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“All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.” So reads I Timothy 3:16,
 a verse which, while less often quoted, may hold just as foundational a position in the Christian faith as that “other 3:16 verse” found in the Gospel of John. In fact, it could be argued that it is belief in the tenants of I Timothy 3:16 that allow belief in John 3:16 to be effectual, thereby making it an even more important passage than its more famous Gospel cousin. It is in this single verse that the most succinct, quotable and well-known case is made for the Divine inspiration of the Biblical text, a doctrine whose power and influence rest at the very crux of Christian teaching and practice. From the concept embodied in this verse, all the rest of Scripture is made authoritative.

However, the simplicity of its statement only disguises the complexity of its implications and the plurality of understandings that inform its application. The question of the inspiration of Scripture creates a strong line of separation between pastors, teachers and scholars. Some of these believe the texts’ human authors to have documented each word they wrote from the very lips of God, while others maintain that these writings are the collected works of storytellers, myth writers and historical embellishers of the highest order. These two conflicting positions are not new and have been applied to other texts before the Bible. In light of this and to provide something of a springboard from which to discuss the differences in these understandings, my exploration of this topic will be informed by an ancient “conversation” between Plato and Aristotle. This pair of great thinkers, master and student respectively, took (as was their custom) opposing viewpoints on the topic of inspiration. While their ideas encompassed the dramatic writings, or poetry, of their day, their thoughts echo those of readers of Scripture down through the centuries and will hopefully serve as sufficient guides to aid our understanding of the topic at hand. From the two extremes of inspiration and perspiration I hope, in something of the spirit of Georg Wilhelm Feidrich Hegel, to draw a kind of synthesis that will serve as a foundation from which to derive a faithful reading of the Biblical texts as both religious writings and ancient historical documents.

Inspiration and the “God-breathed” Problem


The first of our two ancient advisors to be consulted on the subject of inspiration will be Plato, specifically in his comic dialogue Ion. This dialogue, staged between Socrates (Plato’s mentor) and Ion, a rhapsode or one who performs poetry for a living, is fundamentally concerned with the question of inspiration as a source of beauty. In speaking with Ion, Plato discovers that the rhapsode, while well versed in many great poets, is only truly passionate about Homer. He can speak the words of other poets, but he struggles to create moving performances because he simply does not connect with them. Homer, on the other hand, consistently brings about a fervor and passion in Ion and as a result, he loves the epic poet’s work more than any other verse. From this assertion, Socrates (clearly Plato’s mouthpiece in this work) concludes that the reason Ion can only perform Homer well is that he is inspired to do so. To Plato, the truly beautiful and sublime do not exist on a plane that can be accessed directly in present reality. The most beautiful thing on Earth is a copy, an imitation of the true Form of its beauty, which exists in a transcendent realm beyond the physical world. In this way, Plato believes that it is impossible to achieve true beauty by purely physical means. Plato’s character, Socrates, operates within this metaphysic as well, yet he cannot deny the beauty of Ion’s rhapsody and its profoundly moving impact on his audiences. Therefore, he draws the conclusion that all poets who perform beautiful poetry are able to do so only by divine inspiration. As Socrates tells Ion of the poets,

“As long as a human being has his intellect in his possession he will always lack the power to make poetry or sing prophecy. Therefore because it’s not by mastery that they make poems or say many lovely things about their subjects (as you do about Homer) - but because it’s by a divine gift – each poet is able to compose beautifully only that for which the Muse has aroused him.”

For Plato, there is no true skill involved in great poetry because the poet and the rhapsode are puppets of the gods.


While Plato’s gods and Muses are hardly a comparison for Jehovah God, his view of inspiration is similar to that of many regarding the Scriptures. Two examples of Christian views of inspiration are the dictation theory of inspiration and the verbal theory of inspiration. There is only a subtle difference between the two, but they arrive at the same result. The verbal theory of inspiration asserts that the writers of the Scriptural texts were guided or led to each word with exactitude by the Holy Spirit, while the dictation theory goes one step further to suggest that the authors actually too dictation word-for-word from God.
 Though they arrive at their conclusions by only very slightly different means, both theories end up with every word written on the page essentially authored by God, while the human writers were automatons, with no influence whatsoever on the text. These views likely stem from a particular translation of I Timothy 3:16. English translations such as the Analytical-Literal Translation (ALT), the Literal Translation of the Holy Bible (LITV), the 1898 Young’s Literal Translation (YLT) and others, as well as paraphrases such as The Message by Eugene Peterson all translate the verse to include, in place of phrases such as “Divinely inspired” and “inspired by God,” the term “God-breathed.” In these translations, the text will usually read, “All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.”

This translation then tends to have the effect of painting the picture of the words of Scripture being breathed (and thus whispered or spoken) by God. The result is that every passage in the Bible is read as though God is speaking verbatim directly to the reader. This is clearly, however, not the case since Luke addresses his work to Theophilus
 and at one point Paul even states that it is he and “not the Lord” who is giving an instruction to the Corinthians.
 Additionally, this mindset has the effect of often causing certain verses to be lifted from their context and given meanings that are in no way implied by the text. I witnessed one such instance myself recently. Sitting in a worship service, I heard a preacher proclaim that, “the Bible says in Isaiah 61:1 that the Spirit of the Lord is upon me because He has anointed me,” and go on to include that, “the Spirit of the Lord is upon you because He has anointed you!” The fact is, however, that while this was an inspiring teaching to the congregates, it was in fact a misapplication of a Messianic prophecy, the very text that Jesus read in the temple in Nazareth and identified as being written about Himself, specifically to identify Himself as the Messiah.
 This is to say nothing of the fact that the preacher also neglected to mention that the verse goes on to say, “because He has anointed me to preach glad tidings to the poor; He has sent me to preach to captives deliverance, and to the blind sight, to send forth the crushed delivered, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord,”
 none of which had anything to do with what was being taught by this particular interpretation.

Additionally, misleading concepts of the Bible as “God’s love letter” or other such notions that paint the picture of the Bible as addressed personally to the modern Christian reader also stem from this idea of Scripture as “God-breathed” or breathed (spoken) by God. Albert Barnes is careful to pint out, however, that the image of the words themselves being breathed by God is not what is implied by the text. Regarding the phrase ”is given by inspiration of God,” he notes,

“All this is expressed in the original by one word - Θεόπνευστος  Theopneustos. This word occurs nowhere else in the New Testament. It properly means, God-inspired - from Θεός  Theos, “God,” and πνέω  pneō, “to breathe, to breathe out.” The idea of “breathing upon, or breathing into the soul,” is that which the word naturally conveys. Thus, God breathed into the nostrils of Adam the breath of life Gen_2:7, and thus the Saviour breathed on his disciples, and said, “receive ye the Holy Ghost;” Joh_20:22. The idea seems to have been, that the life was in the breath, and that an intelligent spirit was communicated with the breath. … In regard to the manner of inspiration, and to the various questions which have been started as to its nature, nothing can be learned from the use of this word. It asserts a fact - that the Old Testament was composed under a divine influence, which might be represented by “breathing on one,” and so imparting life. But the language must be figurative; for God does not breathe…”

 As Adam Clarke points out in his Commentary on the Bible, the translation of the entire phrase “All Scripture is God-breathed” is itself quite poor and should rather be rendered., “Every writing Divinely inspired is profitable for doctrine, etc.” Indeed, the word order of the text is quite plainly, “πασα (all) γραφη (documents/scripture) θεοπνευστος (Inspired by God)  και (Are) ωφελιμος (helpful/useful).
 Clarke goes further to point out that “The particle και, and, is omitted by almost all the versions and many of the fathers, and certainly does not agree well with the text.” In other words, where the English translation is rendered along the lines of “All Scripture is Divinely inspired and useful,” the Greek text simply says that all Divinely inspired text is useful. While this is clearly a reference to the Old Testament Scriptures, since the New Testament canon was not complete at the time of the writing, the implication is made that the New Testament is also inspired. However, it is clear that the Greek text is not making a claim of all Scripture’s Divine inspiration, but of Divinely inspired Scripture’s usefulness. This discovery of course leads to the obvious question – Is Scripture necessarily Divinely inspired? For some, the answer is certainly, “No.”

10% Inspiration, 90% Perspiration

For the opposing argument, let us now turn our attention Aristotle and his response to Plato’s aesthetic views, Poetics. Aristotle’s metaphysic stood in stark contrast to Plato’s. While Plato saw the Form, or true reality of objects as something existing outside the objects themselves an unattainable by human perception, Aristotle saw the reality of a thing in the thing itself, in its “substance.” If one wanted to study the true nature of reality, one had no further to look than to reality itself, for all of being existed in the here and now. To that end, Aristotle soundly rejected Plato’s notion that beautiful art could only be produced by an artist who had taken leave of his senses and been possessed by a Muse. To Aristotle, art was not an airy, transcendent thing, but a real, visceral task. It was a skill, a techne. While Plato worried about the corruption art could bring by whipping people into bacchic frenzies and fretted over how best to censor the poets so that the content of their poetry would be edifying to the morals and social structure of his Republic, Aristotle would have none of it. He saw emotional reactions to art, in particular tragedy, as a catharsis, usually understood to be a purgation, of negative emotions. He concerned himself, not with what matter the tragedy contained, but with, “how plots should be constructed if the composition is to turn out well; also, from how many parts it is [constituted], and of what sort they are; and likewise all other aspects of the same enquiry.”


By this token, we gain a glimpse of the perspective of those who see little or no inspiration in the Biblical texts. While Aristotle seems squarely set against a spiritual influence causing good poetry, it is only fair to include in this section those who at least see some special, if not necessarily Divine, quality to the writings of the Bible. A sort of indirect inspiration is implied by the illumination theory of inspiration. This view asserts that while the biblical writers were given by the Spirit an elevated state, such that their skills or insights were heightened, the Spirit did not directly influence them with reference to the concepts or words they used.
 Though not entirely devoid of spiritual influence, as would seem to be the case in Aristotle’s theory, this view is only one, perhaps two steps away from removing God entirely from the Scripture-writing process. A second theory, the intuition theory of inspiration, more closely resembles Aristotle’s perspective. In this view, the writers of the Bible were simply people who possessed keen religious or moral insight, but who were not particularly swayed by any spirit.
 Still others view the Scriptures as essentially cultural history and moral teaching wrapped in an entirely fabricated mythological framework. As such, these critics have a tendency to see the Bible itself as a largely fictitious and almost wholly unreliable collection of documents. Particularly in the case of events which occur in the Bible as the result of some supernatural events, the Scriptures are seen as inventing, if not the events themselves, the explanation of those events. 


Unfortunately for these scholars and, sad though it is to say, even pastors and teachers, the Scriptures continue to show themselves to describe with a great deal of accuracy many ancient events. Textual comparisons, archaeological finds and geological studies have time and time again unearthed evidence of even some of the most spectacular moments in Scripture. While it is understandable that a person who clings to a naturalistic view of the world might perceive religious or spiritual language as a primitive way of describing unusual natural events, it is noteworthy that a document with such startling accuracy is not wont to include myths and faerie tales.


Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that a decidedly human element permeates the pages of the Bible, as exemplified by the aforementioned Lukan appeal to Theophilus and the Pauline statement asserting that it was he and the Lord who spoke in addition to other evidences of human influence. The Gospels clearly tell the story of Christ’s life from four unique perspectives. While mere changes in style or form are one thing, the Gospel authors add and remove details from their accounts of the same events. For example, there are major differences in how the synoptic Gospels relate Jesus’ visit to Jerusalem’s temple.
 In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus enters the temple in Jerusalem and immediately begins to dive out the merchants and makes His famous proclamation, “It is written, ‘My house shall be a house of Prayer’; but you have made it a den of robbers.”
 Matthew, however, goes on to describe him overturning the tables of the money changers and tells of the blind and the lame coming to Him and being cured.
 Mark’s account on the other hand, merely states that Jesus went to the temple, looked around, left and went with the disciples to Bethany.
 Mark, Luke and John also seem to disagree on certain details such as who it was exactly who came to arrest Jesus, where He was first taken after His arrest and how He responded to Pilate’s notorious question, “Are you the King of the Jews?”
 All of these occurrences would seem to point more toward a variety of human authors for the Bible rather than One Divine Author. Is an Aristotelian viewpoint then the only acceptable solution? Is the collection of Scriptures we have today to be seen as merely a work of techne, a well-orchestrated compilation of good ancient literature? It would seem to me that too entirely deny at least the possibility of Divine inspiration is, beyond being an affront to the faith of millions, simply too limited in its view of the possibilities. As humans, though we are the dominant species on out tiny blue planet, we must admit, even in a purely naturalistic perspective, to being dwarfed by the sheer size and grandeur of the universe, not to mention our inability to sufficiently explain spiritual experience and phenomena. It seems quite arrogant to assume that we can know beyond doubting that there is nothing beyond our reality that can explain what we see. It would seem to me that there is a much healthier alternative than either of these extremes.

God From Underneath


In his book, Reaching for the Invisible God, Philip Yancey postulates the idea of God, not reaching down from above, but coming up from underneath. Not that God’s being is tied up with the substance of the Earth or that He exists in the bowels of Hell, but that His presence, rather than being a distant, cloudy, airy thing, permeates our lives and the world we live in like a fog or a liquid bubbling up from underground. The idea is simply that God is present in all of life, that there is not a separation between things sacred and things secular, things miraculous and things mundane, but that in all things, God moves.

This is, I believe a kind of starting place for a move forward in something of a Hegelian dialectic. In his Introductory Lectures on Aesthetics, Hegel observes that a subjective thesis spawns an objective antithesis, the two of which eventually merge into a synthesis, which is itself a new thesis. In a similar way, a strict dictation theory of inspiration eventually sees the reaction of a rejection of inspiration altogether. While a verbatim inspiration viewpoint often neglects historical context and cannot account for obvious human influence in the Biblical texts, a purely naturalistic, non-inspirational bent denies the obvious spiritual power of the text and overlooks the unlikely nature of the postulation that so detailed an historical account would be so focused on communicating myth. A more balanced approach must realize that while Paul does not make a direct statement along the lines of “Scripture is Divinely inspired,” he rather makes the assumption that it is, using a single word to refer to both the inspiration and its source in God. As such, he also connects the inspiration of Scripture with Jesus’ breathing on the disciples that they may receive the Holy Spirit and Jehovah breathing into Adam the breath of life. The breathing, the inspiration, is not the words being spoken by God (except where the author makes a direct quote, i.e., “Thus saith the LORD”), but rather the author being quickened by the Spirit, inspired, led to write the words he writes. Be it a history of the Creation and Fall or a letter from a prison to fellow believers in the Redemption in Christ, the author wrote his own words of his own experience which was given to him by God. Through the author’s life and circumstances, within his limited perspective and in spite of his weaknesses, God moved “from underneath” to create a document that tells us not only of the author’s life, times and cultures, but of hidden things revealed by God. It is limiting of Scripture to say that God was not involved and limiting of God to say that He had to circumvent humans because He was not able to work through them and their lives. It is holistic, realistic and Consistent with the clues in the text to say that God was the Author of the lives that authored the text of the Bible.
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