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THE RATIONALITY, MEANINGFULNESS,
AND PRECISION OF SCRIPTURE
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Professor of New T estament
The purity of Scripture includes, among other things, a freedom from
irrationality. Biblical logic is rational and is distinguishable from secular logic.
Examples of eva nge lical ab uses o f biblical rationa lity include ch arism atic
irrationality and apocalyptic irrationality. Secular reasoning would call biblical
logic irrational because it allows no room for God’s plan and omnipotence.
Scripture is connected with sin only when sinful man imposes his own opinions on
the text instead of allowing the Bible to express its own meaning. Common practice
among con temporary evangelicals imposes an interpreter’s preunderstanding on
a text at the beginning of the interpretive process, thus depriving the text of its own
meaning. Each text is meaningful in its own right and deserves to be heard through
an objective hermen eutical ap proach. Scripture is reliable bec ause of its precision,
evidenced frequently th rougho ut Scripture itself. Its precision requires an
app ropriately precise response from those who sub mit the mselves to it (see 2 Tim
2:14-26). Unfortunately, recent evangelical scholarship has not acknowledged the
Bible’s precision, which extends to the very words that Jesus spoke. Earlier
evangelicals, how ever, did spe cifically suppo rt the verbal inspiration of Scripture.
*****
The title for this article deserves an explanation. After mulling over the
ground to be covered, I realized the necessity to clarify some definitions. T hat is
where we begin.
The Purity and Rationality of Scripture
Denotations
The purity of Scripture touches on some ve ry significant trends in
contemporary evangelical use of the Bible. By definition, purity of a written work
entails at least the following qualities:
•
undiluted or unmixed with extraneous material
•
persp icuity or clarity
•
plain-spoken ness
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no nonsense
straightforward communication
right-to-the-point exchange of words
no hidden meanings unless clearly specified
no double-talk
no gobbledego ok (no informal pompous or unintelligible jargon)
no double entendres unless clearly necessitated
no foolishness unless clear from the context
freedom fro m irratio nality.

The last of these, “freedom from irrationality,” means that the Scriptures
make sense. They are reasonable. Their Author is a reasonable person who seeks
to com municate with those whom He created in His own image. The fall of man
(Ge nesis 3) damaged the reasoning powers of created humans, but in spite of human
fallenness, God through inspiration has provided the books of the B ible whose
reasoning is flawless. Through Spirit-guided use of sensible interpretive criteria,
human beings can recover the message of the Bible, thereby also recovering to a
large d egree an original ab ility to think rationally.
Ra tiona lity an d Lo gic
Two kinds o f logic prevail in the world. Secular logic is to be expected
among humans who are outside the body of Christ, but that logic is inevitab ly selfcentered because of the blindness that fell on the whole race when Adam disobeyed
God’s command. The other kind of logic is biblical logic, the logic of reality
because it is God ’s logic, a lo gic that appeals to man’s rational faculties enlightened
by the new birth and the illum ination o f the Holy Sp irit. Scrip ture ap peals to this
latter kind of mind.
“Come now, and let us reason together,”
Says the LO R D ,
“Though your sins be as scarlet,
They will be as white as snow;
Though they are red like crimson,
They will be like wool” (Isa 1:18).
To the obed ient child of Go d, those words make perfect sense, but to the disobedient
unbe liever they are utterly irrational.
To p oint out the blindness and irrationality of the unbeliever in the realm
of biblical logic is hardly necessary. The apostle Paul wrote, “[A] natural man does
not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, and he
cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised” (1 Cor 2:14). The
absence of the Spirit’s illumination in such a person’s life renders the natural man
helpless when it comes to comprehending “the deep things of God” (1 Cor 2:10b)
as found in His Wo rd. That fact is regrettable, but it is explainable. What is not
explainable, howe ver, is how those who profess to be Go d’s child ren can attribute
irrationality to the Scriptures. Y et such is commonplace among today’s evangelicals.
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Contem porary Examples of Irrationality
The psamist has written, “Your W ord is very pure; therefore Your servant
loves it” (Ps 119:140; cf. Ps 19:8b). Yet irresponsible interpretive methods can
defile that purity on the receiving end, when the Word of God is taught or preached.
That is certainly the case when evangelicals using nonevangelical hermeneutical
principles interpret and expo und the Scriptures. We can appreciate the purity of the
W ord more fully by contrasting its correct interpretation with the abuses it has
suffered from recent evangelicals, particularly those who treat the W ord as irrational.
Charismatic irrationality. Two types of such abuses illustrate a
widespread practice. The first comes from charismatic circles. Timothy B. Cargal
in his article, “B eyond the F unda mentalist-Mode rnist Co ntroversy: Pentecostals and
Hermeneutics in a Po stmod ern Age,” sees po stmod ernist provisions for m ultiple
meanings of a single Bible text in a very positive light. 1 He c riticizes both
Fundamentalists and Mode rnists for their “philosophical presup position that only
what is historically and objec tively true is meaning ful.” 2 He a grees with
postmo dernism that “meaning is not limited by po sitivistic constraints” 3 such as
single meaning. He notes that “the Holy Spirit may ‘illumine’ the words of the text
so as to ‘m ake them speak’ to any number of situations unforeseen by the human
author of the text.” 4 He justifies this position by erasing a distinction between
“inspiration” and “illumination,” i.e., by saying that interpreters of the text are as
fully inspired as were writers of the original text. 5 On that basis he contends,
I would say that indeed Pentecostalism does have something to contribute to
postmodern discourse about the Bible—particularly within the church. Its emphasis
upon the role of the Spirit in interpreting/appropriating the multiple meanings of the
biblical texts is an important contribution as the Western church seeks to reclaim its
sense of mysticism and immanence of the transcendent which was diminished by
rationalism.6
He says that one’s inte rpretations of a text cannot be limited by rationalism to an
objectivist view of one m eaning of the text and its authority— that mea ning

1
Timothy B. Cargal, “Beyond the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy: Pentecostals and
Hermeneutics in a Postmodern Age,” Pneuma: The Journal of the Society of Pentecostal Studies 15/2
(Fall 1993):175. Professor Cargal is University Lecturer in Philosophy and Religion at Western
Kentucky University in Bowling Green, Kentucky.
2

Ibid., 168.
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Ibid., 175-76. Pinnock is another who advocates the erasure of a distinction between inspiration
and illumination (Clark H. Pinnock, “The Work of the Holy Spirit in Hermeneutics,” Journal of
Pentecostal Theology [JPT] 2 [April 1993]:3-5). Specifically, he calls “both operations of the Spirit,
not just the original inspiration which produced the Bible but also the contemporary breathing of the
Spirit in the hearts of readers, inspiration” (ibid., 4).
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determined by authorial intent—but rather must make room for additional meanings
provided by mystical experienc es of the interpreter. If those additional meanings
proposed by Cargal are beyond rationalism, they of necessity must be irrational and
therefore introduce extraneous material, i.e., impurity, to an understanding of the
biblica l text.
Fee also exemp lifies the charismatic abuse of the Bible’s purity by
discouraging a rationalistic aproach to interpretation when he writes the following
regarding JÎ JX8,4@< (to teleion, “the perfect” or “mature”) in 1 Cor 13:10:
It is perhaps an indictment of Western Christianity that we should consider ‘mature’our
rather totally cerebral and domesticated—but bland—brand of faith, with the
concomitant absence of the Spirit in terms of his supernatural gifts! The Spirit, not
Western rationalism, marks the turning of the ages, after all; and to deny the Spirit’s
manifestations is to deny our present existence to be eschatological, as belonging to the
beginning of the time of the End.7
His disparaging word about W estern rationalism negates a view o f the Bible as a
rational book.
Also, Pinnock has a ne gative word to say ab out rationalism when he
contrasts rationalism w ith the work of the Spirit in illum ining the text:
[T]here is the strong influence of rationalism in Western culture which fosters a neglect
of the Spirit. There is a mystery when it comes to the Spirit which rationalism does not
favour. It does not feel comfortable talking about God’s invisible wind. It prefers to
draw up rules for interpretation which will deliver the meaning of any text by human
effort. It does not want to drag mysticism into hermeneutics. Therefore, the only thing
we leave for the Spirit to do in interpretation is to rubber-stamp what our scholarly
exegesis concludes. This is an obstruction to effective biblical interpretation which
grieves the Spirit of God.8
He goes so far as to call rational exegesis “an obstruction to effective biblical
interpretation which grieves the Spirit of God .” He takes strong exception to the use
of human re ason in understanding the Scriptures.
Charismatic Archer follows the same path:
This concern [i.e., a focus upon what the original inspired author meant and/or intended
first readers to understand is inadequate as a Pentecostal hermeneutic] has led some
scholars to articulate a hermeneutic that is more representative of the early tradition and
ethos of Pentecostalism. These scholars desire to move away from a hermeneutical
system that is heavily slanted toward rationalism which tends to downplay experience
and/or the role of the Holy Spirit.9
Archer advo cates a moving awa y from a hermeneutic that is slanted toward
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Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NICNT, ed. F. F. Bruce (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans,1987) 644-45 n. 23.
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rationalism. One can ha rdly contend that these scholars are free from irrationality
in their handling of Scripture. They are thus among those who are imposing human
impurity on the purity of Scriptures. A rational approach to the Bible must admit the
importance of the Holy Spirit’s guidance in using rational principles of interpretation, but admission of the Spirit’s role is not equivalent to moving outside the realm
of biblical reason.
Ap oca lyptic irrationality. A second group of abusers who spoil the
Scriptures’ rationality come from amo ng those who have difficulty making the book
of Revelation fit their preunderstanding of wh at the book should say. The difficulty
results in a variety of “eclectic” hermeneutical approaches to the book, approaches
which are vo id of rationality. T ypically, hermeneutical eclecticism combines
preterism which limits the book to speaking of the histo rical co ntext in which it was
written, idealism which has the book speaking to new situations of later generations
time after time, and futurism which sees the bo ok as having one fina l reference to
real end-time tribulation and the second coming of Christ. G. K. B eale typifies this
hybrid approach to the book:
A more viable, modified version of the idealist perspective would acknowledge a final
consummation in salvation and judgment. Perhaps it would be best to call this . . . view
“eclecticism.” Accordingly, no specific prophesied historical events are discerned in
the book, except for the final coming of Christ to deliver and judge and to establish the
final form of the kingdom in a consummated new creation—though there are a few
exceptions to this rule.10
A repeated vacillation between litera lism and nonliteralism resulting from Beale’s
amillennial preunderstanding of R evelation easily fits into the category of
irrationality.
G. R. Beasley-Murray finds glaring inconsistencies in the account of the
locust plague in Revelation 9, but the inconsistencies are o f no co ncern to him
because he considers the details of the account of no consequence.11 Such a stance
raises questions about the rationality of Scripture. Robert H. Mounce describes that
same fifth-trumpet description as the language of ecstatic experience, which
eliminates any possibility of a consistent pattern.12 In other w ords, the language is
irrational. Leon M orris and G eorge Ladd jo in the chorus of those who find the
language of Revelation unscientific and rationally and logically inco nsistent. 13 Both
Ryken and M ulholland point out the necessity of what p sychologists call “rightbrain” activity (i.e., the ability to think by means of images and intuition) as opposed
to “left-brain” activity (i.e., the ability to think logically) when d ealing with
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G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1999) 48.
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Revelation.14 Ryken is explicit in his eclectic approach to Revelation. After naming
and describing the preterist, the continuous historical, the futurist, and the idealist as
the four major approaches to the book, he writes, “I think that the book is a
combination of all of these.” 15 Progre ssive dispensationalist Pate resembles Ryken
in combining preterism, idealism, and futurism when dealing with the Apocalypse.16
The above-named individuals practice eclecticism in interpreting
Revelation and are classic examples of people who attribute irrationality to the W ord
of God. In so doing, they are contaminating the purity of the Scriptures. Certainly,
irrationality is an extraneous quality that defiles.
Biblical Rationality and Sec ular Irrationality
To point out how such irrationa lity differs from what secular logic would
call irrationality, a further word about biblical logic is in order. For a virgin to give
birth to a son would be irrational from the viewpoint of secular logic, but not so from
a biblically logical perspec tive. It is perfectly logical because of G od’s plan and
omnipotence. The secularist would contend that Sarah’s giving birth to a son when
she and Abraham were beyond the age of childbearing is not rational, but the
Christian would not view it so because of his faith in the God of the supernatura l.
God promised it and Abraham believed His promise. The resu lt was that it
happened. That Go d could be the ab solute so vereign of a universe in which all
people still have freedom to make their own choices in life does not make sense to
one who has no confid ence in Go d’s W ord. Those who believe God’s Word do not
consider that irrational, however, bec ause the W ord teache s it. In this life, Christians
may not be able to harmonize those two facts with complete satisfaction, but they
accept them as perfectly rational because tha t is what the S criptures teach. In this
life, “we see in a mirro r dimly” (1 Cor 13:12 a), but our failure to gra sp the w hole
picture is not an a dverse reflec tion on the rationality of the B ible, be cause in spite
of our finitude, we reco gnize the Bible’s reasonab leness.
Our recognition o f such a limitation is no t a contradiction of biblical
rationa lity as are the direct abuses cited earlier. T hose abuses flatly accuse the B ible
of illogical statements, but an admission of finite limitations in understanding the
whole of divine truth respects the rationality of the Bible.
As long as one remains within the boundaries of biblical logic, he cannot
impugn the purity of Scirpture as have those who through convoluted hermeneutical
procedures attribute irrationality to the Scriptures.
The Impeccability and M eaningfulness of Scripture
“Impeccability” means not liable to or capable of sin. When I first saw this
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word applied to the Bible, I immediately thought of the classic blunder made by the
scribe of Codex Bezae when he copied John 5:39. The verse should rea d, aiJ
marturou'sai (hai martyrousai, “those [Scriptures] are the ones w hich are
bearing witness conc erning M e”), b ut the scribe of Bezae wrote,
aJmartavnousai (hamartanousai, “those [Scriptures] are the one s which are
sinning concerning Me.”) instead.17 The reading is so ridiculous that even the
Nestle-Aland 27th edition Greek text with its multiplied tex tual variants does not cite
it.
Of course, the Scripture cannot sin, but those who interp ret it can impose
sinful interpretations on the text. Fallen man is prone to impose his own subjective
opinions in explaining what the Bible means, and is therefore the source of whatever
sin may appear to arise from Scripture. Seve ral times the psalmist wrote about the
positive effects of Scripture in promoting holy living: “Your word I have treasured
in my heart, that I might not sin against You” (P s 119:11); “The law of his Go d is in
his [the righteous perso n’s] heart; his steps do not slip” (Ps 37:31); “I delight to do
Your will, O my Go d; Your Law is within my heart” (Ps 40:8).18 But the growing
role of subjectivism among contemporary evangelicals distorts Scripture in such a
way that it facilitates human sin by imposing human fallibility on the Bible.
I recently attended a lecture by a well-known British scholar who proposed
a new direction in Pauline studies. His preunderstanding of the Judaism of which
Paul had b een a part was so stro ngly colored by his arb itrarily subjective opinion
about first-century conditions that he chose to differ with traditional Protestant
understanding of justification by faith alone.19 The resp ondent to his lecture
commended him for stating his preunderstanding and gave his opinion that the days
of interpreting the B ible objec tively belo ng to the past, 20 a profound claim with
devastating implications.
Sco tt A. Ellington, a Pe ntecostal scholar, acknowledges the dangers of
subjectivism when writing, “A question with which Pentecostal scholars must wrestle
is ‘how can the Pentecostal approach to theology remain relational, while avoiding
the distortio ns which are p ossible in subjective involve ment?” 21 His proposed
solution is a dynamic balance between the individual, the Holy Spirit, the Scripture,
and the community of faith. He notes the self-centeredness of subjectivism that
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seeks the good of the believer over and against Go d’s will, the proclivity to create
God in man’s own image.22 Yet three-fourths of his propo sed solution—the
individual, human sensitivity to the H oly Sp irit, and the com munity o f faith— rely
on subjectivity, and therefore compo und the problem of self-seeking. Objective
reflection on Scripture in formulating Christian doctrine occu pies only a mino rity
role.23
Subjectivity in ev angelical interp retation is widespread. In their work on
hermene utics, McCartney and Clayton point out that the method of interpretation
does not determine the meaning extracted from a text. 24 Th ey contend that
hermeneutical goal is more important than and antecedent to method.25 One ’s
systematic theology constitutes the grid for a person ’s interpretation of biblical texts,
they say, and “a crucial part of this interpretive grid is the particular methodology by
which a read er exp ects to obtain an understand ing of wh at is read .” 26 Thus,
systematic theology, a pro duct of one ’s conscious or unconscious experience and
what he already knows about special revelation, determines one’s method of
interpretation and ultimately the meaning he derive s from the text. 27
In other words, whatever goal a reader wants to achieve—i.e., whatever
theological position he wants to support— determines what meaning he will glean
from Scripture. That approach to Scripture is purely subjective and typifies many
contemporary evangelicals in their handling of the Bible.
Rare today is a biblical scholar who advocates letting the text speak for
itself, in other words, one who strives for the goal of objectivity in interpretation, an
objectivity that reco gnizes that the Scripture itself is meaningful and does not depend
on meanings attrib uted to it by humans. Few strive for o bjec tivity, but ob jectivity
is the major guiding p rinciple in traditional grammatical-historical interpretation.
Ram m exp ressed it this way:
The true philological spirit, or critical spirit, or scholarly spirit, in Biblical
interpretation has as its goal to discover the original meaning and intention of the text.
Its goal is exegesis—to lead the meaning out of the text and shuns eisogesis—bringing
a meaning to the text. . . .
..................................................................
It is very difficult for any person to approach the Holy Scriptures free from prejudices
and assumptions which distort the text. The danger of having a set theological system
is that in the interpretation of Scripture the system tends to govern the interpretation
rather than the interpretation correcting the system. . . .
..................................................................
Calvin said that the Holy Scripture is not a tennis ball that we may bounce around at
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will. Rather it is the Word of God whose teachings must be learned by the most
impartial and objective study of the text.28
Milton Terry in the nineteenth century advocated the same principle:
The objectionable feature of these methods [i.e., the Apologetic and Dogmatic
methods] is that they virtually set out with the ostensible purpose of maintaining a
preconceived hypothesis. The hypothesis may be right, but the procedure is always
liable to mislead. It presents the constant temptation to find desired meanings in words
and ignore the scope and general purpose of the writer. . . . The true apology defends
the sacred books against an unreasonable and captious criticism, and presents their
claims to be regarded as the revelation of God. But this can be done only by pursuing
rational methods, and by the use of a convincing logic. So also the Scriptures are
profitable for dogma, but the dogma must be shown to be a legitimate teaching of the
Scripture, not a traditional idea attached to the Scripture. . . .
..................................................................
The systematic expounder of Scripture doctrine . . . must not import into the text of
Scripture the ideas of later times, or build upon any words or passages a dogma which
they do not legitimately teach. The apologetic and dogmatic methods of interpretation
which proceed from the standpoint of a formulated creed, and appeal to all words and
sentiments scattered here and there in the Scriptures, which may by any possibility lend
support to a foregone conclusion, have been condemned already. . . . By such methods
many false notions have been urged upon men as matters of faith. But no man has a
right to foist into his expositions of Scripture his own dogmatic conceptions, or those
of others, and then insist that these are an essential part of divine revelation. Only that
which is clearly read therein, or legitimately proved thereby, can be properly held as
scriptural doctrine.29
Once the goal of defending a particular theological positio n replaces that goal of
objectivity, biblica l interpre tation becomes a matter o f pitting my theological
prejudice against yours. Such an approach is sinful in denying Scripture a right to
speak for itself in expressing its own meaning.
Following the subjective route of investigation, one may come up with as
many meanings as there are preunderstandings. It is no wonder that a well-known
evangelical scholar has in the last seve ral years left his prestigio us po sition at a
prominent evangelical semina ry and turned in his ministerial credentials, because he
lost his faith.30 I respect his honesty and perception that the direction his
subjectivism was taking him would keep Scripture from yielding propositional truth,
including the fundamental do ctrines o f orthodox Christianity. He realized far sooner
than many o ther evangelicals that incorporation of subjectivism into a hermeneutical
system starts one on the road to deconstructionism, postmodernism, poststructuralism, and reader-response hermeneutics, movements that are quite common already
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among nonevangelicals. I do not resp ect this scholar for leaving the traditional goal
in interpreting Scripture, how ever, which is the goal o f obje ctivity.
In a discussion o f the need for objectivity, the rejoinder always come s,
“Who can attain perfect objectivity? Every interpreter has his own biases.” 31 That
type of response dodges the issue, however. Having objectivity as a goal does not
equate to a claim of achieving absolutely neutral objectivity. It is simply a
recognition that objectivity in interpretation of Scripture is the only way to let the
text speak for itself without injecting subjectivism into the process. When an
interpreter begins his investigation with a preconceived idea of what a passage
should say, he is committing the sin of depriving that passage of the meaning the
Holy Spirit and the human author intended it to have. One does not surrender the
goal of objectivity because perfect achievement is impossible. He keeps pursuing
that goal through use of time-tested principles of herm eneutics in his exegesis.
The Ho ly Spirit thro ugh P eter co mmanded the readers of 1 Peter, “Be holy
for I am holy.” Who amo ng living persons has in this life achieved the perfect
holiness of God H imself? The fact that such a goal in this life is impossible to attain
does not, however, relieve Christians of the responsibility of continuing to pursue
that goal. Hopefully, through continued effort they draw closer to that goal as time
passes.
So it is with a quest for objectivity in interpreting Scripture. Though one
never reaches a state that he is completely free of bias, throug h careful use of sound
principles of traditional, grammatical-historical exegesis, he may draw closer to that
goal each time he engages in the challenging task of discerning the meaning of
Scripture. Only such a go al as that will do justice to the impeccability and
meaningfulness of Scripture.
The Reliability and Precision of Scripture
W hat does the precision of Scripture o n which is based its reliability or
dep endability entail, and how are followers of Christ to respond to that precision?
Answers to such questions come from observing the pattern of Scripture itself, the
response that Scripture expects, the co ntrasting contem porary resp onse, and the
exam ple of heroe s from the past.
The Pattern of Scripture
About fifteen years ago, I exchanged letters with a well-known evangelical
NT scholar who se written work I had critiqued in a journal article.32 He wro te first
and questioned, point-by-point, the accuracy of some of my criticism s of his work.

31
E.g., Moisés Silva, An Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics: The Search for Meaning,
coauthored by W. C. Kaiser, Jr. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994) 230-31, 244; W. W. Klein, C. L.
Blomberg, and R. L. Hubbard, Jr., Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Dallas: Word, 1993) 115;
McCartney and Clayton, Let the Reader 99; G. R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive
Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1991) 290, 295, 334; B.
Lonergan, Method in Theology (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1972) 157.
32
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I respo nded with p oint-by-p oint answers to his questions. His next response was to
suggest that we not pursue the matter further, because it was to him obvious that we
differed regarding the degree of precision we could expect when interpreting the
Bible. Different views of precision created a wide gulf between his errantist view
and my inerrantist view of the Bible.
In a November 20, 2003 parallel session of the Annual Evangelical
Theological Society meeting in Atlanta, presenter Samuel Lamerson categorized one
of my works inaccurately, forcing me to suggest a correction during the discussion
of his paper. The discussion progressed to the point that I stated that every recent
evangelical author in dealing with the Synoptic Gospels has at one point or another
dehistoricized the Gospel accounts. At this point the moderator of the session, Leslie
R. Keylock, entered the discussion on the side of the presenter and su ggested that in
Matthew’s account of the Sermo n on the M ount Jesus had spoken of the wise man
who had built his house upon a rock and of the house’s being founded upon the rock
(M att 7:24 -25), b ut that Luke in his account of the same Sermon had altered the
Lord’s words to speak of digging deep to lay a foundation on the rock and of the
house’s standing bec ause it had been “well built” (Luke 6:48). Keylock’s reasoning
was that in Greece, the Gospel of Luke’s destination, people knew nothing about
building a house on a ro ck as the y do in Israel and that Luke had made the change
to acco mmoda te his reader(s). Keylock saw nothing wrong with such a change, but
I replied, “You have just introduced a historical error into Luke’s account of the
Serm on.” H is hesitant answer, “It all dep ends on what you call a historical error.”
In other words, just how pre cise is Scripture in what it reports?
How precise is the history recorded in the NT? How much can we depend
on it? Is it absolutely reliable, or do the writers “round off” certain aspects of that
history to present a gen erally accurate picture? The answer comes in examining
Scrip ture itself.
•

•

•

In Matt 5:18 Jesus said, “For truly I say to you, until heaven and earth pass
away, not the sm allest letter (i.e., yodh) or stroke (i.e., serif) shall pass away
from the Law, until all is accom plished.” In other w ords, neither the sma llest
letter nor the sma llest part o f any letter will pass away from the OT until all is
acco mplished, i.e., until heaven and earth p ass awa y.
In Matt 22:31-32 Jesus said, “But regarding the resurrection of the dead, have
you not read that which was spoken to you by God, saying, ‘I am the God of
Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not the God of
the dead but of the living.” The Lord’s proof of a future resurrection resides
in the present tense versus the past tense o f the verb: “I am” rather than “I
was.”
In Matt 24:35 Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words
shall not pass away.” Jesus assigned a permanence to the words that He spoke
just as He did to the words of the OT.33

33
It is rarely if ever noted that if Jesus spoke primarily in Aramaic during His incarnate ministry,
Jesus words have indeed passed away. All that remains are approximations of His words reported in the
Greek language if Aramaic was His main language.
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In Gal 3:16 Paul recalls, “Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to
his seed. He does not say, ‘And to seed s,’as referring to many, but rather to
one, ‘And to your seed ,’ that is, Christ.” That Paul advocates a precise
handling of the OT is unquestiona ble. B y inspiratio n of the S pirit the author
cites the explicit significance betwe en a singular and a plural.
In Jas 2:10 the author wrote, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet
stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of all.” Our God is a God of
precision. He is interested in details. Showing respe ct of pe rsons is in the eyes
of the inspired writer the one point that condemns a person as a breaker of the
whole law.

W ithout question, the B ible itself insists on the ultimate in precision for its contents.
W ithout referring to further biblical examp les,34 one would think that this
electronic age would teach greater expectations of precision in handling the Bible,
as did the Scriptures themselves in their use of other Sc riptures. One and only one
wrong pushbutton o n a telep hone or on e and only on e wrong letter in an e-mail
address will cond emn an effort to reach the desired party. Certainly the God whose
providence provided for the discovery o f all the electronic advantages of modern
times is familiar with that kind of precision and has pro vided for such precision in
His Word.
The R esponse to Precision Th at Scripture Expects
The Epistle of 2 T imothy is quite appropriate in a study of the Scriptures,
particularly in considering the precision of the Scriptures. The epistle divide s into
four parts:
1:1–2:13 — Paul tells Timothy to Rep lenish the E arth with people like
himself. To do this Timothy mu st implement particularly the instruction 2 Tim 2:2:
“The things that you have heard from me thro ugh many witnesses, these co mmit to
faithful men, the kind who w ill be compe tent to teach others also.”
2:14-26 — Paul tells Timothy to Rescu e the Drifters. This he is to do
through personal diligence in interpreting the Word corre ctly, as directed in 2 T im
2:15: “Be diligent to present yourself approved to Go d, [as] an unashamed workman,
cutting straight the W ord of truth.”
3:1-17 — Paul tells Tim othy to Resist the Times. He can accom plish this
by letting the Wo rd guide his ow n life as prescribed in 2 Tim 3:14-15: “But you,
abide in the things that you have learned and have been assured of, knowing from
whom you have learned them, and that from a child you have known the holy
Scriptures, which are ab le to ma ke you wise to salvation through faith which is in
Christ Jesus.”
4:1-22 — Paul tells Timothy to Report the Scriptures as Paul’s replacement

34
Among other Scriptures that could be cited to demonstrate the precision and reliability of
Scripture are the following: “Then the woman said to Elijah, ‘Now I know that you are a man of God,
and that the word of the LORD in your mouth is truth’” (1 Kgs 17:24); “The sum of Your word is truth”
(Ps 119:160a); “Your word is truth” (John 17:17b); “holding fast the faithful word which is in
accordance with the teaching” (Titus 1:9a); “And He said, ‘Write, for these words are faithful and true’”
(Rev 21:5b); “And he said to me, ‘These words are faithful and true’” (Rev 22:6b).
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on the front lines of gospel warfare. He can do so b y being ready for every
opp ortunity to preach the W ord, as 2 T im 4:2 indicates: “Preach the Word; stand by
[for duty] in season and out of seaso n.”
Notice how in one way or another each section of the epistle builds upon
the Scriptures. For present concerns, however, the section of “Rescuing the Drifters”
(2:14-26) is most appropriate in learning the right response to the precision of the
Scriptures. First of all, 2:14-18 speaks ab out the drifters:
Remind them of these things, and solemnly charge them in the presence of God not to
wrangle about words, which is useless, and leads to the ruin of the hearers. Be diligent
to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed,
handling accurately the Word of truth. But avoid worldly and empty chatter, for it will
lead to further ungodliness, and their talk will spread like gangrene. Among them are
Hymenaeus and Philetus, men who have gone astray from the truth saying that the
resurrection has already taken place, and thus they upset the faith of some.
The Cause of Drifting. This part of the study m ight be entitled “H ow to
Become a He retic.” Those in Ephesus who were causing trouble for the church and
for Timothy as Paul’s apostolic representative to the church did not become heretics
all at once. In fact, some were not yet heretics, but they had launched on a voyage
that would eventually lead them to shipwreck and heresy if someone did not head
them o ff. That was what Timothy was sup posed to do, head them o ff.
From what is known about this church, one can detect several steps these
peo ple must have taken on their way to heretical status. The step s are no t necessarily
sequential.
(1) A hunger for something new. First Tim 1:3 refers to their activity as
“teaching other [things].” They became teachers of other doctrines before they
became teache rs of false doctrine.35 They taught strange doctrines that did not
exactly coincide with the true doctrine. They had a craving to be different. They did
not begin by teaching radical error, but they put a wrong emphasis on a correct
doctrine. A craving for som ething new is all it takes to launch oneself on the road
to heresy. Many times it will be a quest for a sho rtcut or an easier way to explain
Scripture. In this the novelty teachers differed from the Judaizers in the churches of
Galatia, who taugh t a false gospel (Gal 1:6-7). Teaching novelty is the first step
toward the teaching of error.
(2) A wrong understanding of knowledge. First Tim 6:20 tells Timothy
to turn away from “profane chatter and contradictions of what is falsely called
know ledge .” W ithout going into all the details in 1 and 2 T imothy, one can simp ly
summarize the problem at Ephesus as a combination of incipient Gnosticism and a

35
Cf. 1 Tim 1:3; and W. A. Lock, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Pastoral Epistles,
ICC (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1924) 8; J. H. Bernard, The Pastoral Epistles, CGT (Cambridge:
University Press, 1899) 23; Henry Alford, The Greek Testament (London: Longmans, Green, and Co.,
1903) 3:301-2.
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wrong view of the law.36 There were som e inroads o f Platonic dualism that these
peo ple had latched onto. Historically, an attempt at integrating that dualism with
biblical teaching resulted in the se cond-century heresy of Gnosticism . But the
dominant part of their system was a misguided emp hasis on the OT. In current
terminology, they had not properly worked out the issues o f continuity and
discontinuity between the two testaments.
(3) A failure to guard against heretical influences. In Acts 20:29-30
Paul warned the elders at Ephesus where Timothy was now serving, “I know that
after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock;
and from amo ng your own selves m en will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw
away the disciples after them.” Paul’s warning to the church’s elders came o nly
about ten years before he wrote 2 Timothy. Such a rapid decline in the church’s
orthodox standards must have been a great disappointment to the apostle. The elders
had failed to heed his warning.
(4) Carelessness, shoddiness, and laziness in handling the Word of
truth. Second T im 2:14 tells Timothy to remember the words about courage he has
just read in 2:1 -13. From there he turns to urge him to diligence. By their lack of
diligence Hymenaeus and Philetus had com e up short. T hey did not pass the test
because of careless work. Paul wants Timothy to avoid “word fights” and to devo te
all his energy to mastering the W ord of truth. In 2:16-17 he tells him to shun profane
and empty words that will lead to further ungodliness and will spread like gangrene.
Replace diligence in handling the W ord of truth with disrespectful and emp ty words,
and you are on the sam e path as Hymenaeus and Philetus, who provided case studies
in the drifting about which Paul spoke.
The word sometimes translated “lead to ” in 2:16 is BD@F6`BJT (proskoptÇ). It also has the me aning o f “to pro gress.” The men to whom Paul was referring
app arently viewed themselves as “progressives” and claimed to lead their followers
to a more advanced type of Christian thinking.37 All the while, though, they were
going in a backward direction. Instead of moving forward, they were in reverse.
Preterism today is another example of doctrinal slippage to the point of
heresy. Like Hym enaeus and Philetus, full preteristism says the resurre ction is
purely spiritual and therefore has already passed.38 Can’t you hear their reasoning?
“Never mind a gospel to die by. The only thing that matters is a gosp el to live b y.
M y present relationship with Christ is all that matters. I d ied and was raised with
Him when I became a Christian. That’s all that’s relevant. The historical basis of

36
Lock, Pastoral Epistles 76; H. A. Moellering, 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus, Concordia (St. Louis:
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to Titus,” vol. 4 of Expositor’s Greek Testament (reprint; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956) 150-51.
37
A. T. Hanson, The Pastoral Epistles, New Century Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982) 87;
W. Hendriksen, Exposition of the Pastoral Epistles, NTC (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1965) 264; Lock,
Pastoral Epistles 99; E. F. Scott, The Pastoral Epistles, Moffatt New Testament (London: Hodder &
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the teaching —i.e., Christ’s own resurrection—d oesn’t matter as long as the idea
helps me in my present spiritual life.” That kind of reasoning evidences the inroads
of pagan dualism that taught that everything spiritual is good and everything material
is evil, so evil human bodies will not be raised from the dead. That kind of teaching
became one of the bedrocks of seco nd-century G nosticism . Already in that day men
were integrating the Bible with then-contemporary philosophy. They would say,
“After all, ‘all truth is God’s truth,’ isn’t it?” Full preterism has already reached the
point of heresy; mod erate o r partial preterism has begun drifting along the path of
full preterism and is not far behind.
All it takes to start down the road to heresy is a craving for something new
and different, a flashy new idea o r something to gain attention, the urge to latch on
to a new fad. Forget what true knowledge is all about and the warnings to guard
against heresy. Com bine such forge tfulness with a little carelessness, slothfulness,
or laziness in handling the Word of truth, and before you know it, you have a fullblow n heresy. Imprecision in handling the Scripture is the ro ot of most heresy.
The challenge for Timoth y’s leadership in Ephesus was halting the slide
that had already ended in heresy for Hymenaeus and Philetus. Others were
beginning to drift in the direction of these two men as 2:18 indicates. The two were
upsetting “the faith of some.” According to 2:14 their war-words were turning
people upside down (the Greek word 6"J"FJD@N± [katastroph-] transliterated is
our English word “catastrophe”). 39 Just shave the edge off the truth slightly, just put
a wrong emphasis on a correct teac hing, and you will find yourself on the road to
doctrinal waywardness. Imprecision if nurtured will, incre ment by increment,
ultimately lead to heresy.
The remedy for drifting. Second Tim 2:15 provides the remedy that
would halt the doctrinal slippage in Ephesus. That verse and its context bring out
several key elements of such a remedy.
(1) The goal. Notice Paul does not tell Timothy to attack the problem
directly. He tells him to use indirect means. Don’t limit yourself to confronting
these men directly, though that sometimes may be necessary as 2 Tim 4:2b indicates
(“reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering”). Rather the goal is to gain the
approval of God by making oneself an unashamed workman. Concentrate on the
positive side of teaching the W ord of truth. The man of God is to be a God-pleaser,
not a man-pleaser. He is not to be distracted by merely human considerations. He
is to have an eye that is single toward G od’s will and glo ry. He is looking for H is
seal of approval. He strives to maintain His standards so that he has nothing to be
ashamed of before Him.
Dokimon, the word translated “approved,” includes two ideas, that of being
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tested and that of being approved.40 Sometimes the most challenging tests come
while one is d iligently training for vocational Christian service. It is a great privilege
to be tested, b ut it is even m ore im portant to ac hieve the goa l of passing the test.
An approved workman should also have as his goal not to be ashamed
because of doing a shoddy job. Nor should he be ashamed of his work before men.
No te Paul’s elaboration on this theme at 1:8, 12, 16. Hold your head up, T imothy.
Do the right kind of job and you will not have to apologize to anyone.
(2) The means to reach the goal.
The instrume ntal participle
ÏD2@J@:@Ø<J" (ortho tom oun ta) in 2:15 tells how Timo thy can satisfy the standard
set earlier in the same verse: “by cutting straight the Word of truth” or “by handling
the W ord of truth accurately.” What figure Paul had in mind with this participle is
uncertain. Sometimes in secular Greek writings it referred to a mason squaring and
cutting a stone to fit exactly into a predetermined opening. Other times it referred
to a farmer’s ploughing a straight furrow in his field or to a tentmaker cutting a piece
of canvass to exactly the right size. Still other times it referred to a road-maker
constructing a straight road.41 W hatever figure Paul had in mind entailed precision.
Because of the word’s use in Prov 3:6 and 11:5 (“In all your ways
acknowledge Him and he will make your paths straight”; “The righteousness of the
blameless keeps their ways straight”) and the use of similar terminology in Heb
12:13 (“make straight paths for your feet”), Paul probably had in mind the figure of
road construction. The specifications for the construction have to be exactly right.
The same m ust be true in constructing the road of truth.
Some have objected to trying to figure out just wha t figure Paul had in
mind. They say that all we need is the general idea Paul expressed. They claim that
knowing the bro ad sense of the word is sufficient, and pressing to figure out the
specific meaning is an exa mple of 8@(@:"P\" (logo ma chia, “striving with words,”
“hair splitting”) that Paul forbids in the 2:14 just before his use of the word.42 That
is not what Paul meant by 8@(@:"P,Ã< (logo ma chein), however. In 1 Tim 6:4 the
noun form of the wo rd refers to quibbling over what is em pty and profitless while
playing philosophical word games. So here he probably refers to verbal dispute s
over peripheral issues that distract from the close attention that should be given the
W ord of truth (cf. 2 Tim 2:16). 43 “Truth” highlights the co ntrast be tween Go d’s
unshakable special revelation and the worthless chatter of the novelty seekers. There
is a direct correlation between the high quality of a detailed analysis of Scripture and
maintaining do ctrinal orthod oxy.
In 2:15 the command impresses Timothy’s mind with the importance of
precision. Learn ing the ge neral idea of what Scripture teache s is not sufficient,
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because it gives the novelty teachers too much room to roam in search of their
innovations. It allows them to shade the truth a little bit this way or that way in order
to integrate the Bible with p sychology, science, philosophy, anthropology, socio logy,
mathematics, modern linguistics, or some other secular discipline that allegedly has
discovered additional truth from Go d’s general revelation, truth not found in the
Bible. Proper handling of Scripture has to be specific and right. It has to be
accurate. It has to be right on target.
If Scripture is not interpreted very carefully, who will hold the fort for
truth? Being able to de velop the tools to und erstand the details of Scripture is a
privilege, but it is also a great responsibility in a time when so much subtle error
emanates from reputed ly trustworthy leaders.
(3) The work ethic in rea ching the goa l. Paul commands Timothy, “Be
diligent,” and uses a verb form that emphasizes urgency. The word carries the
notion of self-exertion. Paul is recomm ending strenuo us moral effort, a ceaseless,
serious, earnest zeal to obtain God’s appro val through a right handling of the Word
of truth. Perhaps “do your utm ost” ca ptures the degree of effort to be expended.
The absence of a conjunction to introduce v. 15 adds further emphasis to Pau l’s
command. After you have reached your limit and gone beyond, P aul tells T imothy,
push a little more so as to gain a better mastery of the text.
That kind of expe nditure of one ’s energy and resources is a lifelo ng quest.
Only by thus taking himself in hand can Timothy fulfil his responsibility toward
others, that of solemnly charging others not to wrangle about words (2:14).
Exe gesis of the Word of truth is hard work. The expression “Word of
truth” refers to the gospel in general, the Christian message as a whole,44 but in
practical reality it is the same as “the things which yo u have heard ” in 2 T im 2:2, the
same as the God-breathed Scripture that the writer refers to in 2 Tim 3:16, and the
same word Tim othy is co mmanded to preach in 2 Tim 4:2. “T ruth” contrasts Go d’s
unshakable, inerrant revelation with the wo rthless chatter of the novelty teachers.
The only way one can salvage the drifters is to gain a thorough hold on God’s truth.
Tim othy dare no t cut his efforts short.
That means learning the biblical languages, correct rules of interpretation,
historical backgro unds, correct doctrines and how to state them, and all other da ta
pertinent to reaching precise conclusions regarding God’s truth. It means making
only those applications that align with the correct interpretation. T his is a
mountainous task, but it is worth every bit of effort expend ed to accomp lish it. It is
part of the discipline in becoming an unashamed workman.
(4) The pressure in attaining the goal. Seco nd T im 2:22-26 recalls the
manner for retrieving the drifters and at the same time points out that the process will
not be easy. V erse 2 5 spe aks of those who “are in op position” to Tim othy.
Pressure will come any time a person aims for accuracy in understanding
and applying God’s W ord. He will encou nter op position. He will get a lo t of heat.
Not everyone will agree that such strenuous effort is necessary. They will not think
precision is that important. Som e in today’s world are satisfied with rough estimates,
particularly when it comes to theological matters. It will take a lot of “thick skin”
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to put up with the criticism and outright opposition that will come to God’s servant
who insists on d etailed accuracy.
In 2 Tim 2:9 Paul pointed to himself as an example of suffering hardship,
hardship that will come from outside and even from some within the professing
church. He urged T imothy not to bend under the pressure that was inevitable (see
also 2 Tim 1:8; 2:3; 4:5).
Timothy faced it in his then-current ministry in Ephesus, and P aul told him
to respond with kindness and gentleness. There is a wrong way and a right way to
respond to the pressure. To approach the task as belligerent warriors, looking for a
fight, is wrong. The “take no prisoners” ap proach in this spiritual b attle is selfdefeating. “Flee yo uthful lusts” in 2 :22 p robably refers to a tendency to fly off the
handle, lose one’s temper, blow one’s stack, have a short fuse. Any such reaction
would typify a lack of maturity. It’s okay to repro ve, reb uke, and exhort, but it has
to be done with patience (see 2:24-25a).
Gentleness and patience sho uld prevail. If one’s ma nner is b elligeren t, his
efforts to reco ver the drifters will fail. He must patiently instruct them,
demonstrating righteousness, faith, love, and peace (2:22). Apparently the Ephesian
church as a whole failed to fulfil this responsibility in its rescue efforts. Abo ut thirty
years later, through the apostle John in Revelation, Jesus had nothing to say against
the church doctrinally, but He criticized them severe ly for leaving their first love,
love for God and for one another (Rev 2:1-7). Love must temper every rebuke of the
drifters.
The C ontra sting Contem pora ry R espon se
If Scripture exp ects the same resp onse to its precision as it expected from
Tim othy, how has contemporary evangelicalism measured up. Unfortunately, not
too well. Exegetical and consequent theological slippage— i.e., drifting— is the rule
of the day as the twenty-first century begins. If anyone takes a stand against it, he
must be ready to accept the flack that will come his way. Often twenty-first-century
drifters have spoken against precisionists with such remarks as, “You have cast your
net too wide,” o r “Yo u have painted with too broad a brush.” “You are expecting
too much precision from the text.” In other wo rds, “Y our view of truth is too
narrow. You are too detailed.” Three examp les of twenty-first-century d rifting will
suffice to illustrate the seriousness of the problem.
Vacillation between precision and imprecision. Quite interesting is the
way that some evangelical writers treat the precision of Scripture. Poythress and
Grudem furnish an exam ple. A chap ter entitled “Generic ‘H e’” appears in a work
on Bib le translations co-authored by the two.45 At one point they exp ress their
viewpoint about gend er-neutral translations:
Because generic singular is a convenient and frequent usage in the Bible, genderneutral translations end up using ‘they’ and ‘you’ in a large number of passages where
earlier translations had generic singular ‘he/his/him.’ In still other instances the new
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translations adopt passive rather than active constructions or substitute descriptive
nouns for pronouns in order to avoid using “he.” The total number of verses affected
numbers in the thousands.
Now let us be clear: The gender-neutral translations still achieve a rough
approximation of the meaning of the original when they change the pronouns. But it
is an approximation. When we look at finer nuances, shifts from singular to plural and
from third person to first or second person result in subtle alterations. 46
Their insistence on precision in handling the “generic ‘he’” properly is gratifying,
because it aligns with the precision that Jesus and Paul exemplified and that Paul
sought to instill in Timothy and those under his influence. They rightly note the
damage done w hen a translation settles for an approximation rather than a precise
rendering o f the text.
Yet elsewhere in the same volume, in a chapter called “The Bible: The
W ord of God,” a se ction entitled “T he inerrancy o f Scripture,” the co-authors write,
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. While in contemporary American and
British culture, we are used to quoting a person’s exact words when we enclose the
statement in quotation marks, 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 use of 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. 47
Poythress and Grudem reverse their position on precision when it comes to the
Gospels’ reporting the words of Jesus, perhaps failing to realize that if the Gospels
have only the general content of what Jesus said, who can say whether Jesus used
a generic “he,” a plural “they,” or a passive voice in instances they cite. For
example, they cite the difference in renderings of Matt 16:24:
NIV: Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny
himself and take up his cross and follow me.
NIVI (New International Version Inclusive Language Edition): “Then Jesus said to his
disciples, “Those who would come after me must deny themselves and take up their
cross and follow me.”48
In the NIV I rendering, they po int out the possible me aning of a cross belonging to
a whole group of people jointly rather than a single individual. However, if one has
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only the gist of wha t Jesus said, who is to say whether He used the singular or the
plural.
Another instance cited is John 14:23:
NIV: If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we
will come to him and make our home with him.
NRSV (New Revised Standard Version): Those who love me will keep my word, and
my Father will love them, and we will come to them, and make our home with them.49
Here Poythress and Grudem no te the probability that the NRS V means that the
Father and the Son make a home with a plurality of people together— i.e., with the
church corporately—whereas the singular in the original text shows clearly the
meaning of making a home with each perso n. Again, however, if the text has o nly
the general idea of what Jesus said rather than H is exact word s, who is to say that He
did not express the corporate idea.
By relaxing their stand ard o f precision in regard to the words of Jesus, these
two have fallen into the pattern of the drifters whom T imothy was instructed to
rescue. Their inconsistency is lamentable in that it does serious injustice to the
precision that is inevitably a major co mpo nent of biblical inerrancy.
All-out support for imprecision. App roxim ation rather than precision
best describes the way a goodly number of evangelical scholars handle the Gospel
accounts of Jesus’ life.
Guelich, for example, represents several who refer to the Gospels as
“portraits” rather than “snapshots” of Jesus’ life.50 He contrasts a critical approach
to the Gospels, which is equated to abstract paintings, with an uncritical approach,
which to him is the same as snapshots. For this author, the Gospels were close
approximations but not precise rep resentations of the historical Jesus. Hagner and
Blomb erg follow closely the pattern set by Guelich, where that author sees the
Go spels as portraits contrasted with snapshots—i.e., an uncritical approach— and
abstract paintings— i.e., a critical approach. T hey take the Gospels as close
appro ximations but no t precise representations of the historical Jesus. 51
Bock fits the same pattern of consistently labeling the Gospel descriptions
of Jesus’ words and actions as ap proximations. He repeated ly refers to their
reporting of the “gist” of Jesus words and actions. 52 “Gist” is the substance or
essence of a speech, but not the very words spoken. In his category of “gist,” Bock
includes not only the substance or essence of a speech, but also what the Gospel

49

Ibid [emphasis in the original].

50

R. A. Guelich, The Sermon on the Mount, A Foundation for Understanding (Waco, Tex.: Word,
1982) 24-25.
51
D. A. Hagner, “Interpreting the Gospels: The Landscape and the Quest,” JETS 24/2 (1981):24;
Craig L. Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of the Gospels (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1987)
8-12.
52
Darrell L. Bock, “The Words of Jesus in the Gospels: Live, Jive, or Memorex?” in Jesus under
Fire, ed. By Michael J. Wilkins and J. P. Moreland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995) 78, 86, 88, 94.

The Rationality, Meaningfulness, and Precision of Scripture

195

writers’ later reflections on the significance Jesus’ teaching came to mean. 53 This
means that the writers consciously changed H is word s and actions later to
accom plish the purpo ses of their reports. As Stein explains,
[T]hey [namely, the Evangelists] felt free to paraphrase, modify certain terms, and add
comments, in order to help their readers understanding the “significance” of what Jesus
taught. The Evangelists had no obsession with the ipsissima verba [i.e., the very
words], for they believed that they had authority to interpret these words for their
audience.54
Bock even argues for imprecision in the recording of the gist of the events in Jesus
life,55 by which he apparently means that differing details of parallel acc ounts
activities ne ed no t be historically harmon ized. T hat is a far cry from the precision
that Jesus demonstrated in His use of the OT.
Following in the train of others, Keener advocates the same imprecision
when writing,
Because ancient biography normally included some level of historical intention,
historical questions are relevant in evaluating the degree to which Matthew was able
to achieve the intention his genre implies. This does not require us to demand a narrow
precision regarding details, a precision foreign to ancient literature, but to evaluate the
general fidelity of substance. . . . My most striking discovery while writing this
commentary was how often Matthew ‘re-Judaizes’ his sources, probably mostly on the
basis of concrete Palestinian, Jewish-Christian oral traditions.56
He later adds, “The Gospel writers’ contemporaries, such as Josephus, noticeably
exercised a degree of both freedo m and fidelity in their handling of biblical history
. . . and one wo uld expect the Gospels to represent the same mixture, albeit not
necessarily in the sam e deg ree of each.” 57 To justify further his case for imprecision
in Matthew’s G ospel, he no tes, “[G]iven M atthew’s p roxim ity to Jesus’ situation, his
guesses are mo re apt to be correct than o urs.” 58 If the best Matthew could do was
guess about Jesus’ situation, one can hard ly entertain any thought of historical
precision in that Gospel. Keener puts M atthew into a category with other ancient
writers: “Of co urse, stud ents regularly paraphrased sayings of teachers; paraphrase
was in fact a standard school exercise in Greco-Roman education . . ., and it was the
‘gist’ rather than the verbatim precision that ancients valued. . . . Scholars from
across the theological spectrum thus acknowledge that Jewish and Christian sources

53

Ibid., 77.

54

Robert H. Stein, The Synoptic Problem: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987) 156.

55

Bock, “Words of Jesus” 85-86.

56

Craig S. Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999) 2
[emphasis added].
57

Ibid., 12-13 [emphasis in the original]..

58

Ibid., 13.

The Master’s Seminary Journal

196

alike both prese rved and adap ted earlier tradition. . . .” 59 Regarding the genealogy
in M atthew 1, Kee ner attributes further imprecision to Ma tthew: “The best
alternative to harmo nizing the lists is to suggest that Matthew emphasizes the nature
of Jesus’ lineage as royalty rather than trying to formulate a biologically precise list
(contrast po ssibly Luke), to which he did no t have access.” 60
In com menting on the inherent difficulties of genre identification, Green
observe s,
As interesting and consequential as greater precision in genre identification might be,
though in terms of our task of ‘reading the Gospel of Luke,’ this area has become
problematized in recent years by the growing recognition that, from the standpoint of
our reading of narrative, the line separating historical narrative and nonhistorical
cannot be sustained. This is not because historical narrative makes no historical claims
(or has no historical referent outside of the text), but because the narrative
representation of history is always inherently ‘partial’—both in the sense of its
selectivity and in the sense of its orientation to a hermeneutical vantage point.
Historiography—in terms of temporal and causal relations—inevitably provides more,
and less, than ‘what actually happened.’61
In his words, “the line separating historical narrative and nonhistorical cannot be
sustained,” a blurring that he blames on a lack of precision in genre identification.
Genre has on ly come to be a factor to be reckoned with in evangelical interpretation
since the late twentieth century. Among scholars it has as yet to find a conse nsus
definition, particularly in the Gospels. Green acknowledges this fact and admits that
sorting out the mixture of historical and nonhistorical in the Gospels and Acts
remains an unsolved problem. Narrative claims to precise historicity are unjustified
in his eyes. In other words, imprecision is the rule of the day in dealing with the NT
historical book s.
He speaks of “varying levels of precision the sort of history-writing LukeActs most approxim ates,” 62 which, of course, makes wide allowance for various
levels of imprecision in those boo ks.
W ith his words, “Against the backdrop of the last two centuries of biblical
studies, the approach to the Lukan narrative we have sketched may seem ahistorical
to some, or at least impoverished with reference to historical concerns,” 63 Green
evidences his realiza tion that his case for imprecision in Luke-Acts differs from past
historical interests in these works. Yet he continues to press his case that historical
accuracy is not that important: “N evertheless, the veracity of Jesus’ healing ministry
is neither fo r Luke , nor ap parently for his co ntemp oraries, the point at issue . . . .
Luke’s compulsion is to provide meaning for the events he recounts, not to argue for
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or demo nstrate the ir verac ity.” 64
A recent work by France also imbibes of this spirit of imprecisionism in the
Gospels, this time the Go spel of Mark. Regard ing the forty days of Jesus’
temptation, France writes, “[I] ,FF"V6@<J" º:XD"H ([T]essarakonta h mera s,
‘Forty days’) need be no more than a [sic] idiomatic expression for a long but limited
period, and is so used elsewhere in the Bible (e.g., Gn. 7:4 etc; Nu. 13:25; 1 Sa.
17:16; Jon. 3:4; A cts 1:3).” 65 Elsewhere he que stions historicity: “So when M ark
emphasises [sic] the wilderness location in 1 :2-13 , it is not only to signal that this
part of the gospel operates on a differe nt level from the sto ry of real-life involvement
which will follow, but also that the wilderness is itself a symbol of hope and
fulfilment.” 66
The above examples of recent scholarship that insist on at least a few, and
in some cases many, aspects of historical imprecision in the NT historical books
demonstrate an utter disregard for the precision of Scripture.
Imprecision and uncertainty. Advocates of a modern linguistics approach
to Scripture typify an unavoidab le by-product of imp recision. That byproduct is
uncertainty about the me aning o f a text being interpreted. Cotterell and Turner
express this uncertainty:
In fact, the criticism goes, the Cartesian or Baconian ideal of ‘objective’ exegesis, an
exegesis that is unaffected by the world of the analyst, is unattainable. . . . The original
meaning is hidden from us, and we have no way of resurrecting it. . . . All that we can
do is to infer the meaning, and that will in some measure be affected by our present
understanding of our world. . . . We need fully to recognize that our reading of the
letter to Philemon (or whatever), however certain we may feel it is what Paul meant, is
actually only a hypothesis—our hypothesis— about the discourse meaning. 67
They corre ctly blam e such widespread uncertainty about biblical meaning on what
they call an unjustified expectation of “a precision in the use of words”:
It is, perhaps, a danger of exegesis that we tend to demand a precision in the use of
words which our everyday experience should tell us is not to be expected, and to find
differences in meaning where none is demonstrably intended. A case in point is John
21 and the alternation between two Greek words for ‘love’ in Jesus’ questioning of
Peter. It is probable that we are right in seeing significance in the three-fold question
in vv. 15-17, less probable, however, that the change in word is significant.68
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Their rationale is that since no hum an com munication is completely unam biguous,
the sam e must be true of God’s attempts at communication with humanity through
the Bible. Such a rationale vastly underestimates God’s ability in conveying H is
direct revelation to man.
The above three illustrative categories, far from following the pattern of
Scripture itself and Scripture’s expected response from believers, demonstrate an
utter disregard for the precision and hence the reliability of Scripture.
Precision and Jesus’ Words
Much attention has centered on the rival perspec tives of ipsissima vox
(“Jesus’ exact voice”) and ipsissima verba (“Jesus’ very words”). In discussions of
the precision of Scripture, a consideration of the scriptural accounts of the words of
Jesus and o thers is inev itable. Based o n merely human estimates, a dogm atic choice
between the two possible views is impossible, but by looking at the evidence on each
side of the issue, one can with a high degree of probability establish whether
Scrip ture has “the very word s of Jesus” or only “the exact voice of Jesus.”
Ipsissima Vox. One position is that the Gospels have only the “voice” of
Jesus— i.e., the essence of what He said, but not His very words. Several reasons
support the ipsissima vox position.
(1) The strongest support contends that Jesus p robably gave mo st of His
teaching in Aramaic, because that was the dominant public language of first-century
Israel. 69 The Gospel writers wrote in Greek, meaning that most, if not all, of Jesus’
teaching reco rded there is a translation, not His very word s.
In response to such reaso ning, the flat assertion must be that no o ne in
modern times knows with certainty what language Jesus spoke most of the time.
That information is not available in modern times, but archeological and other types
of studies make a strong case to support His extensive use of Greek.70 The area
where Jesus taught was actually trilingual, with Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek
languages sharing equa lly in usage. In NT times the influence of Hellenism on Israel
was profou nd. The Jewish institution of the Sanhedrin had a Greek name (derived
from the Greek noun FL<X*D4@<, synedrion). Some scholars now hold that Greek
was the primary language spoken in Israel by Jesus. They poin t to such things as
“the role of Greek as the lingua franca of the Roman Empire, the linguistic and
cultural character of lower Galilee during the first century, the linguistic fact that the
NT has been transmitted in Greek from its earliest documents, a diversity of
epigraphic evidence, significant literary evidence, and severa l significant contexts
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in the G ospels.” 71
The exclusive use of the Greek OT in Scripture citations found in the
Epistle to the Hebrews, a document either originating from or addressed to Hebrew
Christians in Israel, is another indication of Greek’s widespread use in first-century
Palestine. The use by Jesus Himself of mostly LXX sources in His quoting of the
OT furnishes further evidence to this effect. Andrew and Philip, two of Jesus’
twelve apostles, had G reek nam es. 72 Their encounter with a certain Greek pe rson in
John 12:2 0-22 is clear ind ication of their use of Greek. Peter, leader of the Twelve,
had Hebrew and Aramaic names (“Simon” and “Cephas”), but he also had a Greek
name, Peter. Most proba bly he sp oke Greek in preach ing the sermon in Acts 2 and
ministering to the household of Cornelius (Acts 1 0). H e also w rote two epistles in
Greek. In the Greek text of Matt 16:18, Jesus plays on the difference between two
Greek words, BXJD@H (petros) and BXJD" (petra), a distinction that Hebrew or
Aram aic is unable to make. Jesus must have used Greek in speaking with the
Syrophoenician woman who was a Greek (M ark 7:26), the Ro man centurion (M att
8:13), and Pilate (Matthew 27; Ma rk 15; Luke 23; John 18). Also, Stephen (Acts 7)
and James (Ac ts 15) quote from the Greek OT . Furthermore , Jesus’ extensive use
of synonym s in John 21 is additional validation for His use of G reek. H e has two
words for “love,” two words for “know,” three words for “sheep,” and two words for
“feed.” 73 Distinctions between such synonyms is impossible to make in either
Hebrew or Aramaic.
Thus, the argu ment that the G reek G ospels’ quo tations are a translation
from the Aramaic that Jesus spo ke is witho ut merit.
(2) Another reason given to support the ipsissima vox position is the
supposition that many of Jesus’ statements and sermons are abbreviated acc ounts of
all that He actually said on a given occasion.74 The Sermo n on the Mount (Matthew
5–7) has elements that the parallel Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6) does not have, and
vice versa. The two p robably represe nt Jesus’ ministry on the sam e occ asion. If so,
certain parts are omitted in each account. This means that the Gospels do not
contain every word that Jesus spoke.
Such reasoning is not a va lid support for the “voice” position, however.
The omitted po rtions co uld very well hav e bee n and probab ly were p arentheticaltype portions of His speech, portions that did not add to, subtract from, or change
what He said in the recorded portions of His messages. The Sermon on the Mount
as recorded in Matthew, for example, makes very go od sense and has an even flow
of continuity whose literary worthiness has been recognized through the centuries.
The same is true of Luke’s Sermon on the Plain. Both the Sermon on the Mo unt and
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the Sermon on the Plain could very well be portions of a much longer discourse that
Matthew and Luke under the Spirit’s inspiration extracted and preserved word-forword in writing for the pro fit of subsequent generations.
(3) A third consideration offered to support the ipsissima vox position is the
way the NT writers cite the OT. If they felt freedom to vary the wording of the OT
in their citations, they must have felt the same freedom in citing the teachings of
Jesus. 75 The thrust of the argument is that if they loosely quoted the O T, they must
have loosely quoted the words of Jesus also.
Tho se who follow that line of reasoning, however, seldom if ever take into
account that the readers of the NT had access to various versions of the OT. They
had opp ortunity to compare those Go spels with the OT to learn how the NT writers
had used the OT. B y comparing the NT with the OT , they could tell whether the
Go spels had cited a passa ge word-for-word and given it a literal interpretation, or
whether they had cited a passage wo rd-for-word or with word chang es in order to
app ly a non-literal sense of the passage to a new situation. In the latter case, they
made an “inspired sensus plenior application” of the passage, which they were
authorized to do because the NT writers themselves were inspired to write what they
wrote and could assign such a fuller meaning.76
Tho se readers co uld not do the same with Jesus’ sayings. In knowing what
Jesus actually said, they were strictly limited to what was written in the inspired
Gospels. They had no second source to compare. Therefore, to compare ho w the
Gospel writers quoted the sayings of Jesus with how they used the OT is illegitimate.
In comparing with the OT, one is comparing familiar words w ith familiar words.
But one cannot compare the use of familiar word s with a use of unknow n words.
Thus, a reader learns nothing about how the Go spel writers quoted the
words of Jesus through considering how they quoted the words of the OT.
(4) Bo ck says that, by examining the Gospels themselves, one can learn that
the Gospel writers gave only the gist of the words and activities of Jesus. 77
Consistently, his reasoning says, they took a summarizing approach to reporting on
the teachings and events of Jesus’ life, furnishing another evidence that the biblical
text itself clearly evidences a distinction between the Lord’s words and His voice.
Bo ck’s assertion regarding this aspect of the biblical text is simply not true.
It is beyond the scope of this presentation to refute his handling of various p assages,
but Green has shown clearly that Bo ck has failed to prove this point. 78 Bo ck’s biased
preunderstanding of what he wants to find by way of proof forces him into a
distorted hand ling of the various parallel passages that he cites.
Here, then, is another alleged ev idenc e of ipsissima vox that falters for the
lack of cohesive reasoning.
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(5) Bock draws a fifth support for the vox position as he compares the
Go spels with the Greco-Roman tradition and the Jewish culture.79 From such
comparisons he concludes, “[O]ne can see that oral culture of that society did not
mean the kind of loose approach to the teaching of divine wisdom that the ‘jive’
approach suggests, even though one cannot guarantee from the cultural practice that
such writers would have always quoted material as if on a ‘memorex’ tape.” 80 By
“jive” approach, he refers to the conclusions of The Jesus Seminar; by “memorex”
approach, he refers to the ipsissima verba position. His view is that the degree of
accuracy o f the Gosp els is somewhere between the two extremes.
Gre en has also sho wn B ock’s use of G reco-Rom an sources to be faulty. 81
Bock favors the Greco-Roman sources rather than Jewish historiogra phy as a pattern
for Gospel literature, but after a careful scrutinizing of G reco-Ro man and Jewish
sources, G reen concludes,
The comparison to secular historians for which the ipsissima vox proponents so
valiantly argue is invalid, poorly conceived, and lacking evidence—and cannot stand
against the clear testimony of Josephus on this point. The Gospel writers’ pattern for
transmission of the words of Jesus does not lie in ancient Greek historiography, but in
the Jewish pattern that paid close attention to the actual words used.82
So here again, a supposed support for ipsissima vox falls to the ground
empty because the best parallels to the G ospels are literature “that paid close
attention to the ac tual words use d.”
Ipsissim a Verba. Of course, the precision that has been so evident thus far
in this present study of Scripture itself strongly favors the ipsissima verba position,
i.e., that the Gospels contain the actual words spoken by Jesus. If Jesus could insist
on the retention of even the smallest letter of the Hebrew OT and even the smallest
part of a letter of the Hebrew OT , one should expe ct that the H oly Sp irit would
preside over the inspiration of the NT with the same degree of accuracy. If Paul
could insist on Timothy’s close attention to details of Scripture, one o f those d etails
would b e the very word s spoken b y Jesus.
Bock insists that the “memorex” approach is unrealistic, however:
In the beginning there were no tape recorders. In our twentieth-century high-tech world
it is difficult to appreciate how communication took place in the first century. There
were no printing presses, no cassette players, no newspapers, no printed page, no faxes,
no dozen other devices by which we send and record information today. Two thousand
years ago there were only individually produced, handwritten copies either on pieces
of parchment or on reed paper known as papyri.83
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W hat Bock fails to take into account, however, is the fact that the same God whose
providence allowed hum ans to invent all the electronic marvels of modern times
presided over the inspiration of the Scriptures, including the Gospel accounts of
Jesus’ words and activities. If He has provided for contemporary times a means of
preserving factual m aterial precisely, H e certainly was ca pab le of guid ing human
writers of Scripture with the same precise information in communicating His
revelation to the human race.
The strongest argument against the verba position is that Jesus used
Arama ic most of the time, but Jesus’ extensive use of the Greek language in His
teaching and p reach ing is a well-founded probability. He did occa sionally
incorporate transliterated Aram aic and Hebrew into H is speech as evidenced in a few
instances. The fact that the Gospels at times supply an interpretation for such
Aram aic or Hebrew expressions shows such uses to be only occasional, however.
Jesus’ use of “Talitha kum!” in Mark 5:41, along with its translation, “Little girl, I
say to you, arise!” evidences H is occasional use of Aramaic as does Mark 15 :34 and
His words +8T4 ,8T4 8,:" F"$"P2"<4; [ElÇ i, elÇ i, lema saba chthani? ] with the
translation “My God, M y God, why have You forsaken Me?” Another non-Greek
language appears in the parallel Matt 27:4 6: /84 084 8,:" F"$"P2"<4; [ li,  li,
lama saba chthani? ] which Matthew translates “My God, M y God, why have You
forsaken Me? ” Mark 5:41 and M ark 15:34 evidence Jesus’ use of Aramaic, and
Matt 27:46 shows that He knew Hebrew as well. 84 In Matt 23:7, 8, Jesus used the
Aram aic {C"$$\ (Rabbi) 85 instead of its Greek equivalent )4*VF6"8@H (Didaska los, “Teacher”). These occasional transliterations in languages other than Greek
further suppo rt Jesus’ custom ary use o f the Greek language in H is ministry.
The Gospel writers were also careful to pick up instances when Jesus’
disciples and others used Aramaic instead of Greek. They used Rabbi and Rabboni 86
fifteen times in the G ospels 87 as compa red with the corresponding Greek title
Didaskalos, which the disciples and others used more than thirty-five times. In John
20:16, John is careful to no te that Mary “said to Him in Hebrew” in her use of
Rabboni. This was one of those exceptional cases when someone addressing Christ
or speaking about Him did so in Hebrew (or Aramaic) rather tha n Greek. N ote
several other instances when the writer John spe cifically designates a nam e in
Hebrew: John 5:2; 19:13 , 17. H ere is furthe r evide nce fro m the G ospels themselves
that Jesus and His contemporaries ordinarily communicated among themselves in the
Greek language. The writers made a point of identifying the exceptional cases that
were not in Greek.
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The major obstacle erected to combat an ipsissima verba position has been
an assumption that Jesus and His contemporaries communicated with each other
exclusively or almost exclusively in Aramaic. If Aramaic had been the principal or
exclusive language in Israel at that time, each Gospel writer would in some cases
have needed to translate independently from Ara maic to G reek in quo ting speakers.
Since in such cases the writers often agree with each other, word-for-word, their
translations from one language to another would have to have been identical or
nearly identica l. That could hardly have b een the case. A short example illustrates
this phenomeno n. In a section of the S ynoptic Go spels d ealing with the ministry of
John the Baptist (Matt 3:1-12 = M ark 1:1-8 = Luke 3:1-20), there occur three word
groups of John ’s teaching in which Matthew and Luke agree verbatim on 169 out of
the 178 words in the groups. If the two authors had translated from Aramaic
indep endently of each other, their translations could not have matched each other
with such p recision. Advocates of M arkan priority cannot say that they copied from
Mark, because Mark does not have those words. If, however, they were independent
verbatim repo rts of John’s teaching in G reek, the near-identity of the two series is
easily explainable through eyewitness memories enabled by the inspiration of the
Ho ly Spirit.
In His Upper R oom Discourse, Jesus prom ised His disciples an enabling
for such verbatim repo rting: “[T ]he H elper, the Holy Sp irit, whom the Father will
send in My name , He w ill teach you all things, and bring to yo ur rem emb rance all
that I said to you” (John 14:26). He provided in advance for the writing of the
Go spels as a divine-human undertaking: “When the Helper com es, who m I will send
to you from the F ather, that is the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, He
will bear witness of Me, and you will bear witness also, because you have been with
M e from the beg inning” (John 15:26-27). O f course, the divine side prevailed to
overcome any human w eaknesses, thereby providing readers of the Gospels with the
very word s spoken by Jesus w hile on earth. As He said, “Heaven and ea rth will pass
away, but My words shall not pass away” (Matt 24:35).
In concert with Hodge and Warfield,88 a few years ago I wrote,
No one has an airtight case for concluding whether they are Jesus’ very words or they
are only the gist of what Jesus said. For one whose predisposition is toward evangelical
HC [i.e., Historical Criticism] and its primary focus on the human element in the
inspiration of Scripture, he will incline toward the ipsissima vox position. For one
whose inclination leads him to place highest premium on the Spirit’s part in inspiring
Scripture, he will certainly lean toward the ipsissima verba view. In some mysterious
way known only to God, the natural merged with the supernatural when the Spirit
inspired the Gospels. Whatever way that happened, however, the supernatural must
have prevailed. Otherwise, the Gospels could not be inerrant. The Bible is more than
just a humanly generated book.89
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All that has transpired since I wrote those w ords has served to confirm the position
expressed there even more.
Exam ple of H eroes fro m the P ast
A. A. Hodge and B. B. Warfield. At the end of the nineteenth century,
two well-known theologians ably defended the verbal inspiration of Scripture. They
were A. A. Hodge and B. B. Warfield:
It is evident, therefore, that it is not clearness of thought which inclines any of the
advocates of a real inspiration of the Holy Scriptures to deny that it extends to the
words. Whatever discrepancies or other human limitations may attach to the sacred
record, the line (of inspired or not inspired, of infallible or fallible) can never rationally
be drawn between the thoughts and the words of Scripture.90
Hod ge and Warfield insisted on the inspiration of the very wo rds of Scripture in
spite of human limitations that may have played a part in producing the Bible.
Suggestions that Scripture contains only the thou ghts, i.e., the gist, of what actually
happened was to them p repostero us. As they so pointedly note, one cannot draw a
line between “the thoughts and the words of Scripture,” because once someone
changes a word, he has also chang ed the thought. Hence, a belief in the verbal
inspiration of Scripture is an endorsem ent of the ipsissima verba positio n. Only
since the inroad s of historical criticism of the Synoptic Gosp els into evangelicalism
have evangelicals begun to differ from Hodge and Warfield.
C. H. Spurgeon. Spurgeon’s final annual address to his Pastors’ C ollege in
1891 has been published under the title The Greatest Fight in the W orld. He was at
that point engulfed in a theological battle with those of his own association who were
attempting to befriend the findings of secular philosophy and science by shaving
away certain tea chings of Scripture. H ere is part of his instruc tions to his students
on that occasion:
But we are told that we ought to give up a part of our old-fashioned theology to save
the rest. We are in a carriage travelling [sic] over the steppes of Russia. The horses are
being driven furiously, but the wolves are close upon us! There they are! Can you not
see their eyes of fire? The danger is pressing. What must we do? It is proposed that
we throw out a child or two. By the time they have eaten the baby, we shall have a little
headway; but should they again overtake us, what then? Why, brave man, throw out
your wife! “All that a man hath will he give for his life”; give up nearly every truth in
the hope of saving one. Throw out inspiration, and let the critics devour it. Throw out
election, and all the old Calvinism; here will be a dainty feast for the wolves, and the
gentlemen who give us the sage advice will be glad to see the doctrines of grace torn
limb from limb. Throw out natural depravity, eternal punishment, and the efficacy of
prayer. We have lightened the carriage wonderfully. Now for another drop. Sacrifice
the great sacrifice! Have done with the atonement! Brethren, this advice is villainous,
and murderous: we will escape these wolves with everything, or we will be lost with
everything. It shall be “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth”, or none
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at all. We will never attempt to save half the truth by casting any part of it away. The
sage advice which has been given us involved treason to God, and disappointment to
ourselves. We will stand by all or none. We will have the whole Bible or no Bible.
We are told that if we give up something the adversaries will also give up something;
but we care not what they will do, for we are not the least afraid of them. . . . We shall
with the sword of the Spirit maintain the whole truth as ours, and shall not accept a part
of it as a grant from the enemies of God. . . . God being with us we shall not cease from
this glorying, but will hold the whole of revealed truth, even to the end.91
Spurgeon was unwilling to surrender even the smallest detail of the Bible to the
criticisms of science and philosophy, because he appreciated the precision of
Scripture and knew that such precision would triumph in the end.
J. Gresham M achen. Other defenders of biblical inspiration in past years
have set an examp le worth following by p eople of the present generation. J.
Gresham Machen was o ne of tho se hero es. In the fo llowing 193 0 exc erpt, his
exam ple of firmness yet gentleness in defending Scripture against the d rifters of his
day closely adheres to instructions that Paul gave Timothy in 2 Tim 2:14-26:
The book [i.e., Machen’s book on The Virgin Birth of Christ] has been criticized
by a number of writers (for example, in The Times Literary Supplement, London, for
April 10, 1930) on the ground that it weakens its case by attempting to prove too
much—by attempting to establish a thoroughgoing trustworthiness for the birth
narratives in Matthew and Luke, instead of admitting the presence of a “midrashic”
element as does G. H. Box.
In reply to this criticism, the author [i.e., Machen] desires to say how very highly
he values the work of Canon Box (whose important book on the virgin birth has
recently been supplemented, in a very interesting way, by two articles entitled “The
Virgin Birth, A Survey of Some Recent Literature,” in Laudate, ix, 1931, pp. 77-88,
147-155); and he [i.e., Machen] also desires to say how sharply he distinguishes the
view of this scholar, who accepts as historical the central miracle in the birth narratives
and rejects details, from the views of those who accept only details and reject the
central miracle. The author [i.e., Machen] has taken occasion, moreover, to say (in
British Weekly, for August 21, 1930), in reply to a very sympathetic review by H. R.
Mackintosh (in the same journal, for July 17, 1930), that he does not adopt the
apologetic principle of “all or nothing,” and that he rejoices in the large measure of
agreement regarding the birth narratives that unites him with scholars like Canon Box
and the late Bishop Gore, who reject many things in the Bible that he [i.e., Machen]
regards as true. Nevertheless, the author [i.e., Machen] still believes that a
thoroughgoing apologetic is the strongest apologetic in the end; and, in particular, he
thinks that when the objections to the supernatural have once been overcome, there are
removed with them, in a much more far-reaching way than is sometimes supposed, the
objections to the birth narratives as a whole.92
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Machen wrote these words at a time when scholars of nonevangelical persuasion
were questioning the historicity of the birth narratives in the Gospels of M atthew and
Luke. Machen stood his gro und against extreme liberalism and also, in a much
gentler tone, against a middle-of-the-road position between fundamentalism and
liberalism, such as represented by Canon Box in the quotation above. In distinction
from both groups, Machen accepted “as historical the central miracle in the b irth
narratives” and the “de tails” contained therein. H e was accused of “attempting to
prove too much” by the “middle-of-the-roaders” who accep ted the “gist” of the
virgin birth accounts and rejected the details, but he stood his ground.
This hero of the faith set the pattern for conservative evangelicals of the
present who have likewise been accused of “attempting to prove too much” from the
Gospels. Osborne has criticized The Jesus Crisis 93 with the following: “[T]o say that
virtually all the sayings in the Gospels are ipsissima verba is a dangerous
overstatement, for inerrancy itself is at stake. Thomas demands more precision from
the Gospel accounts than they can give. Such precision is virtually impossible to
dem onstrate.” 94 The observation in response to O sborne is that imprecision is
“virtually impo ssible to dem onstrate,” and the strongest proba bility is on the side of
precision because of the divine role in inspiration.
Regarding the same book, Bock has written, “[S]ome warnings in this book
have merit. But it casts its net far too widely.” 95 He a dds, “Such a book sho uld
carefully describe and distinguish difference s in how views are held . It should be
careful about how the details of Scripture are treated, details which the Spirit of God
did give us with accuracy. T hese d etails do not sup port the book’s claim for a
specific kind of historical precision in Scrip ture.” 96 Earlier he writes, “So a
historica lly based d istinction between Jesus’ exact words (ipsissima verba,
historica lly accurate direct citations) and His voice (ipsissima vox, a historically
accurate summary or paraphrase of H is utterances) remains nec essary in some ca ses,
desp ite the bo ok’s claim that this d istinction is b ibliologically da ngero us.” 97
Some midd le-of-the-ro ad co ntemp orary reviewers of The Jesus Crisis look
at the bo ok as “attempting to p rove too much,” the same charges as Machen’s
adversaries leveled against him. Machen’s adversaries have long since passed from
the mem ories of orthodox Christians, but Machen’s name has etched itself in the
annals of orthodoxy for generations to come, because he chose to interpret the text
with precision.
J. I. Packer. Though not a voice from the distant past, J. I. Packer in 1958
published a work that won wide positive acclamation among evangelicals. In that
book he wrote,
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Our point here is simply that the Church must receive all teaching that proves to be
biblical, whether on matters of historical or theological fact, as truly part of God’s
Word.
This shows the importance of insisting, that the inspiration of Scripture is verbal.
Words signify and safeguard meaning; the wrong word distorts the intended sense.
Since God inspired the biblical text in order to communicate His Word, it was
necessary for him to ensure that the words written were such as did in fact convey it.
We do not stress the verbal character of inspiration from a superstitious regard for the
original Hebrew and Greek words . . . ; we do so from a reverent concern for the sense
of Scripture. If the words were not wholly God’s, then their teaching would not be
wholly God’s.98
As late as the sixth decade of the twentieth century, evangelicals overwhelmingly
endorsed the verb al inspiration ab out which Packer wrote. The only po sition
com patible with that verbal insp iration is that of ipsissima verba, but that is a far cry
from the evangelicals who today speak only in terms of the Scripture’s retaining the
gist of what Jesus said.
Evangelicals need to retrace their steps of the last fifty years if they are to
regain their appreciation for the reliability and precision of the Bible.
Scripture in Light of Its Rationalism, Meaningfulness, and Precision
The inerrancy of the S criptures places heavy responsibilities on the
shoulders of those who interpret them.
•
They must interpret them ra tionally, making allowance for the difference
between biblical logic and secular logic. To do otherwise would be to attribute
irrationality to the Scripture.
•
By aiming for a goal of eliminating all subjective input by the interpreter, they
must interpret them objectively in recognition of the Scripture’s own
meaningfulness. To do otherwise would be to view the Scripture as
meaningless.
•
They must interpret them precisely, recognizing the overruling activity of the
Ho ly Spirit in guarding them against even the slightest error. To do otherwise
would be to attribute imprecision to the Scripture.
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