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We live in a time when authority gets questioned.  So people have suffered from 
sickness forever.  And historically those who were able would go and consult a doctor - 
doctors used to be authorities on heath.  After all they go to school for a long time and 
are generally pretty smart people.   
 
But that was yesterday.  Today, when I get sick I go to the doctor too, but it’s the second 
thing I do right after punching my symptoms into google and finding out what is actually 
wrong.  Then when I chat with the doc I can test how up on things he really is.  And if he 
gets it wrong I’ll let him know.  It’s a crazy time to be alive! 
 
And it’s not just doctors who are questioned.  Teachers, politicians, police officers and 
just about anyone else who holds a title are all subjected to the same scrutiny.  In fact 
38 percent of millennials report fact checking sermons that they hear in real time.1  At 
least that’s what Influence magazine reported on October 28th, 2015 (in case you are 
checking). 
 
And while more people are questioning authority than ever before this didn’t just begin 
with the onset of the internet, it actually began, at least in modern times, with liberal 
theology and the question of how authoritative the Bible is. 
… 
Alright, today we are in 2nd Peter 1 verses 20 and 21.  If you’ve got a Bible on your 
phone or see one in the pew in front of you pull it out so you can check up on what I’m 
saying. 
 
Alright, so far this letter has established that God has given us everything we need to 
live godly lives.  He has filled us with His Spirit and enabled us to become participants in 
the divine nature.   
 
That’s where Peter starts, and then he says, “Since this is what God has done for us we 
need to make sure we don’t coast on what we’ve been given.  Everyone who coasts 
gets swept out to sea.  So make every effort to swim against the tide.  By hard work to 
add goodness and knowledge and self-control and perseverance and godliness to your 
faith. 
 
So yes, salvation is by grace alone not by works – so nobody earns it.  Yes, it starts with 
God and comes to us free of charge.  But everyone who actually receives God’s grace 
gets transformed by it.  And that transformation changes the way we live.  So people 
who live their lives for God’s glory prove that grace has happened to them.   
 

                                            
1 https://influencemagazine.com/en/Practice/The-FactChecked-Sermon (Accessed June 28th, 2019) 

https://influencemagazine.com/en/Practice/The-FactChecked-Sermon
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If you are living to please Jesus this is your assurance of salvation.  On the other hand, 
people who aren’t living for God’s glory, even if they “prayed the prayer” a dozen years 
ago do not have the assurance of salvation Peter speaks of. 
… 
From here Peter looks forward to Christ’s return – this was last week.  And his 
confidence for hoping in this comes from two places.  First, he was an eyewitness to 
Jesus’ transfiguration on the mountain where He took on His eternally glorious body, 
and second, the scriptures prophetically speak of the coming of God’s victorious 
Messiah.  So Peter says: “Jesus is coming back!” 
… 
Okay, today we are in 2nd Peter 1:20 and 21.  Actually, let me start reading in verse 19: 
 
[Read 2 Peter 1:19-21] 
 
Now I’m going to come at the text a little differently than I usually do.  I want to unpack 
what theologians mean when they talk about the “inspiration of scripture.”  But my goal 
as we do this- in case you are afraid – is not to give a university lecture – boring!  So 
yes, we are going to use some terms that might be new; we might wrestle through some 
ideas that you’ve never thought of before.  But the goal isn’t learning something new.  I 
want us to meet Jesus and respond to Him better than we did when we entered this 
room.  Are you with me? 
… 
So let’s look at the text. I First, I want you to notice how closely verses 20 and 21 are 
tied to verse 19.  While some translations don’t do this, the NIV does a great job of 
making it all one paragraph.  Actually it’s one sentence in the Greek.   
 
And the reason that’s important is because in verse 19 Peter tells us to pay attention to 
the scriptures because they are “completely reliable.”  Do you see that? 
 
And then in verse 20 Peter says “Hey, you need to understand that prophets don’t just 
make stuff up.  They don’t just look out at the world and call things as they see them.  
No, the prophets, even though they were just people, spoke God’s word as they were 
enabled by the Holy Spirit.”  That’s what Peter says. 
 
So Elijah wasn’t particularly cunning when he challenged the 450 prophets of Baal to a 
show down on Mt. Carmel.  He wasn’t tapping into some secret knowledge when he 
says “Hey, let’s both build an alter, prepare a sacrifice, and then call out to our Gods.  
The one who answer with fire will be the one we worship.” 
 
That’s not Elijah’s power, that is the Holy Spirit in Elijah giving him words to speak that 
the God of the universe then validated. 
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Similarly when Moses prophesied about Jesus saying “The Lord is going to raise up a 
prophet for you like me from among your fellow Israelites.  You must listen to Him.”2 
  
This wasn’t Moses being particularly insightful and forward thinking.  This was the Holy 
Spirit inspiring Moses to speak beyond his own understand. 
 
And then when the Sons of Korah thought Moses was going too far, and figured they 
had just as much authority to speak for God as he did, the ground opened up and 
swallowed them.3   
 
So the prophets had the Holy Spirit and spoke for God.  But that was thousands of 
years ago.  What we need to know is whether the Bible has God’s message for us 
today. 
… 
So what I want to do for the rest of our time is look at the 4 major inspiration theories for 
the Bible.  And the reason we need to do this is because our Bible didn’t fall from 
heaven like the Mormons believe theirs did.  Ours was written by more than 40 people 
over 1600 years.  And we all know from personal experience that anything people touch 
is prone to error.  So how about the Bible? 
… 
I want to define a couple terms as we get started.  The first is “inerrancy.”  Inerrancy, 
when talking about the Bible, is the claim that the message the authors intend to 
communicate is true.  It is not misleading.  It is not false in any way.  And the reason this 
is important is because what is on the line is whether or not the Bible is God’s word.  
And that’s the claim. 
 
Now on this point some people will cry foul and say the Bible is full of contradictions so 
it can’t be God’s word.  This is a popular secular opinion today. 
 
So for example AmericanHumanist.org – an atheist publication – cites hundreds of 
contradictions in the Bible on their website.  Here are two from their list: 
 
“In describing Jesus being led to his execution, John 19:17 recounts that he carried his 
own cross.  But Mark 15:21-23 disagrees by saying a man called Simon carried the 
cross.”4 
 
A little lower they criticize the Bible for believing the earth is at the center of the solar 
system.  And they base this on Joshua 27 which has Israel needing “a longer period of 
daylight in which to carry out the Lord’s command to slaughter the Amorites, [so 
Joshua] ordered the sun to stand still, not the earth.” 
 

                                            
2 Deuteronomy 18:15 
3 Numbers 16-18 
4 This and the following quotation taken from https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/reasons-
humanists-reject-bible/ (Accessed June 29, 2019) 

https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/reasons-humanists-reject-bible/
https://americanhumanist.org/what-is-humanism/reasons-humanists-reject-bible/
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But contradictions like these, and literally hundreds more on their site, are based on the 
twisting of the authors words.  So yes, Jesus carried His own cross, and yes, Simon 
took a turn carrying it as well.  And yes, Joshua prayed for the sun to stand still, and yes 
we still talk about the sun coming up every day.  If words are taken out of the context 
the author intends them to be heard in you can make errors out of anything. 
… 
Another criticism people will make is that there are things in the Bible that are wrong or 
evil.  So David murders Uriah and steals his wife – that’s evil!  And Job’s friends give 
him 29 chapters of problematic theology – that’s wrong!  But while the Bible contains 
these accounts it does so without error because it doesn’t condone them.  In fact the 
point of those stories is that they are bad.   
 
So that’s the term inerrant.  The second term I want to define is “inspiration” which 
simply means coming from God.   
… 
Alright, those two terms are going to be important as we turn to the four inspiration 
theories of scripture.   
 
So first we have something called Mechanical Dictation Theory.  This is the idea that 
God chose people to record His words.  And He gave them the exact words He wanted 
recorded.  And they, like computers, perfectly recorded everything just the way He said. 
 
This is the position some Christian fundamentalists take.  They have a high view of 
scripture – it’s super important to them.  But their view is so high that they aren’t open to 
talking about textual criticism or interpretation.  Fundamentalists are generally defensive 
and argumentative about what they believe. 
 
The problem with Mechanical Dictation Theory isn’t with the implausibility of God doing 
this.  The God who created the universe is certainly capable of having people record 
scripture word for word.  The problem though is that the Bible doesn’t read like it was 
dictated by a single author.  Instead it reads like it was written by lots of authors.  So 
Paul has a certain way that he writes and Peter writes a different way.  They use 
different vocabulary and different idioms.  And we can see their personalities in their 
letters.   
 
The second theory is called the Limited Inspiration Theory.  This idea sits at the other 
end of the spectrum and says “Yes, God exists.  And some people a long time ago 
encountered Him.  And they did their best to write down what they experienced.  The 
Bible is a good book that can help us encounter God.  But the authors were just people 
and so there are lots of errors in what they wrote.  It’s inspired, but it isn’t inerrant. 
 
This is the position many liberal Christians take and it is generally called a low view of 
scripture because the Bible isn’t as important to them.  And this idea grew popular in the 
early 20th century when theologians gave their energy to “demythologizing” the Bible.   
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So they said, “Hey all the miraculous stuff in the Bible couldn’t possibly be real.  This 
was just made up by authors writing to superstitious, gullible people from a long time 
ago, so in order to make it believable for modern thinkers we need to take that stuff out.  
So no virgin birth, no walking on water, not bread and fish or healings, and ultimately no 
resurrection.  Let’s just focus on the good stuff that Jesus taught like ‘Do onto others 
what you want them to do to you’ – be nice.” 
 
Of course the problem with this is that the miraculous is a central part of what Jesus 
was all about – He was God walking around with skin on – that’s miraculous!  And this 
was just as crazy to believe in the 1st century as it is today.  People weren’t naïve back 
then so that they believed in resurrections.  There is nothing in history that would 
support this idea.  People back then knew just as well as we do that when you die 
you’re dead. 
 
Now there are all sorts of problems with this theory, the main ones being that the 
eyewitness accounts of people like Peter, James and John don’t lend themselves to 
being myths. 
 
So if you were making up a story about Jesus rising from the dead in order to get 
people to be nice wouldn’t you think twice about denying your story when people were 
going to crucify you upside down?  I would!  And yet not a single one of the disciples 
recanted their faith at pains of death.   
… 
There is a lot more that could be said on this, but I’m going to leave both the 
fundamentalist and liberal extremes to move towards the center of the spectrum.  Here 
we find two theories with considerable credibility. 
 
The first is the Neo-Orthodox position.  People who hold this view see the Bible as a 
witness to the word of God but not God’s word.  This distinction is important because 
they want the church to be careful not to fall into bibliolatry where we worship the Bible.  
We don’t worship the Bible, we worship Jesus.  And so the Neo Orthodox say Jesus is 
the Word of God, not the Bible.  And they cite John 1 to support this: 

In the beginning the Word already existed. 

    The Word was with God, 

    and the Word was God…. 

So the Word became human and made His home among us. He was 

full of unfailing love and faithfulness. And we have seen His glory, the 

glory of the Father’s one and only Son. (John 1:1;14) 

So here Jesus is the Word of God, and the Bible contains His message.  
 
The Neo Orthodox also stress that in order to hear God’s message in scripture we need 
His Spirit inside us.  And this is why you can have a professor of theology who has the 
Bible memorized but has no faith.  He knows everything about scripture but hasn’t 
yielded to the Word of God.   
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… 
Now I like a lot of this.  I like that these people want to make the focus Jesus.  I agree 
that the Bible should not be worshipped.  And I respect that lots of Jesus loving 
theologians like Dietrich Bonhoeffer were Neo-Orthodox Christians.   
 
But there are some dangers here as well.  The Neo-Orthodox position is a response to 
the Liberal theology of the early 1900’s and has been influenced by it in many ways.  
And one of the main ways this shows up is in its embrace of relativism.  So for the Neo 
Orthodox what is most important is my experience of Christ.  “Don’t worry what the Bible 
says, what have you experienced?” 
 
The problem is we can have faulty experiences.  So for example when Jesus came 
back from the dead the disciples had an encounter with Him in Luke 24 but their 
testimony to each other was “we saw a ghost.”  That was their experience.  But later 
Jesus set them straight.  I’m not a ghost you can touch me, and I can eat fish. 
… 
So this leaves us with the final perspective, Verbal Plenary Inspiration Theory.  Lots of 
big words, but hang in there:  The idea is that the wording of scripture (verbal) in the 
entire Bible (plenary – which means “all parts”) comes from God (inspiration).5 
 
Now the big difference between this and Dictation Theory is that here God inspires 
individuals to write, but each author uses their own style and vocabulary to do this.  And 
yet, in spite of the human involvement God inspired the words that resulted.  Thus they 
are inerrant.  Miraculously there aren’t any mistakes; there aren’t any contradictions. 
 
Now the main reason this theory is so popular is that this is the way the Bible speaks of 
itself.  Let me just give you a couple examples.  First from Jesus: 
 
Jesus believed that the Old Testament was God’s word.  So once the Pharisees asked 
Him: “Should a man be allowed to divorce his wife for just any reason?”6  They wanted 
to trap Jesus by getting Him to chose sides in a 1st century debate.   
 
But Jesus didn’t take a side, instead He quoted from Genesis 2, and the words of 
Moses.  So Jesus answered: 

 “Haven’t you read… that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them 

male and female,’ and said, [Now I specifically want you to note who is 
doing the “saying” here - It’s the Creator – and yet these are Moses’ 

words.  Moses wrote:] ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and 
mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one 

flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. [And Jesus concludes] 
Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 

(Matthew 19:4-6) 

                                            
5 Adapted from https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/stewart_don/faq/bible-authoritative-word/question3-
verbal-plenary-inspiration-of-scripture.cfm (Accessed June 29, 2019) 
6 The rest of this sermon is adapted from John Piper https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/thank-god-
for-an-inspired-bible (Accessed June 29, 2019) 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/stewart_don/faq/bible-authoritative-word/question3-verbal-plenary-inspiration-of-scripture.cfm
https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/stewart_don/faq/bible-authoritative-word/question3-verbal-plenary-inspiration-of-scripture.cfm
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/thank-god-for-an-inspired-bible
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/thank-god-for-an-inspired-bible
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So Jesus takes a random scripture – Genesis 2:24 – written by a human author, Moses, 
and says “God says this.”  This is the way Jesus viewed the Old Testament.  He thought 
it was God’s word. 
 
But what about the New Testament?  Well Jesus believed that the Apostles were going 
to be inspired by God.  So Jesus told His disciples: 

But when the Father sends the Advocate as My representative—that is, 

the Holy Spirit—He will teach you everything and will remind you of 

everything I have told you. (John 14:26) 
 
A little later He said: 

When the Spirit of truth comes, He will guide you into all truth. He will 

not speak on His own but will tell you what He has heard. He will tell 
you about the future. (John 16:13) 

 
So Jesus believed His Apostles were going to be inspired by God.  And of course Peter 
was one of these Apostles.  So what did he think of scripture?  Well in our text today, 
speaking about the Old Testament, he says “prophets, though human, spoke from God 
as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  So he believed the Old Testament was 
God’s word, but more interestingly a little later he speaks the same way about Paul 
saying: 

This is what our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you with the 
wisdom God gave him— speaking of these things in all of his letters. 

Some of his comments are hard to understand, and those who are 
ignorant and unstable have twisted his letters to mean something 

quite different, just as they do with other parts of Scripture. (2 Peter 
3:15-16) 

 
So Peter held Paul’s words on par with the other parts of Scripture.  He too is being 
“carried along by the Holy Spirit.”   
 
And Paul spoke this way about himself.  So he made general claims like: 

All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true 
and to make us realize what is wrong in our lives. (2 Timothy 3:16) 

 
But he also describes his own words saying: 

When we tell you these things, we do not use words that come from 
human wisdom. Instead, we speak words given to us by the Spirit, 

using the Spirit’s words to explain spiritual truths. (1 Corinthians 2:13) 
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So Jesus and Peter and Paul viewed scripture, both the Old and New Testaments as 
being the Holy Spirit inspired word of God.  And here’s where I want to leave us today.  
This book we hold and often take for granted is an incredible book.  It’s not God, we 
don’t worship the Bible, but we come to it hungry and expectant because God has 
preserved His word for us in it.  God speaks today and He uses scripture to do that. 
 
Now we live in a strange time in human history.  Unlike ever before we have access to 
virtually limitless information.  And in the midst of this glut of knowledge it is easy for us 
to treat scripture as part of this vast array of knowledge.  And it’s culturally easy for us to 
resist it’s authority.  But no other words in human history are its equal. 
 
No other book has had more people die for its preservation.  No other ancient book has 
been studied more critically than the Bible as a historical document.  And no other book 
contains the words of life by which we must be saved. 
 
So what?   
 
Well, like Peter began at the beginning of chapter 1, gifts of grace are awesome, but 
they need to be responded to appropriately in order to count.  So it’s awesome that God 
has preserved His word for us, but let’s not just be hearers of it, let’s be doers.  Let’s 
make every effort to add to the grace we’ve received.  So make getting into your Bible a 
daily priority this week.  Demonstrate that you have received God’s grace by hungrily 
devouring His word. 


