Inspiration of Scripture

Its practical place in the Christian life. 

Scripture and scripture alone is the Protestant rule of faith and practise . This is an important statement which binds all Protestant churches to each other. All confess that our beliefs and practises are to be governed by Scripture and Scripture alone. Christians build their fellowship with one another upon and around Scripture. Any matter of disagreement is to be settled by an appeal to Scripture and Scripture alone.

Scripture is given this crucial place in the Christian life is because we view Scripture as the very Word of God . 

The Holy Spirit's witness to the Word

Our conviction and acceptance of Scripture as the very Word of God rests on the "inward work of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts". 

This work of the Holy Spirit is "inward ... in our hearts". In this sense it is subjective. The Spirit opens our eyes to see "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" and brings our hearts to accept the Scripture as the Word of God. 

Furthermore this work of the Spirit acts upon our hearts and minds. It does not add something to the Word. The problem is not that there is something lacking with the Word. The problem is with our sinful fallen hearts. So the Spirit overcomes our resistance and inability. All our protests and rejections are silenced by "the Holy Spirit speaking in Scripture" .

This work of the Holy Spirit is also personal ie. "in our hearts" individually. It is not enough to have godly parents who accept and trust the Bible as the very Word of God. Each one individually must be convicted by the Holy Spirit. It is not enough to have the highest respect for our Christian heritage in the full acceptance of the Bible as the very Word of God. This heritage must become a part of us. 

This work of the Holy Spirit is "by and with the Word". It is not subjective in the sense that it is done without any means ie. "the Word". Rather it is "by and with the Word". The Spirit uses the evidence in the Word, the testimony of godly parents or Christian heritage for His inward working in our hearts. It is therefore necessary to consider these things if we desire to know this Spirit's testimony.  

Scripture teaches that it is the very Word of God because it is inspired by the Holy Spirit. Inspiration helps us to understand how the Bible being written by human authors is yet the very Word of God. 

What is inspiration?

The word 'inspiration' is a translation of a Greek word which literally means "breathed out by God". The word is found only once in the New Testament in 2Tim.3v16, translated in the New King James Version as, "All Scripture is given by inspiration of God". It is however more accurate to translate as, "All Scripture is breathed out by God". Here inspiration is attached to the writings and not the human authors. 

There are two things to consider. The supernatural influence exerted on the human instruments and the result of this supernatural influence. The supernatural influence exerted on the human instruments is the means by which the writings are inspired. The Scriptures are inspired through God's supernatural working in the human instruments. In other words, "Inspiration is a work of God terminating not in the men who were to write Scripture ... but in the actual written product" . Inspiration acts through the human instruments to reside in their words.

The prophetic (Jer.36) or apostolic (1Thes.2v13) word are inspired in the same way. Therefore we can take what Scripture teaches about the inspiration of the prophetic word (eg. 2Pet.1v21) and applies it to the inspiration of Scripture.

The supernatural influence

This influence is exerted on the human instruments. There are three things to note. Firstly, we note in 2Pet.1v19-21 that, "holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit". This 'moved' is better described as a 'carrying'. This divine 'carrying' means that the activity of the one being carried is carried out by the power of the bearer ie. the Holy Spirit. It is not carried out by the power of the one borne ie. the human instruments. It also means that the activity achieves the bearer's goal and not that of the one borne . The human instruments are 'carried' or 'moved' by the Holy Spirit. The integrity of the product depends on the ability of the Holy Spirit who is the 'bearer' and not limited to that of the human instruments. 

Therefore, what is inspired is to be understood according to the intention of the Holy Spirit who 'carries' the human instruments. The content of inspiration is not bounded to the limitations of the human instruments. At times, they did write more than they understood. 1Pet.1v10-11 tells us the prophets who spoke of the "grace that would come" yet concerning this salvation they "inquired and searched carefully". It is not a problem that the human instruments in their limitations may not fully comprehend what they wrote as they are 'carried' by the Holy Spirit. 

Secondly, the human instruments or the use of means are not violated or by passed. Although the human instruments are 'carried' by the Holy Spirit, yet it is "holy men who spoke", 2 Pet.1v21. Again Luke tells us that he studied and researched the materials in the gospel he wrote down, "having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write …. an orderly account", Lk.1v3. God uses any instruments according to its nature. When God uses man He uses them as man. The human instruments did not cease to be who and what they are. Their personality and style came through in the writings. We say that inspiration is organic.

Thirdly, this influence was extended to the whole process of writing. It includes not only the very act of writing but also the accompanying activities eg. "the investigation of documents, the collection of facts, the excogitation of conclusions, the adaptation of exhortations as means to the end and the like" . We have already noted Luke's study and research in Lk.1v3. Yet the content of inspiration cannot be limited by these activities of the human instruments. The content may also come from special revelation given by God to the human instruments. Paul in 1Cor.11v23 says, "For I received from the Lord that which also I delivered to you". What Paul wrote under inspiration is "received from the Lord".

We must note the relationships between inspiration with special revelation, providence and Holy Spirit's inward work of grace especially spiritual illumination. 

Inspiration is to be distinguished from spiritual illumination. Spiritual illumination is granted to all true believers but in inspiration God works only through a selected few. 

Spiritual illumination acts upon the hearers or readers of Scripture while inspiration acts through the original writers of God's Word. Here we note the confusion in Karl Barth's understanding of inspiration. Klaas Runia says of Karl Barth's view, "To him inspiration is one act of the Holy Spirit, taking place in two phases ... action upon the writers ... action in the listeners or readers". Only the first action (ie. Action upon the writers) may be connected to inspiration. The second action (ie. upon the hearers or readers) is spiritual illumination. Spiritual illumination does not add anything which is lacking in Scripture. Rather it deals with our spiritual blindness.

Another difference is that spiritual illumination has various degrees. But inspiration is absolute. Either the words are inspired or they are not. There is no degree of inspiration .

Furthermore, spiritual illumination is operative throughout history but inspiration is limited to certain period of history. Inspiration like special revelation is tied to the progression of God's redemptive work in Christ. When this redemptive history progresses, there would be accompanying revelation and inspiration (whether spoken or written) given to explain and clarify what God is doing. 

Inspiration is also to be distinguished from Providence. The difference is that inspiration comes directly from God while in Providence, God uses second causes to govern nature eg. heat of the sun for evaporation and condensation of water needed for the rain cycle. 

Another difference is that the governing in Providence is constant and regular while the supernatural governing in inspiration is not. Inspiration occurs at certain times. It is concentrated at certain periods in history. 

These distinctions do not mean that inspiration does not uses the roles played by Providence and spiritual illumination. In Providence the human instruments are prepared for the very task of writing Scripture . As inspiration does not violate the human personality or the use of means, inspiration uses spiritual illumination granted to the human instruments. The content of what is inspired can be obtained from special revelation or other means. 

What about its relationship with special revelation? By special revelation here we mean God revealing Himself in word and not revelation in act. Inspiration must be distinguished from special revelation although both are supernatural and are tied to the progress of redemptive history (ie. revelation in act). 

Inspiration is connected to the process by which revelation is communicated through man. Revelation communicates supernatural knowledge to the human instruments while inspiration ensures that the revelation received is communicated through man exactly as God wants it. It is important to note the difference between through and to. 

Another difference is that inspiration ensures infallibility in teaching while revelation gives supernatural knowledge. The content of what is inspired, however does not limit itself to revealed knowledge. It may and does include that which is merely repetitive or merely applies what was previously revealed. We have mentioned that it may also encompass knowledge obtained through other means eg. through study, research, spiritual illumination etc. 

The result of the supernatural influence

The result of this supernatural influence is that the product is the Word of God. That is to say, the product is inspired by God. The human instrument is the mouth-piece of God such that what they say or wrote are the very words of God. What Scripture says, God says. In Mtt.19v4-5 Jesus referring what is written in Gen.2v24 identify it with God the creator, "He who made them ... said". 

Scripture has its source directly in God. Inspiration is "of God" , 2Tim.3v16. It is not "of man" but "of God". It does not originate with man or from nature. It originates directly from God. The inspiration of Scripture does not depend on the integrity or authority of the human instruments. The prophet Balaam spoke inspired words of blessing for Israel despite himself (Num.22-23). Whether Scripture is inspired or not does not depend on the human instruments but on the out-breathing of God. 

Scriptures does not merely "contains" the Word of God. The Word of God is not merely found in the 'pages' of Scripture. It is not that Scripture merely encloses, limits and surrounds the Word of God. Rather it is the Word of God . Scripture is to be directly identified as the Word of God. 

Here we are using the Word of God in a broader sense to refer to those content which are communicated as inspired. These content may not necessarily be obtained through special revelation. It may be obtained through research and so on. 

Scripture does not merely "point" (witness) to the Word of God and 'becomes' the Word of God when God confronts man with Himself through it . There is nothing lacking in Scripture that prevents us from identifying it as the Word of God. Scripture is revelation in written form. It is true that the Word needs the ministry of the Holy Spirit for it to be effective. But this ministry of the Spirit does not act upon the Word as if there is something lacking in the Word. Rather it acts upon our sinful hearts as our hearts in its sinfulness cannot benefit from the Word. 

In the same way general revelation is made ineffective due to the fallenness of man. Man in his fallen nature could not benefit any longer from God's revelation given in nature. Man is therefore without excuse, "For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead;", Rom.1v20. General revelation ought to be able to lead man to be thankful and glorify God but although, "they knew God, they did not glorify him as God, nor were they thankful", Rom.1v21. The inability of fallen men to benefit from general revelation does not mean that there is something defective in general revelation. 

As the Word of God, it therefore has what characterises God when He speaks. There are three things we must note. Firstly, it is authoritative. This means that it is to be obeyed. In Mtt.4v1-11, the fact that "it is written' is enough for Jesus. "It is written" carries with it God's authority which Jesus must submit to rather than follow Satan's suggestions. Secondly, it is trustworthy. This means that one may rest in one's obedience to Scripture although it may brings difficulties. Although we may not see whether our obedience is going to work out well for us yet we can continue to trust in Scripture. In Mtt.4v1-11, Jesus rested in the fact that "it is written", although his situation is difficult. Jesus "had fasted forty days and forty nights" and the surrounding was "the wilderness". God's Word does not only carry with it God's authority but also God's trustworthiness. Thirdly, it is without error . John 10v34. It is true that Scripture is fully divine and human at the same time. It is true that the characteristics of the human writers are imprinted in the written Word. But human does not necessarily means that there must be error. For example, a gymnast may obtained a perfect score of 10 or a student in an exam may score 100% in a Maths paper. In this particular piece of work, it is considered perfect ie. without error. Similarly, in the inspiration of the writings of the human writers. They were preserved from error in that particular piece of work. Here we see the significance that inspiration is attached to the writings not the human authors. The human authors themselves at other occasion may make mistakes. In Gal.2v11ff Paul had to rebuke Peter "because he was to blame". But the writings, which are the result of inspiration are without mistakes. That which Scripture teaches or states is free from error.

The characteristics of inspiration.

There are two things which characterises inspiration as inspiration. Firstly, it is organic. This means that it is not mechanical. It is not that God gives the words and man mechanically wrote it down. The writings bear the marks of the human authors . Neither is it merely dynamic. It is not that God gives the thoughts and left it to man to express them in words. Inspiration did not terminate at the human instruments but at the written Word. Inspiration must necessarily be verbal. It is not merely dynamic equivalence which is secured in inspiration. Rather it is infallibility in their teaching. 

Furthermore the human personality was not violated. Rather the particular human personality and life experiences have been prepared and shaped by God for the very task of writing . It is "by and with" the human agent. The result is that every part of Scripture is both divine and human at the same time.  

Secondly, it is plenary ie. fully or totally inspired. Plenary is opposed to partial. It is not that only certain parts of Scripture are inspired. It is not only that certain content of Scripture are inspired. 

Inspiration extends to every part and everything asserted in Scripture. It extends to all that is written, "All Scripture is given by inspiration", 2Tim.3v16. It extends to the very words , "Which things we also speak, not in words which man's wisdom teaches, but which the Holy Spirit teaches", 1Cor.2v13. It extends to the smallest parts of words, "till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled", Mtt.5v18. It extends to the verb tenses. Jesus in Mtt.22v29,31-32 argues for the resurrection of the death based present tense of "I am the God of Abraham ... etc". It extends to numbers (singular/plural). In Gal.3v16, Paul argues based on the singular "And to seeds, as of many; but as of one ... to your seed, who is Christ". 

However this does not mean that in inspiration verbal dictation is totally excluded. At times, verbal dictation is dominant. In Rev.2v1,8,12,18; 3v1,7,14 John was told what to "write". But we should not say that inspiration is verbal dictation. To do is to forget the organic aspect of inspiration. 

Furthermore, this does not mean that every word of the original writings must be preserved in order for the Scriptures to remain the Word of God. The Scripture we have, had been, "by His singular care and providence kept pure in all ages" . However we do not have the original autographs. Various words and phrases have been affected by mistakes in copying and transmission of the text. This does not mean that we do not have the Word of God. Scripture is the Word of God because it carries with it the authority and trustworthiness of God Who inspired it. Scripture's trustworthiness rest on its authority. Authority does not rest on being exhaustive but on the Author Who breathed them out. 

Authority does not depend on exhaustiveness is being argued by Noel Weeks, in his book, The Sufficiency of Scripture. "We have seen that one form of an authoritative source could take is to cover every last detail of every aspect of a subject ... There is another possible way ... to try to cover everything by means of a few general principles, rules or laws. The belief is that everything can be deduced once these general principles are understood ... It has already been argued that the Bible's mode of teaching often uses a mixture of general truths and specifics rather than aiming at comprehensive detail.", pg.8, 14.  

We do not need to have every (ie. exhaustive) word as originally written for us to have in our possession the very Word of God. Scripture remains authoritative despite the fact that not every word of the original is preserved. However the various preserved texts have such substantial agreement among themselves that no Christian doctrine is affected in its content.

Inspiration and the Spoken Word

We have noted that the inspiration of the spoken and written Word is exactly the same in nature. What the prophets said in the prophetic word, God said. God said to Moses, "I will be with your mouth and teach you what you shall say"(Ex.4v12). The prophet is the mouth-piece of God. Ex.4v15-16. Furthermore, 2Pet1v20-21 clearly teaches us that the word of prophecy is to be identified as the inspired Word of God. 

What the apostle said in the apostolic word, God said, "when you received the word of God which you heard from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God". We have 1Thes.2v13 which clearly teaches us that the word of God spoken by Paul is to be identified with the inspired Word of God. 

Thus the spoken Word is also inspired. The spoken Word therefore carries with it the authority and trustworthiness of God's Word as well as being without error. 

The New Testament attach inspiration to the writings ie. the product of inspiration and not the human authors. Similarly, inspiration is to be attached to the product of the exercise of prophetic and apostolic office. Their spoken words are inspired rather than they themselves. This means that the message of the prophets and apostles are infallibly the Word of God. 

As inspiration came through a selected few, so the prophetic or apostolic word as being inspired came through a selected few. All are not apostles or prophets. 

As inspiration is tied to the progress of redemptive history, the spoken Word is also tied to the progress of redemptive history being concentrated at certain periods of history. This tells us that we should not expect the operation of the apostolic and prophetic word in all periods of redemptive history. 

As the content of inspiration included that which is merely repetitive or that which merely applies earlier revelation, the charismatic is deprived of one argument that their "prophetic word" is not to be received as inspired. Their reasoning that their "prophetic word" is not inspired because the content is merely repetitive or merely applies revelation in Scripture is therefore incorrect. 

What is the relationship between inspiration and the spiritual gift of prophecy? Can inspiration be a spiritual gift as prophecy is? It may be helpful to distinguish between the prophetic word from the spiritual gift of prophecy ie. the gift of being a prophet. The prophet remains a prophet at all times but he receives a prophetic word only at certain times. Having received this prophetic word (ie. through revelation) he is to faithfully communicate it (ie. by God's act of inspiration) to God's people. 1Cor.14v29-32 tells us that the "spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets". It would seem that the prophet does not need to immediately speak forth the prophetic word received. He may ponder over them and meditate upon them, even seeking spiritual illumination. All these do not deny the fact that when he does speak forth the prophetic word, the spoken word is inspired and are therefore the very Word of God. Inspiration being organic allows for this.

The purpose and value of inspiration.

The purpose of inspiration is firstly to glorify God. It ensures infallibility in teaching such that God's Word would be accepted and obeyed. More than that, it ensures the total trustworthiness of God's Word. God's Word can be trusted as God Himself is to be trusted. When man bow to the authority and accepts the trustworthiness of God's Word, it is to the glory of God. 

The value of inspiration is that man now has an infallible revelation of God as He revealed Himself. Man cannot know God except God reveals Himself. Since the "former ways of God revealing His will unto his people being now ceased" , we have only the written Word which is inspired. This written Word is therefore our only rule of faith and practise. It is sufficient and "is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work." 2Tim.3v16.

Conclusion

The biblical teaching on inspiration is important. It explains the authority and trustworthiness of Scripture. The Bible was written by human authors and yet it is the Word of God. The Bible explains this by its teaching on inspiration. Inspiration is both organic and plenary. God uses the men according to who and what they are. The Bible is fully and thoroughly inspired. The Bible is truly human and divine at the same time. 

Our consideration of inspiration should encourage and built up our obedience of the Scriptures. We also ought to be drawn to a total trust and rest in the Scriptures even though difficult circumstances may arise from our obedience.
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