture Are Completely True and Without Error in Any
Part. Since the words of the Bible are God’s words, and since God cannot lie or speak falsely, it
is correct to conclude that there is no untruthfulness or error in any part of the words of
Scripture. We find this affirmed several places in the Bible. “The words of the LORD are words
that are pure silver refined in a furnace on the ground, purified seven times” (Ps. 12:6, author’s
translation). Here the psalmist uses vivid imagery to speak of the undiluted purity of God’s
words: there is no imperfection in them. Also in Proverbs 30:5, we read, “Every word of God
proves true; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.” It is not just some of the words of
Scripture that are true, but every word. In fact, God’s Word is fixed in heaven for all eternity:
“For ever, O LORD, your word is firmly fixed in the heavens” (Ps. 119:89). Jesus can speak of the
eternal nature of his own words: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass
away” (Matt. 24:35). God’s speech is placed in marked contrast to all human speech, for “God is
not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should repent” (Num. 23:19). These verses
affirm explicitly what was implicit in the requirement that we believe all of the words of
Scripture, namely, that there is no untruthfulness or falsehood affirmed in any of the statements
of the Bible.
3. God’s Words Are the Ultimate Standard of Truth. In John 17 Jesus prays to the Father,
“Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). This verse is interesting because
Jesus does not use the adjectives ἀληθινός (G240) or ἀληθής (G239, “true”), which we might
have expected, to say, “Your word is true.” Rather, he uses a noun, ἀλήθεια (G237, “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 the ultimate definition of what is true and what is not true: 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 measured. Those assertions that conform with Scripture are
“true” while those that do not conform with Scripture are not true.
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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 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.
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What then is truth? Truth is what God says, and we have what God says (accurately but not
exhaustively) in the Bible.
4. Might Some New Fact Ever Contradict the Bible? Will any new scientific or historical fact
ever be discovered that will contradict the Bible? Here we can say with confidence that this will
never happen—it is in fact impossible. If any supposed “fact” is ever discovered that is said to
contradict Scripture, then (if we have understood Scripture rightly) that “fact” must be false,
because God, the author of Scripture, knows all true facts (past, present, and future). No fact will
ever turn up that God did not know about ages ago and take into account when he caused
Scripture to be written. Every true fact is something that God has known already from all eternity
and is something that therefore cannot contradict God’s speech in Scripture.
Nevertheless, it must be remembered that scientific or historical study (as well as other kinds
of study of creation) can cause us to reexamine Scripture to see if it really teaches what we
thought it taught. The Bible certainly does not teach that the earth was created in the year 4004
14
B.C., as some once thought (for the genealogical lists in Scripture have gaps in them). Yet it
was in part historical, archaeological, astronomical, and geological study that caused Christians
to reexamine Scripture to see if it really taught such a recent origin for the earth. Careful analysis
of the biblical text showed that it did not teach this.
Similarly, the Bible does not teach that the sun goes around the earth, for it only uses
descriptions of phenomena as we see them from our vantage point and does not purport to be
describing the workings of the universe from some arbitrary “fixed” point somewhere out in
space. Yet until the study of astronomy advanced enough to demonstrate the rotation of the earth
on its axis, people assumed that the Bible taught that the sun goes around the earth. Then the
study of scientific data prompted a reexamination of the appropriate biblical texts. Thus,
whenever confronted with some “fact” that is said to contradict Scripture, we must not only
examine the data adduced to demonstrate the fact in question; we must also reexamine the
appropriate biblical texts to see if the Bible really teaches what we thought it to teach.
We should never fear but always welcome any new facts that may be discovered in any
legitimate area of human research or study. For example, discoveries by archaeologists working
in Syria have brought to light the Ebla Tablets. These extensive written records from the period
around 2000 B.C. will eventually throw great light on our understanding of the world of the
patriarchs and the events connected with the lives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Should
Christians entertain any lingering apprehension that the publication of such data will prove some
fact in Genesis to be incorrect? Certainly not! We should eagerly anticipate the publication of all
such data with the absolute confidence that if it is correctly understood it will all be consistent
with Scripture and will all confirm the accuracy of Scripture. No true fact will ever contradict the
words of the God who knows all facts and who never lies.

D. Written Scripture Is Our Final Authority
It is important to realize that the final form in which Scripture remains authoritative is its
written form. It was the words of God written on the tablets of stone that Moses deposited in the
ark of the covenant. Later, God commanded Moses and subsequent prophets to write their words
in a book. And it was written Scripture (γραφή, G1210) that Paul said was “God-breathed” (2
14

See chapter 15, pp. 289–309, for discussion of the age of the earth, and pp. 290–91 for
discussion of gaps in the genealogies.
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Tim. 3:16). Similarly, it is Paul’s writings that are “a command of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37) and
that could be classified with “the other scriptures” (2 Peter 3:16).
This is important because people sometimes (intentionally or unintentionally) attempt to
substitute some other final standard than the written words of Scripture. For example, people will
sometimes refer to “what Jesus really said” and claim that when we translate the Greek words of
the Gospels back into the Aramaic language Jesus spoke, we can gain a better understanding of
Jesus’ words than was given by the writers of the Gospels. In fact, it is sometimes said that this
work of reconstructing Jesus’ words in Aramaic enables us to correct the erroneous translations
made by the gospel authors.
In other cases, people have claimed to know “what Paul really thought” even when that is
different from the meaning of the words he wrote. Or they have spoken of “what Paul should
have said if he had been consistent with the rest of his theology.” Similarly, others have spoken
of “the church situation to which Matthew was writing” and have attempted to give normative
force either to that situation or to the solution they think Matthew was attempting to bring about
in that situation.
In all of these instances we must admit that asking about the words or situations that lie
“behind” the text of Scripture may at times be helpful to us in understanding what the text
means. Nevertheless, our hypothetical reconstructions of these words or situations can never
replace or compete with Scripture itself as the final authority, nor should we ever allow them to
contradict or call into question the accuracy of any of the words of Scripture. We must
continually remember that we have in the Bible God’s very words, and we must not try to
“improve” on them in some way, for this cannot be done. Rather, we should seek to understand
them and then trust them and obey them with our whole heart.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. If you want to persuade someone that the Bible is God’s Word, what do you want that
person to read more than any other piece of literature?
2. Who would try to make people want to disbelieve something in Scripture? To disobey
something in Scripture? Is there anything in the Bible that you do not want to believe? To
obey? If your answers to either of the preceding two questions were positive, what is the
best way to approach and to deal with the desires you have in this area?
3. Do you know of any proven fact in all of history that has shown something in the Bible to
be false? Can the same be said about other religious writings such as the Book of Mormon
or the Qur’an? If you have read in other books such as these, can you describe the
spiritual effect they had on you? Compare that with the spiritual effect that reading the
Bible has on you. Can you say that when you read the Bible you hear the voice of your
Creator speaking to you in a way that is true of no other book?
4. Do you ever find yourself believing something not because you have external evidence
for it but simply because it is written in Scripture? Is that proper faith, according to
Hebrews 11:1? If you do believe things simply because Scripture says them, what do you
think Christ will say to you about this habit when you stand before his judgment seat? Do
you think that trusting and obeying everything that Scripture affirms will ever lead you
into sin or away from God’s blessing in your life?
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SPECIAL TERMS
absolute authority
authority of Scripture
circular argument
dictation
God-breathed
inspiration
plenary inspiration
Scripture
self-attesting
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Are there any errors in the Bible?
Most books on systematic theology have not included a separate chapter on the inerrancy of
the Bible. The subject has usually been dealt with under the heading of the authority of Scripture,
and no further treatment has been considered necessary. However, this issue of inerrancy is of
such concern in the evangelical world today that it warrants a separate chapter following our
treatment of the authority of the Word of God.

EXPLANATION AND SCRIPTURAL BASIS
A. The Meaning of Inerrancy
We will not at this point repeat the arguments concerning the authority of Scripture that were
given in chapter 4. There it was argued that all the words in the Bible are God’s words, and that
therefore to disbelieve or disobey any word in Scripture is to disbelieve or disobey God. It was
argued further that the Bible clearly teaches that God cannot lie or speak falsely (2 Sam. 7:28;
Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18). Therefore, all the words in Scripture are claimed to be completely true and
without error in any part (Num. 23:19; Pss. 12:6; 119:89, 96; Prov. 30:5; Matt. 24:35). God’s
words are, in fact, the ultimate standard of truth (John 17:17).
Especially relevant at this point are those Scripture texts that indicate the total truthfulness
and reliability of God’s words. “The words of the LORD are words that are pure silver refined in
a furnace on the ground, purified seven times” (Ps. 12:6, author’s transl.), indicates the absolute
reliability and purity of Scripture. Similarly, “Every word of God proves true; he is a shield to
those who take refuge in him” (Prov. 30:5), indicates the truthfulness of every word that God has
spoken. Though error and at least partial falsehood may characterize the speech of every human
being, it is the characteristic of God’s speech even when spoken through sinful human beings
that it is never false and that it never affirms error: “God is not man, that he should lie, or a son
of man, that he should repent” (Num. 23:19) was spoken by sinful Balaam specifically about the
prophetic words that God had spoken through his own lips.
With evidence such as this we are now in a position to define biblical inerrancy: 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. This definition does not mean that
the Bible tells us every fact there is to know about any one subject, but it affirms that what it
does say about any subject is true.
It is important to realize at the outset of this discussion that the focus of this controversy is on
the question of truthfulness in speech. It must be recognized that absolute truthfulness in speech
is consistent with some other types of statements, such as the following:
1. The Bible Can Be Inerrant and Still Speak in the Ordinary Language of Everyday
Speech. This is especially true in “scientific” or “historical” descriptions of facts or events. The
Bible can speak of the sun rising and the rain falling because from the perspective of the speaker
this is exactly what happens. From the standpoint of an observer standing on the sun (were that
possible) or on some hypothetical “fixed” point in space, the earth rotates and brings the sun into
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view, and rain does not fall downward but upward or sideways or whatever direction necessary
for it to be drawn by gravity toward the surface of the earth. But such explanations are hopelessly
pedantic and would make ordinary communication impossible. From the standpoint of the
speaker, the sun does rise and the rain does fall, and these are perfectly true descriptions of the
natural phenomena the speaker observes.
A similar consideration applies to numbers when used in measuring or in counting. A
reporter can say that 8,000 men were killed in a certain battle without thereby implying that he
has counted everyone and that there are not 7,999 or 8,001 dead soldiers. If roughly 8,000 died, it
would of course be false to say that 16,000 died, but it would not be false in most contexts for a
reporter to say that 8,000 men died when in fact 7,823 or 8,242 had died: the limits of
truthfulness would depend on the degree of precision implied by the speaker and expected by his
original hearers.
This is also true for measurements. Whether I say, “I don’t live far from my office,” or “I live
a little over a mile from my office,” or “I live one mile from my office,” or “I live 1.287 miles
from my office,” all four statements are still approximations to some degree of accuracy. Further
degrees of accuracy might be obtained with more precise scientific instruments, but these would
still be approximations to a certain degree of accuracy. Thus, measurements also, in order to be
true, should conform to the degree of precision implied by the speaker and expected by the
hearers in the original context. It should not trouble us, then, to affirm both that the Bible is
absolutely truthful in everything it says and that it uses ordinary language to describe natural
phenomena or to give approximations or round numbers when those are appropriate in the
context.
We should also note that language can make vague or imprecise statements without being
untrue. “I live a little over a mile from my office” is a vague and imprecise statement, but it is
also inerrant: there is nothing untrue about it. It does not affirm anything that is contrary to fact.
In a similar way, biblical statements can be imprecise and still be totally true. Inerrancy has to do
with truthfulness not with the degree of precision with which events are reported.
2. The Bible Can Be Inerrant and Still Include Loose or Free Quotations. The method by
which one person quotes the words of another person is a procedure that in large part varies from
culture to culture. In contemporary American and British culture we are used to quoting a
person’s exact words when we enclose the statement in quotation marks (this is called direct
quotation). But when we use indirect quotation (with no quotation marks) we only expect an
accurate report of the substance of a statement. Consider this sentence: “Elliot said that he would
return home for supper right away.” The sentence does not quote Elliot directly, but it is an
acceptable and truthful report of Elliot’s actual statement to his father, “I will come to the house
to eat in two minutes,” even though the indirect quotation included none of the speaker’s original
words.
Written Greek at the time of the New Testament had no quotation marks or equivalent kinds
of punctuation, and an accurate citation of another person needed to include only a correct
representation of the content of what the person said (rather like our indirect quotations): it was
not expected to cite each word exactly. Thus, inerrancy is consistent with loose or free quotations
of the Old Testament or of the words of Jesus, for example, so long as the content is not false to
what was originally stated. The original writer did not ordinarily imply that he was using the
exact words of the speaker and only those, nor did the original hearers expect verbatim quotation
in such reporting.
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3. It Is Consistent With Inerrancy to Have Unusual or Uncommon Grammatical
Constructions in the Bible. Some of the language of Scripture is elegant and stylistically
excellent. Other scriptural writings contain the rough-hewn language of ordinary people. At
times this includes a failure to follow the commonly accepted “rules” of grammatical expression
(such as the use of a plural verb where grammatical rules would require a singular verb, or the
use of a feminine adjective where a masculine one would be expected, or different spelling for a
word than the one commonly used, etc.). These stylistically or grammatically irregular
statements (which are especially found in the book of Revelation) should not trouble us, for they
do not affect the truthfulness of the statements under consideration: a statement can be
ungrammatical but still be entirely true. For example, an uneducated backwoodsman in some
rural area may be the most trusted man in the county even though his grammar is poor, because
he has earned a reputation for never telling a lie. Similarly, there are a few statements in
Scripture (in the original languages) that are ungrammatical (according to current standards of
proper grammar at that time) but still inerrant because they are completely true. The issue is
truthfulness in speech.

B. Some Current Challenges to Inerrancy
In this section we examine the major objections that are commonly made against the concept
of inerrancy.
1. The Bible Is Only Authoritative for “Faith and Practice.” One of the most frequent
objections is raised by those who say that the purpose of Scripture is to teach us in areas that
concern “faith and practice” only; that is, in areas that directly relate to our religious faith or to
our ethical conduct. This position would allow for the possibility of false statements in Scripture,
for example, in other areas such as in minor historical details or scientific facts—these areas, it is
said, do not concern the purpose of the Bible, which is to instruct us in what we should believe
and how we are to live.1 Its advocates often prefer to say that the Bible is “infallible” but they
hesitate to use the word inerrant.2
The response to this objection can be stated as follows: the Bible repeatedly affirms that all
of Scripture is profitable for us (2 Tim. 3:16) and that all of it is “God-breathed.” Thus it is
completely pure (Ps. 12:6), perfect (Ps. 119:96), and true (Prov. 30:5). The Bible itself does not
make any restriction on the kinds of subjects to which it speaks truthfully.
The New Testament contains further affirmations of the reliability of all parts of Scripture: in
Acts 24:14, Paul says that he worships God, “believing everything laid down by the law or
written in the prophets.” In Luke 24:25, Jesus says that the disciples are “foolish men” because
they are “slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken.” In Romans 15:4, Paul says
that “whatever was written” in the Old Testament was “written for our instruction.” These texts
1

A good defense of this position can be found in a collection of essays edited by Jack Rogers,
Biblical Authority (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1977); and, more extensively, in Jack B. Rogers and
Donald McKim, The Authority and Interpretation of the Bible: An Historical Approach (San
Francisco: Harper and Row, 1979).
2
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.
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give no indication that there is any part of Scripture that is not to be trusted or relied on
completely. Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 10:11, Paul can refer even to minor historical details in
the Old Testament (sitting down to eat and drink, rising up to dance) and can say both that they
“happened” (thus implying historical reliability) and “were written down for our instruction.”
If we begin to examine the way in which the New Testament authors trust the smallest
historical details of the Old Testament narrative, we see no intention to separate out matters of
“faith and practice,” or to say that this is somehow a recognizable category of affirmations, or to
imply that statements not in that category need not be trusted or thought to be inerrant. Rather, it
seems that the New Testament authors are willing to cite and affirm as true every detail of the
Old Testament.
In the following list are some examples of these historical details cited by New Testament
authors. If all of these are matters of “faith and practice,” then every historical detail of the Old
Testament is a matter of “faith and practice,” and this objection ceases to be an objection to
inerrancy. On the other hand, if so many details can be affirmed, then it seems that all of the
historical details in the Old Testament can be affirmed as true, and we should not speak of
restricting the necessary truthfulness of Scripture to some category of “faith and practice” that
would exclude certain minor details. There are no types of details left that could not be affirmed
as true.
The New Testament gives us the following data: David ate the bread of the Presence (Matt.
12:3–4); Jonah was in the whale (Matt. 12:40); the men of Nineveh repented (Matt. 12:41); the
queen of the South came to hear Solomon (Matt. 12:42); Elijah was sent to the widow of
Zarephath (Luke 4:25–26); Naaman the Syrian was cleansed of leprosy (Luke 4:27); on the day
Lot left Sodom fire and brimstone rained from heaven (Luke 17:29; cf. v. 32 with its reference to
Lot’s wife who turned to salt); Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness (John 3:14); Jacob
gave a field to Joseph (John 4:5); many details of the history of Israel occurred (Acts 13:17–23);
Abraham believed and received the promise before he was circumcised (Rom. 4:10); Abraham
was about one hundred years old (Rom. 4:19); God told Rebekah before her children were born
that the elder child would serve the younger (Rom. 9:10–12); Elijah spoke with God (Rom.
11:2–4); the people of Israel passed through the sea, ate and drank spiritual food and drink,
desired evil, sat down to drink, rose up to dance, indulged in immorality, grumbled, and were
destroyed (1 Cor. 10:11); Abraham gave a tenth of everything to Melchizedek (Heb. 7:1–2); the
Old Testament tabernacle had a specific and detailed design (Heb. 9:1–5); Moses sprinkled the
people and the tabernacle vessels with blood and water, using scarlet wool and hyssop (Heb.
9:19–21); the world was created by the Word of God (Heb. 11:3);3 many details of the lives of
Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Rahab, and others actually happened (Heb. 11, passim);
Esau sold his birthright for a single meal and later sought it back with tears (Heb. 12:16–17);
Rahab received the spies and sent them out another way (James 2:25); eight persons were saved
in the ark (1 Peter 3:20; 2 Peter 2:5); God turned Sodom and Gomorrah to ashes but saved Lot (2
Peter 2:6–7); Balaam’s donkey spoke (2 Peter 2:16).

cf cf.—compare
3
This is not a minor detail, but it is useful as an example of a “scientific” fact that is affirmed in
the Old Testament and one about which the author says that we have knowledge “by faith”; thus,
faith here is explicitly said to involve trust in the truthfulness of a scientific and historical fact
recorded in the Old Testament.
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This list indicates that the New Testament writers were willing to rely on the truthfulness of
any part of the historical narratives of the Old Testament. No detail was too insignificant to be
used for the instruction of New Testament Christians. There is no indication that they thought of
a certain category of scriptural statements that were unreliable and untrustworthy (such as
“historical and scientific” statements as opposed to doctrinal and moral passages). It seems clear
that the Bible itself does not support any restriction on the kinds of subjects to which it speaks
with absolute authority and truth; indeed, many passages in Scripture actually exclude the
validity of this kind of restriction.
A second response to those who limit the necessary truthfulness of Scripture to matters of
“faith and practice” is to note that this position mistakes the major purpose of Scripture for the
total purpose of Scripture. To say that the major purpose of Scripture is to teach us in matters of
“faith and practice” is to make a useful and correct summary of God’s purpose in giving us the
Bible. But as a summary it includes only the most prominent purpose of God in giving us
Scripture. It is not, however, legitimate to use this summary to deny that it is part of the purpose
of Scripture to tell us about minor historical details or about some aspects of astronomy or
geography, and so forth. A summary cannot properly be used to deny one of the things it is
summarizing! To use it this way would simply show that the summary is not detailed enough to
specify the items in question.
It is better to say that the whole purpose of Scripture is to say everything it does say, on
whatever subject. Every one of God’s words in Scripture was deemed by him to be important for
us. Thus, God issues severe warnings to anyone who would take away even one word from what
he has said to us (Deut. 4:2; 12:32; Rev. 22:18–19): we cannot add to God’s words or take from
them, for all are part of his larger purpose in speaking to us. Everything stated in Scripture is
there because God intended it to be there: God does not say anything unintentionally! Thus, this
first objection to inerrancy makes a wrong use of a summary and thereby incorrectly attempts to
impose artificial limits on the kinds of things about which God can speak to us.
2. The Term Inerrancy Is a Poor Term. People who make this second objection say that the
term inerrancy is too precise and that in ordinary usage it denotes a kind of absolute scientific
precision that we do not want to claim for Scripture. Furthermore, those who make this objection
note that the term inerrancy is not used in the Bible itself. Therefore, it is probably an
inappropriate term for us to insist upon.
The response to this objection may be stated as follows: first, the scholars who have used the
term inerrancy have defined it clearly for over a hundred years, and they have always allowed
for the “limitations” that attach to speech in ordinary language. In no case has the term been used
to denote a kind of absolute scientific precision by any responsible representative of the
inerrancy position. Therefore those who raise this objection to the term are not giving careful
enough attention to the way in which it has been used in theological discussions for more than a
century.
Second, it must be noted that we often use nonbiblical terms to summarize a biblical
teaching. The word Trinity does not occur in Scripture, nor does the word incarnation. Yet both
of these terms are very helpful because they allow us to summarize in one word a true biblical
concept, and they are therefore helpful in enabling us to discuss a biblical teaching more easily.
It should also be noted that no other single word has been proposed which says as clearly
what we want to affirm when we wish to talk about total truthfulness in language. The word
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inerrancy does this quite well, and there seems no reason not to continue to use it for that
purpose.
Finally, in the church today we seem to be unable to carry on the discussion around this topic
without the use of this term. People may object to this term if they wish, but, like it or not, this is
the term about which the discussion has focused and almost certainly will continue to focus in
the next several decades. When the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy (ICBI) in 1977
began a ten-year campaign to promote and defend the idea of biblical inerrancy, it became
inevitable that this word would be the one about which discussion would proceed. The “Chicago
Statement on Biblical Inerrancy,” which was drafted and published in 1978 under ICBI
sponsorship (see appendix 1), defined what most evangelicals mean by inerrancy, perhaps not
perfectly, but quite well, and further objections to such a widely used and well-defined term
seem to be unnecessary and unhelpful for the church.
3. We Have No Inerrant Manuscripts; Therefore, Talk About an Inerrant Bible Is
Misleading. Those who make this objection point to the fact that inerrancy has always been
claimed for the first or original copies of the biblical documents.4 Yet none of these survive: we
have only copies of copies of what Moses or Paul or Peter wrote. What is the use, then, of
placing so great importance on a doctrine that applies only to manuscripts that no one has?
In reply to this objection, it may first be stated that for over 99 percent of the words of the
Bible, we know what the original manuscript said. Even for many of the verses where there are
textual variants (that is, different words in different ancient copies of the same verse), the correct
decision is often quite clear, and there are really very few places where the textual variant is both
difficult to evaluate and significant in determining the meaning. In the small percentage of cases
where there is significant uncertainty about what the original text said, the general sense of the
sentence is usually quite clear from the context. (One does not have to be a Hebrew or Greek
scholar to know where these variants are, because all modern English translations indicate them
in marginal notes with words such as “some ancient manuscripts read …” or “other ancient
authorities add …”)
This is not to say that the study of textual variants is unimportant, but it is to say that the
study of textual variants has not left us in confusion about what the original manuscripts said.5 It
has rather brought us extremely close to the content of those original manuscripts. For most
practical purposes, then, the current published scholarly texts of the Hebrew Old Testament and
Greek New Testament are the same as the original manuscripts. Thus, when we say that the
original manuscripts were inerrant, we are also implying that over 99 percent of the words in our
present manuscripts are also inerrant, for they are exact copies of the originals. Furthermore, we
know where the uncertain readings are (for where there are no textual variants we have no reason
to expect faulty copying of the original).6 Thus, our present manuscripts are for most purposes
4

In theological terms, these original copies are called the “autographs,” using the prefix αυτο—
meaning “self,” and the root γραφ meaning “writing,” to refer to a copy written by the author
himself.
5
An excellent survey of the work of studying textual variants in the extant manuscripts of the
New Testament is Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission,
Corruption, and Restoration 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968).
6
Of course the theoretical possibility exists that there was a copying error in the very first copy
made of one of Paul’s epistles, for instance, and that this error has been reproduced in all
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the same as the original manuscripts, and the doctrine of inerrancy therefore directly concerns
our present manuscripts as well.
Furthermore, it is extremely important to affirm the inerrancy of the original documents, for
the subsequent copies were made by men with no claim or guarantee by God that these copies
would be perfect. But the original manuscripts are those to which the claims to be God’s very
words apply. Thus, if we have mistakes in the copies (as we do), then these are only the mistakes
of men. But if we have mistakes in the original manuscripts then we are forced to say not only
that men made mistakes, but that God himself made a mistake and spoke falsely. This we cannot
do.
4. The Biblical Writers “Accommodated” Their Messages in Minor Details to the False
Ideas Current in Their Day, and Affirmed or Taught Those Ideas in an Incidental Way.
This objection to inerrancy is slightly different from the one that would restrict the inerrancy of
Scripture to matters of faith and practice, but it is related to it. Those who hold this position
argue that it would have been very difficult for the biblical writers to communicate with the
people of their time if they had tried to correct all the false historical and scientific information
believed by their contemporaries. Those who hold this position would not argue that the points
where the Bible affirms false information are numerous, or even that these places are the main
points of any particular section of Scripture. Rather, they would say that when the biblical
writers were attempting to make a larger point, they sometimes incidentally affirmed some
falsehood believed by the people of their time.7
To this objection to inerrancy it can be replied, first, that God is Lord of human language
who can use human language to communicate perfectly without having to affirm any false ideas
that may have been held by people during the time of the writing of Scripture. This objection to
inerrancy essentially denies God’s effective lordship over human language.
Second, we must respond that such “accommodation” by God to our misunderstandings
would imply that God had acted contrary to his character as an “unlying God” (Num. 23:19;
Titus 1:2; Heb. 6:18). It is not helpful to divert attention from this difficulty by repeated
emphasis on the gracious condescension of God to speak on our level. Yes, God does
condescend to speak our language, the language of human beings. But no passage of Scripture
teaches that he “condescends” so as to act contrary to his moral character. He is never said to be
able to condescend so as to affirm—even incidentally—something that is false. If God were to
“accommodate” himself in this way, he would cease to be the “unlying God.” He would cease to
be the God the Bible represents him to be. Such activity would not in any way show God’s
greatness, for God does not manifest his greatness by acting in a way that contradicts his

remaining copies. But this must be thought unlikely because (1) it would require that only one
copy was made of the original, or that only one copy was the basis for all other extant copies,
and (2) our earlier argument about the faithfulness of God in preserving the canon (see chapter 3,
p. 65) would seem to imply that if such a mistake did occur, it would not be one that would
materially affect our understanding of Scripture. The existence of such a copying error cannot be
either proven or disproven, but further speculation about it apart from hard evidence does not
appear to be profitable.
7
An explanation of this view can be found in Daniel P. Fuller, “Benjamin B. Warfield’s View of
Faith and History,” BETS 11 (1968): 75–83.
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character. This objection thus at root misunderstands the purity and unity of God as they affect
all of his words and deeds.
Furthermore, such a process of accommodation, if it actually had occurred, would create a
serious moral problem for us. We are to be imitators of God’s moral character (Lev. 11:44; Luke
6:36; Eph. 5:1; 1 Peter 5:1, et al.). Paul says, since in our new natures we are becoming more like
God (Eph. 4:24), we should “put away falsehood” and “speak the truth” with one another (v. 25).
We are to imitate God’s truthfulness in our speech. However, if the accommodation theory is
correct, then God intentionally made incidental affirmations of falsehood in order to enhance
communication. Therefore, would it not also be right for us intentionally to make incidental
affirmations of falsehood whenever it would enhance communication? Yet this would be
tantamount to saying that a minor falsehood told for a good purpose (a “white lie”) is not wrong.
Such a position, contradicted by the Scripture passages cited above concerning God’s total
truthfulness in speech, cannot be held to be valid.
5. Inerrancy Overemphasizes the Divine Aspect of Scripture and Neglects the Human
Aspect. This more general objection is made by those who claim that people who advocate
inerrancy so emphasize the divine aspect of Scripture that they downplay its human aspect.
It is agreed that Scripture has both a human and a divine aspect, and that we must give
adequate attention to both. However, those who make this objection almost invariably go on to
insist that the truly “human” aspects of Scripture must include the presence of some errors in
Scripture. We can respond that though the Bible is fully human in that it was written by human
beings using their own language, the activity of God in overseeing the writing of Scripture and
causing it to be also his words means that it is different from much other human writing in
precisely this aspect: it does not include error. That is exactly the point made even by sinful,
greedy, disobedient Balaam in Numbers 23:19: God’s speech through sinful human beings is
different from the ordinary speech of men because “God is not man that he should lie.”
Moreover, it is simply not true that all human speech and writing contains error, for we make
dozens of statements each day that are completely true. For example: “My name is Wayne
Grudem.” “I have three children.” “I ate breakfast this morning.”
6. There Are Some Clear Errors in the Bible. This final objection, that there are clear errors in
the Bible, is either stated or implied by most of those who deny inerrancy, and for many of them
the conviction that there are some actual errors in Scripture is a major factor in persuading them
to challenge the doctrine of inerrancy.
In every case, the first answer that should be made to this objection is to ask where such
errors are. In which specific verse or verses do these errors occur? It is surprising how frequently
one finds that this objection is made by people who have little or no idea where the specific
errors are, but who believe there are errors because others have told them so.
In other cases, however, people will mention one or more specific passages where, they
claim, there is a false statement in Scripture. In these cases, it is important that we look at the
biblical text itself, and look at it very closely. If we believe that the Bible is indeed inerrant, we
should be eager and certainly not afraid to inspect these texts in minute detail. In fact, our
expectation will be that close inspection will show there to be no error at all. Once again it is
surprising how often it turns out that a careful reading just of the English text of the passage in
question will bring to light one or more possible solutions to the difficulty.
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In a few passages, no solution to the difficulty may be immediately apparent from reading the
English text. At that point it is helpful to consult some commentaries on the text. Both Augustine
(A.D. 354–430) and John Calvin (1509–64), along with many more recent commentators, have
taken time to deal with most of the alleged “problem texts” and to suggest plausible solutions to
them. Furthermore some writers have made collections of all the most difficult texts and have
provided suggested answers for them.8
There are a few texts where a knowledge of Hebrew or Greek may be necessary to find a
solution, and those who do not have firsthand access to these languages may have to find
answers either from a more technical commentary or by asking someone who does have this
training. Of course, our understanding of Scripture is never perfect, and this means that there
may be cases where we will be unable to find a solution to a difficult passage at the present time.
This may be because the linguistic, historical, or contextual evidence we need to understand the
passage correctly is presently unknown to us. This should not trouble us in a small number of
passages so long as the overall pattern of our investigation of these passages has shown that there
is, in fact, no error where one has been alleged.9
But while we must allow the possibility of being unable to solve a particular problem, it
should also be stated that there are many evangelical Bible scholars today who will say that they
do not presently know of any problem texts for which there is no satisfactory solution. It is
possible, of course, that some such texts could be called to their attention in the future, but during
the past fifteen years or so of controversy over biblical inerrancy, no such “unsolved” text has
been brought to their attention.10
Finally, a historical perspective on this question is helpful. There are no really “new”
problems in Scripture. The Bible in its entirety is over 1,900 years old, and the alleged “problem
texts” have been there all along. Yet throughout the history of the church there has been a firm
belief in the inerrancy of Scripture in the sense in which it is defined in this chapter. Moreover,
for these hundreds of years highly competent biblical scholars have read and studied those
problem texts and still have found no difficulty in holding to inerrancy. This should give us
confidence that the solutions to these problems are available and that belief in inerrancy is
entirely consistent with a lifetime of detailed attention to the text of Scripture.11

8

The interested reader may consult, for example, Gleason L. Archer, Encyclopedia of Bible
Difficulties (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982); William Arndt, Does the Bible Contradict Itself?
(St. Louis: Concordia, 1955); idem., Bible Difficulties (St. Louis: Concordia, 1932); and John W.
Haley, Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible (1874; reprinted Grand Rapids: Baker, 1977). Almost
all of the difficult texts have also received helpful analysis in the extensive notes to The NIV
Study Bible ed. Kenneth Barker et al. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985).
9
J.P. Moreland, “The Rationality of Belief in Inerrancy,” in TrinJ 7:1 (1986): 75–86, argues
convincingly that Christians should not abandon the doctrine of inerrancy simply because of a
small number of “problem texts” for which they presently have no clear solution.
10
The present writer, for example, has during the last twenty years examined dozens of these
“problem texts” that have been brought to his attention in the context of the inerrancy debate. In
every one of those cases, upon close inspection of the text a plausible solution has become
evident.
11
On the history of inerrancy in the church, see the essays by Philip Hughes, Geoffrey W.
Bromiley, W. Robert Godfrey, and John D. Woodbridge and Randall H. Balmer in Scripture and
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C. Problems With Denying Inerrancy
The problems that come with a denial of biblical inerrancy are not insignificant, and when we
understand the magnitude of these problems it gives us further encouragement not only to affirm
inerrancy but also to affirm its importance for the church. Some of the more serious problems are
listed here.
1. If We Deny Inerrancy, a Serious Moral Problem Confronts Us: May We Imitate God
and Intentionally Lie in Small Matters Also? This is similar to the point made in response to
objection #4, above, but here it applies not only to those who espouse objection #4 but also more
broadly to all who deny inerrancy. Ephesians 5:1 tells us to be imitators of God. But a denial of
inerrancy that still claims that the words of Scripture are God-breathed words necessarily implies
that God intentionally spoke falsely to us in some of the less central affirmations of Scripture.
But if this is right for God to do, how can it be wrong for us? Such a line of reasoning would, if
we believed it, exert strong pressure on us to begin to speak untruthfully in situations where that
might seem to help us communicate better, and so forth. This position would be a slippery slope
with ever-increasing negative results in our own lives.
2. If Inerrancy Is Denied, We Begin to Wonder If We Can Really Trust God in Anything
He Says. Once we become convinced that God has spoken falsely to us in some minor matters in
Scripture, then we realize that God is capable of speaking falsely to us. This will have a
detrimental effect on our ability to take God at his word and trust him completely or obey him
fully in the rest of Scripture. We will begin to disobey initially those sections of Scripture that we
least wish to obey, and to distrust initially those sections that we are least inclined to trust. But
such a procedure will eventually increase, to the great detriment of our spiritual lives. Of course,
such a decline in trust and obedience to Scripture may not necessarily follow in the life of every
individual who denies inerrancy, but this will certainly be the general pattern, and it will be the
pattern exhibited over the course of a generation that is taught to deny inerrancy.
3. If We Deny Inerrancy, We Essentially Make Our Own Human Minds a Higher Standard
of Truth Than God’s Word Itself. We use our minds to pass judgment on some sections of
God’s Word and pronounce them to be in error. But this is in effect to say that we know truth
more certainly and more accurately than God’s Word does (or than God does), at least in these
areas. Such a procedure, making our own minds to be a higher standard of truth than God’s
Word, is the root of all intellectual sin.12
4. If We Deny Inerrancy, Then We Must Also Say That the Bible Is Wrong Not Only in
Minor Details but in Some of Its Doctrines as Well. A denial of inerrancy means that we say
that the Bible’s teaching about the nature of Scripture and about the truthfulness and reliability

Truth. See also the more extensive study by John D. Woodbridge, Biblical Authority: A Critique
of the Rogers and McKim Proposal (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982).
12
See chapter 4, p. 83, for a discussion of the Bible as our absolute standard of truth.
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of God’s words is also false. These are not minor details but are major doctrinal concerns in
Scripture.13

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL APPLICATION
1. Why do you think the debate about inerrancy has become such a large issue in this
century? Why do people on both sides of the question think it to be important?
2. If you thought there were some small errors affirmed by Scripture, how do you think that
would affect the way you read Scripture? Would it affect your concern for truthfulness in
everyday conversation?
3. Do you know of any Scripture texts that seem to contain errors? What are they? Have you
tried to resolve the difficulties in those texts? If you have not found a solution to some
text, what further steps might you try?
4. As Christians go through life learning to know their Bibles better and growing in
Christian maturity, do they tend to trust the Bible more or less? In heaven, do you think
you will believe the Bible is inerrant? If so, will you believe it more firmly or less firmly
than you do now?
5. If you are convinced that the Bible teaches the doctrine of inerrancy, how do you feel
about it? Are you glad that such a teaching is there, or do you feel it to be something of a
burden which you would rather not have to defend?
6. Does belief in inerrancy guarantee sound doctrine and a sound Christian life? How can
Jehovah’s Witnesses say that the Bible is inerrant while they themselves have so many
false teachings?
7. If you agree with inerrancy, do you think belief in inerrancy should be a requirement for
church membership? For teaching a Sunday school class? For holding a church office
such as elder or deacon? For being ordained as a pastor? For teaching at a theological
seminary? Why or why not?
8. When there is a doctrinal controversy in the church, what are the personal dangers facing
those whose position is more consistent with Scripture? In particular, how could pride in
correct doctrine become a problem? What is the solution? Do you think inerrancy is an
important issue for the future of the church? Why or why not? How do you think it will
be resolved?

SPECIAL TERMS
autograph
13

Although the undesirable positions listed above are logically related to a denial of inerrancy, a
word of caution is in order: Not all who deny inerrancy will also adopt the undesirable
conclusions just listed. Some people (probably inconsistently) will deny inerrancy but not take
these next logical steps. In debates over inerrancy, as in other theological discussions, it is
important that we criticize people on the basis of views they actually hold, and distinguish those
views clearly from positions we think they would hold if they were consistent with their stated
views.
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THE CHICAGO STATEMENT
ON BIBLICAL INERRANCY
Preface
The authority of Scripture is a key issue for the Christian Church in this and
every age. Those who profess faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior are
called to show the reality of their discipleship by humbly and faithfully
obeying God's written Word. To Stray from Scripture in faith or conduct is
disloyalty to our Master. Recognition of the total truth and trustworthiness of
Holy Scripture is essential to a full grasp and adequate confession of its
authority.
The following Statement affirms this inerrancy of Scripture afresh, making
clear our understanding of it and warning against its denial. We are
persuaded that to deny it is to set aside the witness of Jesus Christ and of
the Holy Spirit and to refuse that submission to the claims of God's own
Word which marks true Christian faith. We see it as our timely duty to make
this affirmation in the face of current lapses from the truth of inerrancy
among our fellow Christians and misunderstanding of this doctrine in the
world at large.
This Statement consists of three parts: a Summary Statement, Articles of
Affirmation and Denial, and an accompanying Exposition*. It has been
prepared in the course of a three-day consultation in Chicago. Those who
Page 74 of 96

have signed the Summary Statement and the Articles wish to affirm their
own conviction as to the inerrancy of Scripture and to encourage and
challenge one another and all Christians to growing appreciation and
understanding of this doctrine. We acknowledge the limitations of a
document prepared in a brief, intensive conference and do not propose that
this Statement be given creedal weight. Yet we rejoice in the deepening of
our own convictions through our discussions together, and we pray that the
Statement we have signed may be used to the glory of our God toward a
new reformation of the Church in its faith, life, and mission.
We offer this Statement in a spirit, not of contention, but of humility and
love, which we purpose by God's grace to maintain in any future dialogue
arising out of what we have said. We gladly acknowledge that many who
deny the inerrancy of Scripture do not display the consequences of this
denial in the rest of their belief and behavior, and we are conscious that we
who confess this doctrine often deny it in life by failing to bring our thoughts
and deeds, our traditions and habits, into true subjection to the divine Word.
We invite response to this statement from any who see reason to amend its
affirmations about Scripture by the light of Scripture itself, under whose
infallible authority we stand as we speak. We claim no personal infallibility
for the witness we bear, and for any help which enables us to strengthen
this testimony to God's Word we shall be grateful.
* The Exposition is not printed here but can be obtained by writing us at the
Oakland office: ICBI / P.O. Box 13261 / Oakland, CA 94661 / (415)-3391064.
A SHORT STATEMENT
1. God, who is Himself Truth and speaks truth only, has inspired Holy
Scripture in order thereby to reveal Himself to lost mankind through Jesus
Christ as Creator and Lord, Redeemer and Judge. Holy Scripture is God's
witness to Himself.
2. Holy Scripture, being God's own Word, written by men prepared and
superintended by His Spirit, is of infallible divine authority in all matters
upon which it touches: it is to be believed, as God's instruction, in all that it
affirms, obeyed, as God's command, in all that it requires; embraced, as
God's pledge, in all that it promises.
3. The Holy Spirit, Scripture's divine Author, both authenticates it to us by
His inward witness and opens our minds to understand its meaning.
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4. Being wholly and verbally God-given, Scripture is without error or fault in
all its teaching, no less in what it states about God's acts in creation, about
the events of world history, and about its own literary origins under God,
than in its witness to God's saving grace in individual lives.
5. The authority of Scripture is inescapably impaired if this total divine
inerrancy is in any way limited or disregarded, or made relative to a view of
truth contrary to the Bible's own; and such lapses bring serious loss to both
the individual and the Church.
ARTICLES OF AFFIRMATION AND DENIAL
Article I
We affirm that the Holy Scriptures are to be received as the authoritative
Word of God.
We deny that the Scriptures receive their authority from the Church,
tradition, or any other human source.
Article II
We affirm that the Scriptures are the supreme written norm by which God
binds the conscience, and that the authority of the Church is subordinate to
that of Scripture.
We deny that Church creeds, councils, or declarations have authority greater
than or equal to the authority of the Bible.
Article III
We affirm that the written Word in its entirety is revelation given by God.
We deny that the Bible is merely a witness to revelation, or only becomes
revelation in encounter, or depends on the responses of men for its validity.
Article IV
We affirm that God who made mankind in His image has used language as a
means of revelation.
We deny that human language is so limited by our creatureliness that it is
rendered inadequate as a vehicle for divine revelation. We further deny that
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the corruption of human culture and language through sin has thwarted
God's work of inspiration.
Article V
We affirm that God' s revelation in the Holy Scriptures was progressive.
We deny that later revelation, which may fulfill earlier revelation, ever
corrects or contradicts it. We further deny that any normative revelation has
been given since the completion of the New Testament writings.
Article VI
We affirm that the whole of Scripture and all its parts, down to the very
words of the original, were given by divine inspiration.
We deny that the inspiration of Scripture can rightly be affirmed of the whole
without the parts, or of some parts but not the whole.
Article VII
We affirm that inspiration was the work in which God by His Spirit, through
human writers, gave us His Word. The origin of Scripture is divine. The mode
of divine inspiration remains largely a mystery to us.
We deny that inspiration can be reduced to human insight, or to heightened
states of consciousness of any kind.
Article VIII
We affirm that God in His Work of inspiration utilized the distinctive
personalities and literary styles of the writers whom He had chosen and
prepared.
We deny that God, in causing these writers to use the very words that He
chose, overrode their personalities.
Article IX
We affirm that inspiration, though not conferring omniscience, guaranteed
true and trustworthy utterance on all matters of which the Biblical authors
were moved to speak and write.
We deny that the finitude or fallenness of these writers, by necessity or
otherwise, introduced distortion or falsehood into God's Word.
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Article X
We affirm that inspiration, strictly speaking, applies only to the autographic
text of Scripture, which in the providence of God can be ascertained from
available manuscripts with great accuracy. We further affirm that copies and
translations of Scripture are the Word of God to the extent that they
faithfully represent the original.
We deny that any essential element of the Christian faith is affected by the
absence of the autographs. We further deny that this absence renders the
assertion of Biblical inerrancy invalid or irrelevant.
Article XI
We affirm that Scripture, having been given by divine inspiration, is
infallible, so that, far from misleading us, it is true and reliable in all the
matters it addresses.
We deny that it is possible for the Bible to be at the same time infallible and
errant in its assertions. Infallibility and inerrancy may be distinguished, but
not separated.
Article XII
We affirm that Scripture in its entirety is inerrant, being free from all
falsehood, fraud, or deceit.
We deny that Biblical infallibility and inerrancy are limited to spiritual,
religious, or redemptive themes, exclusive of assertions in the fields of
history and science. We further deny that scientific hypotheses about earth
history may properly be used to overturn the teaching of Scripture on
creation and the flood.
Article XIII
We affirm the propriety of using inerrancy as a theological term with
reference to the complete truthfulness of Scripture.
We deny that it is proper to evaluate Scripture according to standards of
truth and error that are alien to its usage or purpose. We further deny that
inerrancy is negated by Biblical phenomena such as a lack of modern
technical precision, irregularities of grammar or spelling, observational
descriptions of nature, the reporting of falsehoods, the use of hyperbole and
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round numbers, the topical arrangement of material, variant selections of
material in parallel accounts, or the use of free citations.
Article XIV
We affirm the unity and internal consistency of Scripture.
We deny that alleged errors and discrepancies that have not yet been
resolved vitiate the truth claims of the Bible.
Article XV
We affirm that the doctrine of inerrancy is grounded in the teaching of the
Bible about inspiration.
We deny that Jesus' teaching about Scripture may be dismissed by appeals
to accommodation or to any natural limitation of His humanity.
Article XVI
We affirm that the doctrine of inerrancy has been integral to the Church's
faith throughout its history.
We deny that inerrancy is a doctrine invented by Scholastic Protestantism,
or is a reactionary position postulated in response to negative higher
criticism.
Article XVII
We affirm that the Holy Spirit bears witness to the Scriptures, assuring
believers of the truthfulness of God's written Word.
We deny that this witness of the Holy Spirit operates in isolation from or
against Scripture.
Article XVIII
We affirm that the text of Scripture is to be interpreted by grammaticohistorical exegesis, taking account of its literary forms and devices, and that
Scripture is to interpret Scripture.
We deny the legitimacy of any treatment of the text or quest for sources
lying behind it that leads to relativizing, dehistoricizing, or discounting its
teaching, or rejecting its claims to authorship.
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Article XIX
We affirm that a confession of the full authority, infallibility, and inerrancy of
Scripture is vital to a sound understanding of the whole of the Christian
faith. We further affirm that such confession should lead to increasing
conformity to the image of Christ.
We deny that such confession is necessary for salvation. However, we
further deny that inerrancy can be rejected without grave consequences
both to the individual and to the Church.
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Chicago Statement on Biblical
Hermeneutics
With commentary by Norman L. Geisler
Reproduced from Explaining Hermeneutics: A Commentary on the Chicago Statement on
Biblical Hermeneutics. Oakland, California: International Council on Biblical Inerrancy,
1983.

Preface
Summit I of the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy took place in Chicago on
October 26-28, 1978 for the purpose of affirming afresh the doctrine of the inerrancy of
Scripture, making clear the understanding of it and warning against its denial. In the years
that have passed since Summit I, God has blessed that effort in ways surpassing most
anticipations. A gratifying flow of helpful literature on the doctrine of inerrancy as well as
a growing commitment to its value give cause to pour forth praise to our great God.
The work of Summit I had hardly been completed when it became evident that there was
yet another major task to be tackled. While we recognize that belief in the inerrancy of
Scripture is basic to maintaining its authority, the values of that commitment are only as
real as one's understanding of the meaning of Scripture. Thus, the need for Summit II. For
two years plans were laid and papers were written on themes relating to hermeneutical
principles and practices. The culmination of this effort has been a meeting in Chicago on
November 10-13, 1982 at which we, the undersigned, have participated.
In similar fashion to the Chicago Statement of 1978, we herewith present these affirmations
and denials as an expression of the results of our labors to clarify hermeneutical issues and
principles. We do not claim completeness or systematic treatment of the entire subject, but
these affirmations and denials represent a consensus of the approximately one hundred
participants and observers gathered at this conference. It has been a broadening
experience to engage in dialogue, and it is our prayer that God will use the product of our
diligent efforts to enable us and others to more correctly handle the word of truth (2 Tim.
2:15).

Article I
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WE AFFIRM that the normative authority of Holy Scripture is the authority of God
Himself, and is attested by Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church.
WE DENY the legitimacy of separating the authority of Christ from the authority of
Scripture, or of opposing the one to the other.
This first article affirms that the authority of Scripture cannot be separated from the
authority of God. Whatever the Bible affirms, God affirms. And what the Bible affirms (or
denies), it affirms (or denies) with the very authority of God. Such authority is normative
for all believers; it is the canon or rule of God.
This divine authority of Old Testament Scripture was confirmed by Christ Himself on
numerous occasions (cf. Matt. 5:17-18; Luke 24:44; John 10:34-35). And what our Lord
confirmed as to the divine authority of the Old Testament, He promised also for the New
Testament (John 14:16; 16:13).
The Denial points out that one cannot reject the divine authority of Scripture without
thereby impugning the authority of Christ, who attested Scripture's divine authority. Thus
it is wrong to claim one can accept the full authority of Christ without acknowledging the
complete authority of Scripture.
Article II
WE AFFIRM that as Christ is God and Man in One Person, so Scripture is, indivisibly,
God's Word in human language.
WE DENY that the humble, human form of Scripture entails errancy any more than the
humanity of Christ, even in His humiliation, entails sin.
Here an analogy is drawn between Christ and Scripture. Both Christ and Scripture have
dual aspects of divinity and humanity, indivisibly united in one expression. Both Christ and
Scripture were conceived by an act of the Holy Spirit. Both involve the use of fallible
human agents. But both produced a theanthropic result; one a sinless person and the other
an errorless book. However, like all analogies, there is a difference. Christ is one person
uniting two natures whereas Scripture is one written expression uniting two authors (God
and man). This difference notwithstanding, the strength of the likeness in the analogy
points to the inseparable unity between divine and human dimensions of Scripture so that
one aspect cannot be in error while the other is not.
The Denial is directed at a contemporary tendency to separate the human aspects of
Scripture from the divine and allow for error in the former. By contrast the framers of this
article believe that the human form of Scripture can no more be found in error than Christ
could be found in sin. That is to say, the Word of God (i.e., the Bible) is as necessarily
perfect in its human manifestation as was the Son of God in His human form.
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Article III
WE AFFIRM that the Person and work of Jesus Christ are the central focus of the entire
Bible.
WE DENY that any method of interpretation which rejects or obscures the Christcenteredness of Scripture is correct.
This Affirmation follows the teaching of Christ that He is the central theme of Scripture
(Matt. 5:17; Luke 24:27, 44; John 5:39; Heb. 10:7). This is to say that focus on the person
and work of Christ runs throughout the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. To be sure there
are other and tangential topics, but the person and work of Jesus Christ are central.
In view of the focus of Scripture on Christ, the Denial stresses a hermeneutical obligation to
make this Christocentric message clear in the expounding of Scripture. As other articles
(cf. Article XV) emphasize the "literal" interpretation of Scripture, this article is no license
for allegorization and unwarranted typology which see Christ portrayed in every detail of
Old Testament proclamation. The article simply points to the centrality of Christ's mission
in the unfolding of God's revelation to man.
Neither is there any thought in this article of making the role of Christ more ultimate than
that of the Father. What is in view here is the focus of Scripture and not the ultimate
source or object of the whole plan of redemption.
Article IV
WE AFFIRM that the Holy Spirit who inspired Scripture acts through it today to work
faith in its message.
WE DENY that the Holy Spirit ever teaches to any one anything which is contrary to the
teaching of Scripture.
Here stress is laid on the fact that the Holy Spirit not only is the source of Scripture, but
also works to produce faith in Scripture He has inspired. Without this ministry of the Holy
Spirit, belief in the truth of Scripture would not occur.
The Denial is directed at those alleged "revelations" which some claim to have but which
are contrary to Scripture. No matter how sincere or genuinely felt, no dream, vision, or
supposed revelation which contradicts Scripture ever comes from the Holy Spirit. For the
utterances of the Holy Spirit are all harmonious and noncontradictory (see Article XX).
Article V

Page 83 of 96

WE AFFIRM that the Holy Spirit enables believers to appropriate and apply Scripture to
their lives.
WE DENY that the natural man is able to discern spiritually the biblical message apart
from the Holy Spirit.
The design of this article is to indicate that the ministry of the Holy Spirit extends beyond
the inspiration of Scripture to its very application to the lives of the believer. Just as no one
calls Jesus Lord except by the Holy Spirit (I Cor. 12:3), so no one can appropriate the
message of Scripture to his life apart from the gracious work of the Holy Spirit.
The Denial stresses the truth that the natural man does not receive the spiritual message of
Scripture. Apart from the work of the Holy Spirit there is no welcome for its truth in an
unregenerate heart.
This does not imply that a non-Christian is unable to understand the meaning of any
Scripture. It means that whatever he may perceive of the message of Scripture, that
without the Holy Spirit's work he will not welcome the message in his heart.
Article VI
WE AFFIRM that the Bible expresses God's truth in propositional statements, and we
declare that biblical truth is both objective and absolute. We further affirm that a
statement is true if it represents matters as they actually are, but is an error if it
misrepresents the facts.
WE DENY that, while Scripture is able to make us wise unto salvation, biblical truth
should be defined in terms of this function. We further deny that error should be defined as
that which willfully deceives.
Since hermeneutics is concerned with understanding the truth of Scripture, attention is
directed here to the nature of truth. Several significant affirmations are made about the
nature of truth.
First, in contrast to contemporary relativism it is declared that truth is absolute. Second, as
opposed to subjectivism it is acknowledged that truth is objective. Finally, in opposition to
existential and pragmatic views of truth, this article affirms that truth is what corresponds
to reality. This same point was made in the "Chicago Statement on Inerrancy" (1978) in
Article XIII and the commentary on it.
The Denial makes it evident that views which redefine an error to mean what "misleads,"
rather than what is a mistake, must be rejected. This redefinition of the word "error" is
both contrary to Scripture and to common sense. In Scripture the word error is used of
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unintentional acts (Lev. 4:2) as well as intentional ones. Also, in common parlance a
statement is in error if it is a factual mistake, even if there was no intention to mislead
anyone by it. So to suggest that the Bible contains mistakes, but that these are not errors so
long as they do not mislead, is contrary to both Scripture and ordinary usage.
By this subtle redefinition of error to mean only what misleads but not what misrepresents,
some have tried to maintain that the Bible is wholly true (in that it never misleads) and yet
that it may have some mistakes in it. This position is emphatically rejected by the
confessors of this document.
Article VII
WE AFFIRM that the meaning expressed in each biblical text is single, definite and fixed.
WE DENY that the recognition of this single meaning eliminates the variety of its
application.
The Affirmation here is directed at those who claim a "double" or "deeper" meaning to
Scripture than that expressed by the authors. It stresses the unity and fixity of meaning as
opposed to those who find multiple and pliable meanings. What a passage means is fixed by
the author and is not subject to change by readers. This does not imply that further
revelation on the subject cannot help one come to a fuller understanding, but simply that
the meaning given in a text is not changed because additional truth is revealed
subsequently.
Meaning is also definite in that there are defined limits by virtue of the author's expressed
meaning in the given linguistic form and cultural context. Meaning is determined by an
author; it is discovered by the readers.
The Denial adds the clarification that simply because Scripture has one meaning does not
imply that its messages cannot be applied to a variety of individuals or situations. While the
interpretation is one, the applications can be many.
Article VIII
WE AFFIRM that the Bible contains teachings and mandates which apply to all cultural
and situational contexts and other mandates which the Bible itself shows apply only to
particular situations.
WE DENY that the distinctions between the universal and particular mandates of
Scripture can be determined by cultural and situational factors. We further deny that
universal mandates may ever be treated as culturally or situationally relative.
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In view of the tendency of many to relativize the message of the Bible by accommodating it
to changing cultural situations, this Affirmation proclaims the universality of biblical
teachings. There are commands which transcend all cultural barriers and are binding on
all men everywhere. To be sure, some biblical injunctions are directed to specific situations,
but even these are normative to the particular situation(s) to which they speak. However,
there are commands in Scripture which speak universally to the human situation and are
not bound to particular cultures or situations.
The Denial addresses the basis of the distinction between universal and particular
situations. It denies that the grounds of this distinction are relative or purely cultural. It
further denies the legitimacy of relativizing biblical absolutes by reducing them to purely
cultural mandates.
The meaning of this article is that whatever the biblical text means is binding. And what is
meant to be universally binding should not be relegated to particular situations any more
than what is meant to apply only to particular circumstances should be promulgated as
universally applicable.
There is an attempt here to strike a balance between command and culture by recognizing
that a command transcends culture, even though it speaks to and is expressed in a
particular culture. Thus while the situation (or circumstances) may help us to discover the
right course of action, the situation never determines what is right. God's laws are not
situationally determined.
Article IX
WE AFFIRM that the term hermeneutics, which historically signified the rules of exegesis,
may properly be extended to cover all that is involved in the process of perceiving what the
biblical revelation means and how it bears on our lives.
WE DENY that the message of Scripture derives from, or is dictated by, the interpreter's
understanding. Thus we deny that the "horizons" of the biblical writer and the interpreter
may rightly "fuse" in such a way that what the text communicates to the interpreter is not
ultimately controlled by the expressed meaning of the Scripture.
The primary thrust of this Affirmation is definitional. It desires to clarify the meaning of
the term hermeneutics by indicating that it includes not only perception of the declared
meaning of a text but also an understanding of the implications that text has for one's life.
Thus, hermeneutics is more than biblical exegesis. It is not only the science that leads forth
the meaning of a passage but also that which enables one (by the Holy Spirit) to understand
the spiritual implications the truth(s) of this passage has for Christian living.
The Denial notes that the meaning of a passage is not derived from or dictated by the
interpreter. Rather, meaning comes from the author who wrote it. Thus the reader's
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understanding has no hermeneutically definitive role. Readers must listen to the meaning
of a text and not attempt to legislate it. Of course, the meaning listened to should be applied
to the reader's life. But the need or desire for specific application should not color the
interpretation of a passage.
Article X
WE AFFIRM that Scripture communicates God's truth to us verbally through a wide
variety of literary forms.
WE DENY that any of the limits of human language render Scripture inadequate to convey
God's message.
This Affirmation is a logical literary extension of Article II which acknowledges the
humanity of Scripture. The Bible is God's Word, but it is written in human words; thus,
revelation is "verbal." Revelation is "propositional" (Article VI) because it expresses
certain propositional truth. Some prefer to call it "sentential" because the truth is
expressed in sentences. Whatever the term--verbal, propositional, or sentential--the Bible is
a human book which uses normal literary forms. These include parables, satire, irony,
hyperbole, metaphor, simile, poetry, and even allegory (e.g., Ezek. 16-17).
As an expression in finite, human language, the Bible has certain limitations in a similar
way that Christ as a man had certain limitations. This means that God adapted Himself
through human language so that His eternal truth could be understood by man in a
temporal world.
Despite the obvious fact of the limitations of any finite linguistic expression, the Denial is
quick to point out that these limits do not render Scripture an inadequate means of
communicating God's truth. For while there is a divine adaptation (via language) to human
finitude there is no accommodation to human error. Error is not essential to human nature.
Christ was human and yet He did not err. Adam was human before he erred. So simply
because the Bible is written in human language does not mean it must err. In fact, when
God uses human language there is a supernatural guarantee that it will not be in error.
Article XI
WE AFFIRM that translations of the text of Scripture can communicate knowledge of God
across all temporal and cultural boundaries.
WE DENY that the meaning of biblical texts is so tied to the culture out of which they came
that understanding of the same meaning in other cultures is impossible.
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Simply because the truth of Scripture was conveyed by God in the original writings does
not mean that it cannot be translated into another language. This article affirms the
translatability of God's truth into other cultures. It affirms that since truth is transcendent
(see Article XX) it is not culture-bound. Hence the truth of God expressed in a first-century
culture is not limited to that culture. For the nature of truth is not limited to any particular
medium through which it is expressed.
The Denial notes that since meaning is not inextricably tied to a given culture it can be
adequately expressed in another culture. Thus the message of Scripture need not be
relativized by translation. What is expressed can be the same even though how it is
expressed differs.
Article XII
WE AFFIRM that in the task of translating the Bible and teaching it in the context of each
culture, only those functional equivalents which are faithful to the content of biblical
teaching should be employed.
WE DENY the legitimacy of methods which either are insensitive to the demands of crosscultural communication or distort biblical meaning in the process.
Whereas the previous article treated the matter of the translatability of divine truth, this
article speaks to the adequacy of translations. Obviously not every expression in another
language will appropriately convey the meaning of Scripture. In view of this, caution is
urged that the translators remain faithful to the truth of the Scripture being translated by
the proper choice of the words used to translate it.
This article treats the matter of "functional" equivalence. Often there is no actual or literal
equivalence between expressions in one language and a word-for-word translation into
another language. What is expressed (meaning) is the same but how it is expressed (the
words) is different. Hence a different construction can be used to convey the same meaning.
The Denial urges sensitivity to cultural matters so that the same truth may be conveyed,
even though different terms are being used. Without this awareness missionary activity can
be severely hampered.
Article XIII
WE AFFIRM that awareness of the literary categories, formal and stylistic, of the various
parts of Scripture is essential for proper exegesis, and hence we value genre criticism as one
of the many disciplines of biblical study.
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WE DENY that generic categories which negate historicity may rightly be imposed on
biblical narratives which present themselves as factual.
The awareness of what kind of literature one is interpreting is essential to a correct
understanding of the text. A correct genre judgment should be made to ensure correct
understanding. A parable, for example, should not be treated like a chronicle, nor should
poetry be interpreted as though it were a straightforward narrative. Each passage has its
own genre, and the interpreter should be cognizant of the specific kind of literature it is as
he attempts to interpret it. Without genre recognition an interpreter can be misled in his
understanding of the passage. For example, when the prophet speaks of "trees clapping
their hands" (Isa. 55:12) one could assume a kind of animism unless he recognized that this
is poetry and not prose.
The Denial is directed at an illegitimate use of genre criticism by some who deny the truth
of passages which are presented as factual. Some, for instance, take Adam to be a myth,
whereas in Scripture he is presented as a real person. Others take Jonah to be an allegory
when he is presented as a historical person and so referred to by Christ (Mat. 12:40-42).
This Denial is an appropriate and timely warning not to use genre criticism as a cloak for
rejecting the truth of Scripture.
Article XIV
WE AFFIRM that the biblical record of events, discourses and sayings, though presented
in a variety of appropriate literary forms, corresponds to historical fact.
WE DENY that any event, discourse or saying reported in Scripture was invented by the
biblical writers or by the traditions they incorporated.
This article combines the emphases of Articles VI and XIII. While acknowledging the
legitimacy of literary forms, this article insists that any record of events presented in
Scripture must correspond to historical fact. That is, no reported event, discourse, or
saying should be considered imaginary.
The Denial is even more clear than the Affirmation. It stresses that any discourse, saying,
or event reported in Scripture must actually have occurred. This means that any
hermeneutic or form of biblical criticism which claims that something was invented by the
author must be rejected. This does not mean that a parable must be understood to
represent historical facts, since a parable does not (by its very genre) purport to report an
event or saying but simply to illustrate a point.
Article XV
WE AFFIRM the necessity of interpreting the Bible according to its literal, or normal,
sense. The literal sense is the grammatical-historical sense, that is, the meaning which the
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writer expressed. Interpretation according to the literal sense will take account of all
figures of speech and literary forms found in the text.
WE DENY the legitimacy of any approach to Scripture that attributes to it meaning which
the literal sense does not support.
The literal sense of Scripture is strongly affirmed here. To be sure the English word literal
carries some problematic connotations with it. Hence the words normal and grammaticalhistorical are used to explain what is meant. The literal sense is also designated by the more
descriptive title grammatical-historical sense. This means the correct interpretation is the
one which discovers the meaning of the text in its grammatical forms and in the historical,
cultural context in which the text is expressed.
The Denial warns against attributing to Scripture any meaning not based in a literal
understanding, such as mythological or allegorical interpretations. This should not be
understood as eliminating typology or designated allegory or other literary forms which
include figures of speech (see Articles X, XIII, and XIV).
Article XVI
WE AFFIRM that legitimate critical techniques should be used in determining the
canonical text and its meaning.
WE DENY the legitimacy of allowing any method of biblical criticism to question the truth
or integrity of the writer's expressed meaning, or of any other scriptural teaching.
Implied here is an approval of legitimate techniques of "lower criticism" or "textual
criticism." It is proper to use critical techniques in order to discover the true text of
Scripture, that is, the one which represents the original one given by the biblical authors.
Whereas critical methodology can be used to establish which of the texts are copies of the
inspired original, it is illegitimate to use critical methods to call into question whether
something in the original text is true. In other words, proper "lower criticism" is valid but
negative "higher criticism" which rejects truths of Scripture is invalid.
Article XVII
WE AFFIRM the unity, harmony and consistency of Scripture and declare that it is its
own best interpreter.
WE DENY that Scripture may be interpreted in such a way as to suggest that one passage
corrects or militates against another. We deny that later writers of Scripture
misinterpreted earlier passages of Scripture when quoting from or referring to them.
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Two points are made in the Affirmation, the unity of Scripture and its self-interpreting
ability. Since the former is treated elsewhere (Article XXI), we will comment on the latter
here. Not only is the Bible always correct in interpreting itself (see Article XVIII), but it is
the "best interpreter" of itself.
Another point made here is that comparing Scripture with Scripture is an excellent help to
an interpreter. For one passage sheds light on another. Hence the first commentary the
interpreter should consult on a passage is what the rest of Scripture may say on that text.
The Denial warns against the assumption that an understanding of one passage can lead
the interpreter to reject the teaching of another passage. One passage may help him better
comprehend another but it will never contradict another.
This last part of the Denial is particularly directed to those who believe the New Testament
writers misinterpret the Old Testament, or that they attribute meaning to an Old
Testament text not expressed by the author of that text. While it is acknowledged that there
is sometimes a wide range of application for a text, this article affirms that the
interpretation of a biblical text by another biblical writer is always within the confines of
the meaning of the first text.
Article XVIII
WE AFFIRM that the Bible's own interpretation of itself is always correct, never deviating
from, but rather elucidating, the single meaning of the inspired text. The single meaning of
a prophet's words includes, but is not restricted to, the understanding of those words by the
prophet and necessarily involves the intention of God evidenced in the fulfillment of those
words.
WE DENY that the writers of Scripture always understood the full implications of their
own words.
This Affirmation was perhaps the most difficult to word. The first part of the Affirmation
builds on Article VII which declared that Scripture has only one meaning, and simply adds
that whenever the Bible comments on another passage of Scripture it does so correctly.
That is, the Bible never misinterprets itself. It always correctly understands the meaning of
the passage it comments on (see Article XVII). For example, that Paul misinterprets Moses
is to say that Paul erred. This view is emphatically rejected in favor of the inerrancy of all
Scripture.
The problem in the second statement of the Affirmation revolves around whether God
intended more by a passage of Scripture than the human author did. Put in this way,
evangelical scholars are divided on the issue, even though there is unity on the question of
"single meaning." Some believe that this single meaning may be fuller than the purview of
the human author, since God had far more in view than did the prophet when he wrote it.
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The wording here is an attempt to include reference to the fulfillment of a prophecy (of
which God was obviously aware when He inspired it) as part of the single meaning which
God and the prophet shared. However, the prophet may not have been conscious of the full
implications of this meaning when he wrote it.
The way around the difficulty was to note that there is only one meaning to a passage
which both God and the prophet affirmed, but that this meaning may not always be fully
"evidenced" until the prophecy is fulfilled. Furthermore, God, and not necessarily the
prophets, was fully aware of the fuller implications that would be manifested in the
fulfillment of this single meaning.
It is important to preserve single meaning without denying that God had more in mind
than the prophet did. A distinction needs to be made, then, between what God was
conscious of concerning an affirmation (which, in view of His foreknowledge and
omniscience, was far more) and what He and the prophet actually expressed in the passage.
The Denial makes this point clear by noting that biblical authors were not always fully
aware of the implications of their own affirmations.
Article XIX
WE AFFIRM that any preunderstandings which the interpreter brings to Scripture should
be in harmony with scriptural teaching and subject to correction by it.
WE DENY that Scripture should be required to fit alien preunderstandings, inconsistent
with itself, such as naturalism, evolutionism, scientism, secular humanism, and relativism.
The question of preunderstanding is a crucial one in contemporary hermeneutics. The
careful wording of the Affirmation does not discuss the issue of whether one should
approach Scripture with a particular preunderstanding, but simply which kinds of
preunderstanding one has are legitimate. This question is answered by affirming that only
those preunderstandings which are compatible with the teaching of Scripture are
legitimate. In fact, the statement goes further and demands that all preunderstanding be
subject to "correction" by the teaching of Scripture.
The point of this article is to avoid interpreting Scripture through an alien grid or filter
which obscures or negates its true message. For it acknowledges that one's
preunderstanding will affect his understanding of a text. Hence to avoid misinterpreting
Scripture one must be careful to examine his own presuppositions in the light of Scripture.
Article XX
WE AFFIRM that since God is the author of all truth, all truths, biblical and extrabiblical,
are consistent and cohere, and that the Bible speaks truth when it touches on matters
pertaining to nature, history, or anything else. We further affirm that in some cases extraPage 92 of 96

biblical data have value for clarifying what Scripture teaches, and for prompting
correction of faulty interpretations.
WE DENY that extrabiblical views ever disprove the teaching of Scripture or hold priority
over it.
What is in view here is not so much the nature of truth (which is treated in Article VI), but
the consistency and coherence of truth.
This is directed at those views which consider truth paradoxical or contradictory. This
article declares that a proper hermeneutics avoids contradictions, since God never affirms
as true two propositions, one of which is logically the opposite of the other.
Further, this Affirmation recognizes that not all truth is in the Bible (though all that is
affirmed in the Bible is true). God has revealed Himself in nature and history as well as in
Scripture. However, since God is the ultimate Author of all truth, there can be no
contradiction between truths of Scripture and the true teachings of science and history.
Although only the Bible is the normative and infallible rule for doctrine and practice,
nevertheless what one learns from sources outside Scripture can occasion a reexamination
and reinterpretation of Scripture. For example, some have taught the world to be square
because the Bible refers to "the four corners of the earth" (Isa. 11:12). But scientific
knowledge of the spherical nature of the globe leads to a correction of this faulty
interpretation. Other clarifications of our understanding of the biblical text are possible
through the study of the social sciences.
However, whatever prompting and clarifying of Scripture that extrabiblical studies may
provide, the final authority for what the Bible teaches rests in the text of Scripture itself
and not in anything outside it (except in God Himself). The Denial makes clear this priority
of the teaching of God's scriptural revelation over anything outside it.
Article XXI
WE AFFIRM the harmony of special with general revelation and therefore of biblical
teaching with the facts of nature.
WE DENY that any genuine scientific facts are inconsistent with the true meaning of any
passage of Scripture.
This article continues the discussion of the previous article by noting the harmony of God's
general revelation (outside Scripture) and His special revelation in Scripture. It is
acknowledged by all that certain interpretations of Scripture and some opinions of
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scientists will contradict each other. However, it is insisted here that the truth of Scripture
and the facts of science never contradict each other.
"Genuine" science will always be in accord with Scripture. Science, however, based on
naturalistic presuppositions will inevitably come in conflict with the supernatural truths of
Scripture.
Far from denying a healthy interchange between scientific theory and biblical
interpretation, the framers of this statement welcome such. Indeed, it is acknowledged (in
article XX) that the exegete can learn from the scientist. What is denied is that we should
accept scientific views that contradict Scripture or that they should be given an authority
above Scripture.
Article XXII
WE AFFIRM that Genesis 1-11 is factual, as is the rest of the book.
WE DENY that the teachings of Genesis 1-11 are mythical and that scientific hypotheses
about earth history or the origin of humanity may be invoked to overthrow what Scripture
teaches about creation.
Since the historicity and the scientific accuracy of the early chapters of the Bible have come
under severe attack it is important to apply the "literal" hermeneutic espoused (Article
XV) to this question. The result was a recognition of the factual nature of the account of the
creation of the universe, all living things, the special creation of man, the Fall, and the
Flood. These accounts are all factual, that is, they are about space-time events which
actually happened as reported in the book of Genesis (see Article XIV).
The article left open the question of the age of the earth on which there is no unanimity
among evangelicals and which was beyond the purview of this conference. There was,
however, complete agreement on denying that Genesis is mythological or unhistorical.
Likewise, the use of the term "creation" was meant to exclude the belief in macroevolution, whether of the atheistic or theistic varieties.
Article XXIII
WE AFFIRM the clarity of Scripture and specifically of its message about salvation from
sin.
WE DENY that all passages of Scripture are equally clear or have equal bearing on the
message of redemption.
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Traditionally this teaching is called the "perspicuity" of Scripture. By this is meant that the
central message of Scripture is clear, especially what the Bible says about salvation from
sin.
The Denial disassociates this claim from the belief that everything in Scripture is clear or
that all teachings are equally clear or equally relevant to the Bible's central saving message.
It is obvious to any honest interpreter that the meaning of some passages of Scripture is
obscure. It is equally evident that the truth of some passages is not directly relevant to the
overall plan of salvation.
Article XXIV
WE AFFIRM that a person is not dependent for understanding of Scripture on the
expertise of biblical scholars.
WE DENY that a person should ignore the fruits of the technical study of Scripture by
biblical scholars.
This article attempts to avoid two extremes. First, it affirms that one is not dependent on
biblical "experts" for his understanding of the basic truths of Scripture. Were this not true,
then a significant aspect of the priesthood of all believers would be destroyed. For if the
understanding of the laity is contingent on the teaching of experts, then Protestant
interpretive experts will have replaced the teaching magisterium of Catholic priests with a
kind of teaching magisterium of Protestant scholars.
On the other hand, biblical scholars do play a significant role in the lay understanding of
Scripture. Even the very tools (Bible dictionaries, concordances, etc.) used by laypersons to
interpret Scripture were produced by scholars. And when it comes to more technical and
precise understanding of specific Scripture the work of experts is more than helpful. Hence
the implied exhortation in the denial to avail oneself of the fruit of scholarship is well taken.
Article XXV
WE AFFIRM that the only type of preaching which sufficiently conveys the divine
revelation and its proper application to life is that which faithfully expounds the text of
Scripture as the Word of God.
WE DENY that the preacher has any message from God apart from the text of Scripture.
This final article declares that good preaching should be based in good hermeneutics. The
exposition of Scripture is not to be treated in isolation from the proclamation of Scripture.
In preaching the preacher should faithfully expound the Word of God. Anything short of a
correct exposition of God's written Word is pronounced insufficient.
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Indeed, the Denial declares that there is no message from God apart from Scripture. This
was understood not to contradict the fact that there is a general revelation (affirmed in
Article XXI) but simply to note that the only inspired and infallible writing from which the
preacher can and must preach is the Bible.
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