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Chapter 25 

The written word of God

ow do we know who Jesus is, or what he 

taught? How do we know when a gospel is 

false? Where is the authority for sound teaching and 

right living? The Bible is the inspired and infallible 

record of what God wants us to know and do. 

A witness to Jesus 

Perhaps you’ve seen newspaper reports about 

the “Jesus Seminar,” a group of scholars who claim 

that Jesus didn’t say most of the things the Bible 

says he did. Or perhaps you’ve heard of other 

scholars who say that the Bible is a collection of 

contradictions and myths. 

Many well-educated people dismiss the Bible. 

Many other equally educated people believe it is a 

trustworthy record of what God has done and said. 

If we cannot trust what the Bible says about Jesus, 

for example, then we will know almost nothing 

about him. 

The Jesus Seminar began with a preconceived 

idea of what Jesus would have taught. They 

accepted the sayings that fit this idea, and rejected 

the sayings that didn’t, thereby, in effect, creating a 

Jesus in their own image. This is not good 

scholarship, and even many liberal scholars 

disagree with the Seminar. 

Do we have good reason to trust the biblical 

reports about Jesus? Certainly—they were written 

within a few decades of Jesus’ death, when 

eyewitnesses were still alive. Jewish disciples often 

memorized the words of their teachers, so it is quite 

possible that Jesus’ disciples preserved his 

teachings accurately. We have no evidence that they 

invented sayings to deal with early church concerns, 

such as circumcision. This suggests that they are 

reliable reports of what Jesus taught. 

We can also be confident that the manuscripts 

were well preserved. We have some copies from the 

fourth century, and smaller sections from the 

second. This is better than all other historical books. 

(The oldest copy of Virgil was copied 350 years 

after Virgil died; of Plato, 1,300 years.) The 

manuscripts show that the Bible was copied 

carefully, and we have a highly reliable text. 

Jesus’ witness to Scripture 

Jesus was willing to argue with the Pharisees on 

many issues, but he did not seem to argue with their 

view of the Scriptures. Although Jesus disagreed on 

interpretations and traditions, he apparently agreed 

with other Jewish leaders that the Scriptures were 

authoritative for faith and practice. 

Jesus expected every word in Scripture to be 

fulfilled (Matthew 5:17-18; Mark 14:49). He quoted 

Scripture to prove his points (Matthew 9:13; 22:31; 

26:24; 26:31; John 10:34); he rebuked people for 

not reading Scripture carefully enough (Matthew 

22:29; Luke 24:25; John 5:39). He referred to Old 

Testament people and events without any hint that 

they were not real. 

Scripture had the authority of God behind it. 

When Jesus answered Satan’s temptations, he said, 

“It is written” (Matthew 4:4-10). The fact that 

something was written in Scripture meant, for 

Jesus, that it was an indisputable authority. The 

words of David were inspired by the Holy Spirit 

(Mark 12:36); a prophecy was given “through” 

Daniel (Matthew 24:15) because its real origin was 

God. 

Jesus said in Matthew 19:4-5 that the Creator 
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said in Genesis 2:24: “A man will leave his father 

and mother and be united to his wife.” However, 

Genesis does not describe this verse as the words of 

God. Jesus could say that God said it simply 

because it was in Scripture. The assumption is that 

God is the ultimate author of all of Scripture. 

The evidence throughout the Gospels is that 

Jesus viewed Scripture as reliable and trustworthy. 

As he reminded the Jewish leaders, “the Scripture 

cannot be broken” (John 10:35). Jesus expected it to 

be valid; he even upheld the validity of old 

covenant commands while the old covenant was 

still in force (Matthew 8:4; 23:23). 

Witness of the apostles 

The apostles, like their teacher, considered 

Scripture authoritative. They quoted it repeatedly, 

often as proof of an argument. The sayings of 

Scripture are treated as words of God. Scripture is 

even personalized as the God who spoke to 

Abraham and Pharaoh (Romans 9:17; Galatians 

3:8). What David or Isaiah or Jeremiah wrote was 

actually spoken by God, and therefore certain (Acts 

1:16; 4:25; 13:35; 28:25; Hebrews 1:6-10; 10:15). 

The law of Moses is assumed to reflect the mind of 

God (1 Corinthians 9:9). The real author of 

Scripture is God (1 Corinthians 6:16; Romans 

9:25). 

Paul called the Scriptures “the very words of 

God” (Romans 3:2). Peter says that the prophets 

“spoke from God as they were carried along by the 

Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20). The prophets didn’t 

make it up—God inspired them, and he is the real 

origin of their words. They often wrote, “the word 

of the Lord came...” or “Thus says the Lord...” 

Paul also told Timothy that “all Scripture is 

God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness” (2 

Timothy 3:16). It is as if God breathed his message 

through the biblical writers. 

However, we must not read into this our modern 

ideas of what “God-breathed” has to mean. We 

must remember that Paul said this about the Greek 

Septuagint translation (the Scriptures that Timothy 

had known since childhood—v. 15), and this 

translation is in some places considerably different 

than the Hebrew original. Paul used this translation 

as the word of God without meaning that it was a 

perfect text.  

Despite its translation discrepancies, it is God-

breathed and able to make people “wise for 

salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” and it is still 

able to equip believers “for every good work” (v. 

17). 

Imperfect communication 

The original word of God is perfect, and God is 

certainly able to cause people to state it accurately, 

to preserve it accurately and (to complete the 

communication) make us understand it accurately. 

But God has not done all this. Our copies have 

grammatical errors, copyist errors, and (far more 

significantly) humans always make errors in 

receiving the message. There is “noise” that 

prevents us from hearing perfectly the word God 

inspired to be written in Scripture. Nevertheless, 

God uses Scripture to speak to us today. 

Despite the “noise” that puts human mistakes 

between God and us, the purpose of Scripture is 

accomplished: to tell us about salvation and about 

right behavior. God accomplishes his purpose in 

Scripture: he communicates his word to us with 

enough clarity that we can be saved and we can 

learn what he wants us to do. 

Scripture, even in a translation, is accurate for its 

purpose. But we would be wrong to expect more 

from it than God intended. He is not teaching us 

astronomy or science. The numbers in Scripture are 

not always mathematically precise by today’s 

standards. We must look at Scripture for its 

purpose, not for minor details. 

For example, in Acts 21:11, Agabus was 

inspired to say that the Jews would bind Paul and 

hand him over to the Gentiles. Some people might 

assume that Agabus was specifying who would tie 

Paul up, and what they would do with him. But as it 

turns out, Paul was actually rescued by the Gentiles 

and bound by the Gentiles (21:30-33). 

Is this a contradiction? Technically, yes. The 

prediction was true in principle, but not in the 

details. Of course, when Luke wrote this, he could 

have easily doctored the prediction to fit the result, 

but he was willing to let the differences be seen. He 

did not expect people to expect precision in such 



details. This should warn us about expecting 

precision in all the details of Scripture. We need to 

focus on the main point of the message.  

Similarly, Paul made a mistake when he wrote 1 

Corinthians 1:14 — a mistake he corrected in verse 

16. The inspired Scriptures contain both the mistake 

and the correction. 

Some people compare Scripture to Jesus. One is 

the word of God in human language; the other is the 

Word made human. Jesus was perfect in the sense 

Inerrancy and Infallibility 

Some evangelical Christians believe that Christians should call the Bible inerrant; 

others prefer to call the Bible infallible. Although in normal usage these words mean 

practically the same thing, in theology they are used for different concepts. 

Inerrant generally means without error in theology, history or science. Infallible 

(sometimes called limited inerrancy) refers to doctrine; it does not insist on scientific 

and historical accuracy, since those are outside of the Bible’s purpose. 

Our Statement of Beliefs uses the less-specific word, infallible. On that we can all 

agree, since people who believe in inerrancy also believe in infallibility. 

John Stott, who accepts inerrancy, nevertheless lists "five reasons why the word 

inerrancy makes me uncomfortable. First, God’s self-revelation in Scripture is so rich—

both in content and in form—that it cannot be reduced to a string of propositions which 

invite the label ‘truth’ or ‘error.’ ‘True or false?’ would be an inappropriate question to 

address to a great deal of Scripture. [Commands are neither true nor false.] 

"Second, the word inerrancy is a double negative, and I always prefer a single 

positive to a double negative. It is better to affirm that the Bible is true and therefore 

trustworthy.... 

"Third, the word inerrancy sends out the wrong signals and develops the wrong 

attitudes. Instead of encouraging us to search the Scriptures so that we may grow in 

grace and in the knowledge of God, it seems to turn us into detectives hunting for 

incriminating clues and to make us excessively defensive in relation to apparent 

discrepancies. 

"Fourth, it is unwise and unfair to use inerrancy as a shibboleth by which to identify 

who is an evangelical and who is not. The hallmark of authentic evangelicalism ... is not 

whether we subscribe to an impeccable formula about the Bible but whether we live in 

practical submission to what the Bible teaches.... 

"Fifth, it is impossible to prove that the Bible contains no errors. When faced with an 

apparent discrepancy, the most Christian response is neither to make a premature 

negative judgment nor to resort to a contrived harmonization, but rather to suspend 

judgment, waiting patiently for further light to be given us" (Evangelical Truth, pp. 61-

62). 

There is an additional problem with the word inerrant: It must be carefully qualified. 

Even one of the most conservative statements about Scripture admits that the Bible 

contains grammatical irregularities, exaggerations, imprecise descriptions, inexact 

quotations, and observations based on a limited viewpoint ("The Chicago Statement on 

Biblical Inerrancy," Article XIII, printed in Norman L. Geisler, editor, Inerrancy, 

Zondervan, 1979, page 496). 

In other words, inerrant does not mean "without error of any kind." Further, 

inerrancy applies only to the autographs, not to the copies that we have today. These 

qualifications seem to drain inerrancy of much of its meaning. The main point, as 

Millard Erickson says, is that "the Bible’s assertions are fully true when judged in 

accordance with the purpose for which they were written" (Introducing Christian 
Doctrine, p. 64). That is a wise qualification. 



that he was sinless, but that does not mean that he 

never made any mistakes. As a child or even as an 

adult, he could have made mistakes in grammar and 

mistakes in carpentry, but such mistakes were not 

sins. They did not prevent Jesus from his purpose—

being the sinless sacrifice for our sins. In the same 

way, mistakes in grammar and trivial details cannot 

prevent the Bible from accomplishing its purpose: 

to teach us about salvation through Christ. 

Proof of the Bible 

No one can prove that all of the Bible is true. 

They may show that a particular prophecy came 

true, but they cannot show that the entire Bible has 

the same validity. This is based more on faith. We 

see the historical evidence that Jesus and the 

apostles accepted the Old Testament as the word of 

God. The biblical Jesus is the only one we have; 

other ideas are based on guesswork, not new 

evidence. We accept the teaching of Jesus that the 

Holy Spirit would guide the disciples into more 

truth. We accept the claim of Paul that he wrote 

with divine authority. We accept that the Bible 

reveals to us who God is and how we may have 

fellowship with him. 

We accept the testimony of church history, that 

Christians through the centuries have found the 

Bible useful for faith and practice. This book tells 

us who God is, what he did for us, and how we 

should respond. Tradition also tells us which books 

are in the biblical canon. We trust that God guided 

the process so that the end result accomplishes his 

purpose. 

Our experience also testifies to the accuracy of 

Scripture. This is the book that has the honesty to 

tell us about our own sinfulness, and the grace to 

offer us a cleansed conscience. It gives us moral 

strength not through rules and commands, but in an 

unexpected way—through grace and the 

ignominious death of our Lord. 

The Bible testifies to the love, joy and peace we 

may have through faith—feelings that are, just as 

the Bible describes, beyond our ability to put into 

words. This book gives us meaning and purpose in 

life by telling us of divine creation and redemption. 

These aspects of biblical authority cannot be proven 

to skeptics, but they help verify the Scriptures that 

tell us these things that we experience. 

The Bible does not sugar-coat its heroes, and 

this also helps us accept it as honest. It tells us 

about the failings of Abraham, Moses, David, the 

nation of Israel, and the disciples. The Bible is a 

word that bears witness to a more authoritative 

Word, the Word made flesh, and the good news of 

God’s grace. 

The Bible is not simplistic; it does not take the 

easy way out. The New Testament claims both 

continuity and discontinuity with the old covenant. 

It would be simpler to eliminate one or the other, 

but it is more challenging to have both. Likewise, 

Jesus is presented as both human and divine, a 

combination that does not fit well into Hebrew, 

Greek or modern thought. This complexity was not 

created through ignorance of the philosophical 

problems, but in spite of them. 

The Bible is a challenging book, not likely to be 

the result of fishermen attempting a fraud or trying 

to make sense of hallucinations. Jesus’ resurrection 

gives additional weight to the book that announces 

such a phenomenal event. It gives additional weight 

to the testimony of the disciples as to who Jesus 

was and to the unexpected logic of conquering 

death through the death of the Son of God. 

Repeatedly, the Bible challenges our thinking 

about God, ourselves, life, right and wrong. It 

commands respect by conveying truths to us we do 

not obtain elsewhere. Just as the proof of the 

pudding is in the eating, the proof of the Bible is in 

its application to our lives. 

The testimony of Scripture, of tradition, of 

personal experience and reason all support the 

authority of the Bible. The fact that it is able to 

speak across cultures, to address situations that 

never existed when it was written, is also a 

testimony to its abiding authority. The proof of the 

Bible is conveyed to believers as the Holy Spirit 

uses it to change their hearts and lives. 
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