
How Can We Trust The Bible As True? 
 

 

Introduction: How do we know truth? God breaks through Kant’s wall by revelation! 

 

"Revelation refers to both God’s activity in making Himself known, and the truth that God makes known as 

a result of this activity." Dr. David Jones 

 

Why do we trust the Bible as true? 

 

        I. It Was Written True 

 

A. The Bible claims to be inspired by God (1Timothy 3:16) butrecognizes that God used men in the process 

(2 Peter 1:20-21.) Furthermore, the Bible claims to be infallible, which means without error (Psalms 119, 

Psalms 12:6) Notice that Christ recognized this (see John 10:34 where Jesus bases an argument upon a 

single word in Psalms 82.) Jesus never quoted scripture to start an argument, He quoted scripture to settle 

arguments – it was absolute authority for Him! The NT refers to itself as scripture (2 Peter 3:16, and see 

1Timothy 5:18 which quotes Luke 10:17 as scripture). Also important to notice is the way that the Bible 

equates "scripture says" with "God says" because in the Bible’s view, they are two ways of saying the same 

thing. (see Romans 9:17 and Exodus 9:13, 16, and also Galatians 3:8 and Genesis 22:18 – check out also 

Acts 28:25, Acts 4:24-25.) 

 

Does the fact that humans were involved mean that the Bible can’t be without error? This is an assumption 

many have made but one which denies that God can be sovereign over men and women. If God can create 

by His mere Word surely He can keep His Bible free from error. There is no philosophical reason why the 

Bible can’t be true and have had humans involved in its production. 

 

B. We don’t believe the Bible is true because we have verified every statement! There are many statements 

which we couldn’t possibly verify (like what the snake said in the Garden to Eve), although the statements 

that can be verified do check out. We believe the Bible because God says it is true and Christians are those 

who believe what God says. God is the God who speaks. While there are many good reasons to believe that 

the Bible is God’s Word and thus without error, ultimately this is something we believe because the Spirit 

makes the good evidences convincing to us. 

 

This means that discussions and arguments with non-believers are really spiritual battles and until the Spirit 

opens someone’s eyes, they can’t even receive spiritual things (1Corinthians 2:14) – so we must pray, not 

just argue with people! Don’t just be on the defensive – challenge unbelievers on what basis they have for 

rejecting God’s Word. Who are they to sit in judgment upon God’s Word?! 

 

C. We must model the authority of scripture in our own lives. When was the last time you changed a course 

of action simply because the Bible said so? Do you let the scriptures change your preconceived ideas, or do 

you simply look for verses that back up what you already believe? 

 

        II. Some ways that this doctrine is attacked. 

 

A. Rationalism says reason must determine what is true. Thus whatever seems impossible for modern man 

to believe should be cut out of scripture (Thomas Jefferson did this literally, taking his scissors to the Bible 

and cutting out everything that referred to supernaturalism.) This view assumes rather arrogantly that 

people in older times were stupid (but even people in Jesus’ day knew that virgins didn’t get pregnant, that 

people didn’t walk on water, and that dead men didn’t rise from the dead!) The Bible is frankly and 

unashamedly, supernatural. Reason is a good tool for receiving revelation but it wasn’t designed to sit in 

judgment upon the Infinite God’s ways or words! How tragic is it when people reduce God to what they 

can comprehend – who would want to worship a God like that? 

 



Often the critics of scripture are driven by presuppositions which are unproven are flat out wrong! For 

example, many 19th century critics assumed that Christianity evolved from a Jewish flavor into a more 

Pauline flavor and thus anything that seems Pauline must be dated later than when Paul actually lived 

(because the critics say that this evolution took some time.) But there is no basis for this reconstruction at 

all! They use a reconstruction that is based on nothing at all to throw out what the church has always 

believed about who wrote which NT books and when! If you ever here someone say "all scholars agree" 

you know they are either ignorant or they are trying to bully you because there is virtually nothing that all 

scholars agree upon! 

 

Liberalism is the view that scripture is a mixture of God’s Word and man’s word and thus we need to use 

our reason to separate the husk from the kernel. As you might expect every scholar who takes this approach 

differs in what he/she thinks is God’s Word. It is a position that is doomed to drive you to despair because 

human reason is inadequate for this task! 

 

B. Existentialism (often called the neo-orthodox view) says the ideas are inspired but not the words. Thus 

they would say the Bible is divine but it is not inerrant. Furthermore they say that the Bible becomes 

authority as we hear God speaking in it, otherwise it is a dead book. It may surprise you to know that this is 

C. S. Lewis’ view (which you will discover if you read his book God In The Dock) and that "Experiencing 

God" has ties with this view as well. Many evangelicals are basically existential in their view of scripture 

without realizing it. They only pay attention to the parts that "hit them" or speak to them. They only give 

the scripture authority if they feel like it, which means that in effect, their subjective feelings carry more 

weight than the Bible. 

 

C. Limited Inerrancy says that the Bible is true only about matters of faith. But when it speaks of history, 

science etc. it makes mistakes. This view is popular among evangelicals but really misses the importance 

the scripture places upon rooting itself in real history. If the facts are wrong, then the doctrines can’t be 

true! This is what Paul argues about the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15:14-15! Similarly, if Adam isn’t a 

real historical person then Paul’s argument in Romans 5 about justification falls apart! You can’t separate 

faith and facts in the Bible. If it’s true, it is true in everything it speaks to. 

 

D. Deconstructionism says that words can’t convey truth and that we must be set free from the author 

trying to tyrannize the reader by imposing his/her authorial intent upon the reader. This obviously raises 

huge questions for how the Bible (a book) can be said to be true. But this view is self-refuting because the 

people who argue for it use words to do so! Don’t be fooled by silly philosophical games about language – 

words have meaning because the God who is, is a God who speaks! Language is not a human creation! 

While it is true that we bring certain presuppositions to any text we read (and thus can distort our reading of 

it), the Bible as a living Word can cut through our wrong presuppositions (Hebrews 4:12) – remember, 

reading the Bible is a spiritual activity in which the Holy Spirit is active. While we read it like we read 

ordinary books, it is far from ordinary and promises to bring life to those who read. (Psalms 119) 

 

    III. God’s Word Has Been Faithfully Transmitted. 

 

A. The text is essentially what was originally written. Did you know that the text of the OT was preserved 

by a radically strict set of rules (which you would expect if God had spoken!) For example a scribe could 

only use certain types of animal skins, had to speak every word out loud when copying, had to get a child to 

read it to make sure his copying was clear, and if he made too many mistakes (even if he corrected them) 

he had to burn the whole scroll! The scribes were also fanatical counters of everything to make sure that 

their copies were perfect. For instance they knew that there were 97,856 words in the first five books of the 

OT, and that Leviticus 11:42 had the middle letter of the first five books. Until 1929, we used a Hebrew 

manuscript from the 1500s for our basic text, then we switched to one that was 500 years older. Do you 

know how many letters were different between these two texts? Only four! The Jews were fanatical about 

the accuracy of the text and thus we have the OT as it was written. The Dead Sea Scrolls only served to 

increase our confidence of the accuracy of the OT text because they contain a scroll of Isaiah that is over 

800 years older than any other copy of Isaiah, and yet it has no different words that the later texts of Isaiah! 

 



The NT text is preserved in literally thousands (over 5,000 at last counting) of ancient manuscripts. We 

even have a piece of the Gospel of John written 20 years after the book was originally composed! Even 

liberal scholars agree that the text we have is true to what was originally written (only 1 out of 100 words is 

in any doubt and none of these affect any doctrines and their meaning can be determined from the context.) 

In addition to scripture texts we also have tons of scripture quotations in the Church Fathers, old 

lectionaries, and other early translations. (F. F. Bruce’s The NT Documents: Are They Reliable? is an 

excellent book on this topic.) 

 

B. But what about the canon? (i.e. How do we know we have the right books in the Bible?) It is important 

to know that the Bible is canonical because it is inspired. It was canonical when it was written, it didn’t 

evolve into this status! Likewise, the church does not give authority to the canon (as the Catholic church 

believes) rather the scripture establishes the church! The OT establishes this pattern when God 

authenticates His spokesmen by signs and wonders and by their short-term prophecies coming true (see 

Deuteronomy 18:14-22.) His Words are to be kept and taught (Deuteronomy 6:1-9.) Jesus Himself used the 

same OT as we do (see Matthew 23:35 where Jesus refers to "from Abel ... to Zechariah". Abel is found in 

Genesis and Zechariah is found at the end of 2 Chronicles, the last OT book in the Hebrew arrangement. 

Thus Jesus gives His seal of approval to the OT canon the way it was understood in His day.) Both Pliny 

and Josephus (Jewish contemporaries of Jesus) list the exact same books as we use today as well, and the 

early Christians distinguished between the OT (which had authority) and the apocrypha (which did not.) As 

a matter of fact the Catholic church did not recognize the apocrypha as scripture until the Council of Trent 

in 1543 (over 20 years after the Reformation started) and the Greek Orthodox church didn’t recognize the 4 

of the 7 apocryphal books they receive as scripture until 1617! (The apocrypha is not scripture and doesn’t 

claim this authority for itself!) 

 

With regard to the NT, the books of scripture were recognized as having this authority from the beginning – 

the church didn’t give them this authority later on (see 1Thessalonians 2:13 – the oldest NT book by the 

way.) The NT letters were to be read and exchanged by the churches (1Thessalonians 5:27, Colossians 

4:16, 2 Peter 3:16) The canon was not made up by some church council in the fourth century – or by any 

church council! The first church council that sought to establish the canon was Trent in the 1540s! The 

canon was recognized by the church from the beginning, and there was no Pope bending everyone into 

conformity with his view (This is a characterization unbelievers have tried to make stick, but it has no basis 

in fact!) Furthermore we have external evidence from A.D. 70-130 of people either quoting as scripture, or 

alluding to, every NT book except 2 John, 3 John, and Jude. 

 

What about the "lost books" and the "Gospel of Thomas"? Well contrary to popular belief (and the view of 

churches trying to "restore" us to the good ol’ New Testament days –- like the Church of Christ) the early 

church was not perfect. Even a casual reading of the NT reveals an abundance of heresies and false 

teachers. Many of these heretics wrote books to support their teachings (usually using the names of apostles 

to validate their heresy). The early church was in a better position that we are to evaluate the validity of the 

books. (Pseudepigragha: using pseudonyms to get their authority) It’s no wonder that modern Gnostics 

(i.e.: New Agers) find support for their teachings in those early Gnostic books! If someone wants to add a 

book to the accepted canon of 1900 years, the burden of proof is on them. Usually these attempts are 

embarrassingly bad historically. Many of these books are Middle Ages forgeries extolling Mary and the 

power of relics, Don’t waste your time with this stuff. 

 

  

 

Revelation 

 

General Revelation (Psalms 19:1-6, Romans 1:19-20) 

This is the revelation of God in all of creation which is general in its availability (it comes to all people) 

and in its message (it is general and doesn’t include the plan of redemption.) In Romans 1 Paul tells us that 

this general revelation is enough to make us accountable, but that sinful man suppresses the truth of it. But 

because of general revelation we have a point of contact with people who aren’t Christians and we 

recognize that there is truth that isn’t contained in the scriptures. However special revelation holds the key 

to the proper understanding of general revelation. 



 

Special Revelation (Hebrews 1:1-2) There are four points to make from this text. 

 

    1. Special revelation is sovereign (i.e. God takes the initiative in revealing Himself, we don’t discover 

Him by our wisdom.) God is the subject of all the verbs in this text! 

    2. It is historical. God has spoken in the past. Special revelation is not just some vague, abstract, a-

historical religious ideas. This contrasts with much of modern theology’s understanding of revelation which 

sees revelation as being a matter of man’s religious experience rather than God’s activity in which He 

reveals Himself. 

    3. It is verbal. God speaks! 

    4. It is progressive – and the process culminates in Christ. – Further we notice that God uses spokesmen 

and gives a sign to authenticate them (Deuteronomy 18:21-22, and Hebrews 2:3-4. For more examples of 

this see 1Kings 18:36-7 and Jeremiah 28.) 

 

God Reveals Himself In Various Ways (Hebrews 1:1-2) Some of these are: 

 

    1. Verbal communication God speaking to people (1 Samuel 3, Genesis 3:9-19) 

    2. Symbolic actions (like making clothes in Genesis 3:21, cf. Genesis 15:17-18) 

    3. Redemptive events (the big one in the OT is the exodus, see Exodus 12-14) 

    4. The Incarnation of Christ (John 1:1, 14 also see John 14:9) 

    5. Scripture (2 Peter 1:20-21, Luke 24:27) 

 

IV. Does revelation continue today? We believe that it does not. Although God still illumines His Word to 

us, He is not giving fresh revelation. We would point to the following considerations in proving this: 

 

    1. The process of revealing culminates in Christ according to Hebrews 1. 

    2. The apostles were appointed as His spokesmen (John 14:25-26) 

    3. The references to NT prophets only occur in the earliest NT letters, but in the later ones, the emphasis 

shifts to teachers because the foundation has been laid (Ephesians 2:20.) A good example of this is 1 

Timothy. Paul tells Timothy to remember the prophecy (1 Timothy 1:18), not to continue to prophesy. 

Also, elders are chosen not by prophetic utterance, but by character qualities (1Timothy 3). 

    4. The 100% accuracy required standard of Deuteronomy 18 has not been revoked.  

 

Applications: 

 

    1. What do we do with God’s revelation? Do we treat it as His Word? Robert Murray M’Cheyne once 

said "Few tremble at the Word of God. Few in reading it hear the voice of Jehovah, which is full of 

majesty." 

    2. Does the Word have authority in your life? When was the last time you changed a course of action 

because of what scripture said? 

    3. Do we believe all of it? Tozer said, "We must never edit God."  

 

Augustine "If you believe what you like in the gospel, and reject what you don’t like, it’s not the gospel 

you believe, but yourself." 

 

Kevin Twit 

RUF Campus Minister 

Belmont College, TN 
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131 Banbury Road 

Oxford OX2 7AJ 

 Whereas inspiration concerns the origin of the bible's authority, inerrancy describes its 

nature. By inerrancy we refer not only to the Bible's being 'without error' but also to its 

inability to err (we might helpfully illustrate this point by comparing it to the distinction 

between Jesus' sinlessness or being without sin, on the one hand, and his impeccability or 

inability to sin on the other). Inerrancy, positively defined, refers to a central and crucial 

property of the Bible, namely, its utter truthfulness. 

The basis for the doctrine of biblical inerrancy is located both in the nature of God and in 

the Bible's teaching about itself. First, if God is perfect – all knowing, all wise, all-good – 

it follows that God speaks the truth. God does not tell lies; God is not ignorant. God's 

Word is thus free from all error arising either from conscious deceit or unconscious 

ignorance. Such is the unanimous confession of the Psalmist, the prophets, the Lord Jesus 

and the apostles. Second, the Bible presents itself as the Word of God written. Thus, in 

addition to its humanity (which is never denied), the Bible also enjoys the privileges and 

prerogatives of its status as God's Word. God's Word is thus wholly reliable, a 

trustworthy guide to reality, a light unto our path. 

If the biblical and theological basis of the doctrine is so obvious, however, why have 

some in our day suggested that the inerrancy of the Bible is a relatively recent concept? It 

is true, as some have suggested that the inerrancy of the Bible is a relatively recent 

concept? Is it true, as some have argued, that the doctrine of inerrancy was 'invented' in 

the nineteenth century at Princeton by B B Warfield and Charles Hodge and is therefore a 

novelty in the history of theology? In answer to this question, it is important to remember 

that doctrines arise only when there is a need for them. Doctrine develops when 

something implicit in the faith is denied; false teaching provokes an explicit rebuttal. This 

is as true of inerrancy as it is of the doctrines of the Trinity, or of justification by faith. 

The notion of the Bible's truthfulness was implicitly assumed throughout the history of 

the church. Theologians were only reflecting the view of the biblical authors themselves. 

Jesus himself quotes Scripture and implies that its words are true and trustworthy—

wholly reliable. The New Testament authors share and reflect this 'high estimate' of 

Scripture pertained to its reliability in matters of faith and salvation only or whether it 

involved a trust in all matters on which the Bible speaks, including science and history. 

One difficulty with this question is that it is anachronistic: it reflects the concerns of our 

times (including the dubious dichotomy between fact and value) rather than that of the 

Fathers and Reformers. With regard to the Fathers, we know that they held to the divine 



authorship is Scripture. Behind the many voices of the human authors is the voice of the 

Holy Spirit, the ultimate author of Scripture. While some used this as an excuse to search 

for hidden truths through allegorical interpretation, if any think the tendency was to 

ascribe too much truth to Scripture rather than too little. For the Fathers, to suggest that 

there were errors in the Bible would have been unthinkable. Augustine, for instance, 

wrote that biblical authority would be overthrown if the authors had stated things that 

were not true. Though Augustine warned Christians not to hide their ignorance of 

scientific fact by easy appeals to Scripture, he also believed that the biblical writers did 

not make any scientific errors. True scientific discoveries will always be capable of being 

reconciled with the Scriptures. Augustine is at pains to show that there are no 

contradictions, either between one part of the Bible and another, or between the Bible and 

truth gleaned from elsewhere. Whatever we think of such attempts, they are at least 

compelling evidence of the widespread Patristic presupposition of the Bible's 

truthfulness. 

The Reformers similarly affirmed the truthfulness of the Bible. There is some debate 

among scholars whether Luther and Calvin limited Scripture's truthfulness to matters of 

salvation, conveniently overlooking errors about lesser matters. It is true that Luther and 

Calvin are aware of apparent discrepancies in Scripture and that they often speak of 

'errors'. However, a closer analysis seems to indicate that the discrepancies and errors are 

consistently attributed to copyists and translators, not to the human authors of Scripture, 

much less to the Holy Spirit, its divine author. Calvin was a ware that Paul's quotations of 

the Old Testament (e.g. Romans 10:6 and Dt 30:12) were not always exact, nor always 

exegetically sound, but he did not infer that Paul had thereby made an error. On the 

contrary, Calvin notes that Paul is not giving the words of Moses different sense so much 

as applying them to his treatment of he subject at hand. Indeed, Calvin explicitly denies 

the suggestion that Paul distorts Moses' words. 

Doctrines are formulated in order to refute error and to preserve revealed truth. Just as 

biblical authority only became part of Protestant confessions in the sixteenth century to 

counter the idea that tradition is the supreme authority of he church, so the doctrine of 

biblical inerrancy was only explicitly formulated to counter explicit denials of the Bible's 

truthfulness. These denials arose about the same time as did modernity and the 

distinctively modern way of interpreting the Bible: biblical criticism. Many so-called 

'enlightened' thinkers of the eighteenth century accepted the Deists' belief that the source 

of truth was reason rather than revelation. Increasingly, the Bible came to be studied like 

any other book, on naturalistic assumptions that ruled out the possibility of divine action 

in history. Accordingly, biblical critics grew skeptical of Scripture's own account of its 

supernatural origin and sought to reconstruct the historical reality. Advances in 

knowledge and a changed view of the world were thought to necessitate a rethinking of 

biblical authority. Historical-critics argued that the authors of the Bible were children of 

their age, limited by the worldviews that prevailed when they wrote. It was against this 

backdrop of widespread suspicion of the supernaturalist appearance of Scripture, and the 

virtually taken-for-granted denial of divine authorship, that the doctrine of biblical 

inerrancy, implicit from the first, was explicitly formulated (e.g. by Warfield and Hodge). 

What is explicitly expressed in the doctrine of biblical inerrancy, however, is not a 



theological novelty so much as an articulation of what was implicitly, and virtually 

always, presupposed through most of church history. 

What then does the doctrine of biblical inerrancy explicitly articulate? We can refine our 

provisional definition of inerrancy in terms of truthfulness as follows: The inerrancy of 

Scripture means that Scripture, in the original manuscripts and when interpreted 

according to the intended sense, speaks truly in all that it affirms. These specifications, 

by identifying the conditions under which Scripture speaks truly, do not hasten the death 

of inerrancy by qualification; they rather acknowledge two crucial limitations that enable 

believers to keep the doctrine in its proper perspective. Let us examine these two 

qualifications in more detail. 

First: the Bible speaks truly ‘in the original manuscripts’. We have already seen that the 

Reformers were able to affirm the truthfulness of the Bible and to acknowledge errors 

due to faulty translation or transmission. To the objection that we do not now possess the 

original manuscripts, it must be pointed out that textual critical studies have brought us 

extremely close to the original text. The relatively small number of textual variations do 

not for the most part affect our ability to recognize the original text. At the same time, it 

is important not to ascribe inerrancy to the copies of the originals, since these are the 

products of an all-too human process of transmission. 

The second qualification is just as important: ‘when interpreted according to the intended 

sense’. It is often tempting to claim the same authority for one’s interpretations as for the 

biblical text itself. The thrust of the doctrine of inerrancy, however, like that of sola 

scriptura, is to stress the distinction between the Word of God and the words of men. 

Interpretations of the Bible fall under the category ‘words of men’. It is thus important 

not to ascribe inerrancy to our interpretations. To the objection that we do not possess the 

correct interpretation, we must appeal not to inerrancy but to the perspicuity of Scripture. 

What conflicts there are about biblical interpretation ultimately must be ascribed to the 

fallible interpreter, not to the infallible text. 

Does inerrancy do justice to the humanity of the Scriptures? Some critics of inerrancy 

have suggested that God had to ‘accomodate’ his message to the language and thought-

forms of the day in order effectively to communicate. In taking on forms of human 

language and thought, does God’s communication simultaneously take on outmoded 

views of the world or of human nature? For example, could God speak truthfully of he 

sun ‘rising’ when he knows full well that the sun does not move? In speaking of the sun 

rising, does not the Bible make a scientific mistake? To this objection it may be replied 

that using the common language of the day is not he same as committing oneself to its 

literal truth. One must not confuse a social convention with a scientific affirmation. To 

say that the sun rises is to employ a metaphor - one, moreover, that is true to human 

experience. The objection proves too much: if the inspired authors have used ancient 

thought forms that led to scientific errors, would not these same thought forms have led 

to errors in matters of faith and practice too? After all, "to err is human’ -- or is it? 

Though proverbial wisdom equates humanity with fallibility, the paradigm of Christ’s 

sinless life shows that the one concept need not follow from the other. God’s Word, we 



may conclude, can take on human form -- incarnate, inscripturate-without surrendering 

its claim to sinlessness and truth. 

Does inerrancy therefore mean that every word in Scripture is literally true? There has 

been a great deal of confusion on this point, both in the media and in academia. It should 

first be noted that mere woods are neither true nor false; truth is a property of statements. 

Second, those who oppose biblical ignorance have all too often contributed to the 

confusion by caricaturing the notion of literal truth. Critics of inerrancy typically speak of 

‘literal truth’ when what they really mean is ‘literalistic truth’. Defenders of inerrancy 

must take great care to distinguish the notion of literal truth from the kind of literalistic 

interpretation that runs roughshod over the intent of the author and the literary form of 

the text. 

Perhaps the best way to resolve this confusion is to begin at the other end. What counts as 

an error? if I say that my lecture lasts an hour, when in fact it lasts only fifty-nine 

minutes, have I made an error? That depends on your expectation and on the context of 

my remark. In everyday conversation round figures are perfectly acceptable; no one 

would accuse me of getting my figures wrong. In other contexts, however, a different 

level of precision is required. A BBC television producer, for instance, would need to 

know the exact number of minutes. The point is that what counts as an error depends 

upon the kind of precision of exactness that the reader has a right to expect. "Error’ is 

thus a context- dependent notion. If I do not claim scientific exactitude or technical 

precision, it would be unjust to accuse me of having erred. Indeed, too much precision 

(‘my lecture is fifty-nine minutes and eight seconds long’) can be distracting and actually 

hinder clear communication. 

Let us define error, then, as a failure to make good on or to redeem one’s claims. The 

Bible speaks truly because it makes good its claims. It thus follows that we should first 

determine just what kind of claims are being made before too quickly ruling ‘true’ or 

‘false’. If error is indeed a context-dependent notion, those who see errors in Scripture 

would do well first to establish the context of Scripture’s claims. To interpret the Bible 

according to a wooden literalism fails precisely to attend to the kinds of claims Scripture 

makes. To read every sentence of the Bible as if it were referring to something in he 

world, or to a timeless truth, may be to misread much of Scripture. Just as readers need to 

be sensitive to metaphor (few would react to Jesus’ claim in John 10:9 ‘I am the door’ by 

searching for a handle) so readers must be sensitive to literary genre (e.g. to the literary 

context of biblical statements). 

Is every word in Scripture literally true? The problem with this question is its incorrect 

(and typically unstated) assumption that ‘literal truth’ is always literalistic -- a matter of 

referring to history or to the ‘facts’ of nature. It is just such a faulty assumption -- that the 

Bible always states facts -- that leads certain well-meaning defenders of inerrancy 

desperately to harmonize what appear to be factual or chronological discrepancies in the 

Gospels. In the final analysis what was new about the Princetonians’ view of Scripture 

was not their understanding of the Bible’s truthfulness but rather their particular view of 

language and interpretation, in which the meaning of the biblical text was the fact--



historical or doctrinal--to which it referred. Their proof-texting was more a product of 

their view of language and interpretation than of their doctrine of Scripture. 

What if the intent of the evangelists was not to narrate history with chronological 

precision? What if the evangelists sometimes intended to communicate only the content 

of Jesus’ teaching rather than his very words? Before extending the Bible’s truth to 

include history or astronomy, or restricting to matters of salvation for that matter, we 

must first ask, ‘What kind of literature is this?’ The question of meaning should precede 

the question of truth. We must first determine what kind of claim is being made before 

we can rule on its truthfulness. The point of biblical apocalyptic is quite distinct from the 

point of Jesus’ parables, from that of the Gospels themselves, or of the Old Testament 

wisdom. We must therefore, say that the literal sense of Scripture is its literary sense: the 

sense the author contended to convey, in and through a particular literary form. Inerrancy 

means that every sentence, when interpreted correctly (i.e. in accordance with its literary 

genre and its literary sense), is wholly reliable. 

The older term to express biblical authority--infallibility--remains useful. Infallibility 

means that Scripture never fails in its purpose. The Bile makes good on all its claims, 

including its truth claims. God’s Word never leads astray. It is important to recall that 

language may be used for many different purposes, and not to state facts only. Inerrancy, 

then, is a subset of infallibilty: when the Bible’s purpose is to make true statements, it 

does this too without fail. Yet the Bible’s other speech acts--warnings, promises, 

questions--are infallible too. 

The Bible’s own understanding of truth stresses reliability. God’s Word is true because it 

can be relied upon --relied upon to make good its claim and to accomplish its purpose. 

We may therefore speak of the Bible’s promises, commands, warnings, etc. as being 

‘true,’ inasmuch as they too can be relied upon. Together, the terms inerrancy and 

infallibility remind us that the Word of God is wholly reliable not only when it speaks, 

but also when it does the truth. 

 



THE GNOSTICS AND JESUS 
BY TIM KELLER, Redeemer Report, March 2004 

 

Gospel of Thomas sounds far more misogynist than anything found in the 
Bible. 
 
For some months I have been getting questions about the "Gnostic gospels" and The Da 
Vinci Code, so it seems right to give readers of this newsletter a bit of guidance. This is by 
no means a definitive response or analysis—it is more like pastoral counsel— but I hope it 
will clear up a few things. 
 
 The Gnostics’ Jesus 
 
In 1945 a red earthenware jar was found buried near Nag Hammadi, a town in upper Egypt. 
Within thirteen papyrus books dating from A.D.350 were discovered. The writings were 
those of believers in the philosophy/religion of gnosticism. Gnosticism is heavily influenced 
by the Hellenistic understanding that the material world is evil and the spirit is good. 
Gnostics believed that the ultimate supreme God did not create the world, but rather a 
lesser god, a ‘demiurge,’ created the world poorly and imperfectly. The result was a material 
world filled with decay, weakness, and death. But Gnostics believed that human beings, 
though locked in this material body, have a spark of the higher spiritual reality within. This 
spark, if fanned into a flame, can liberate us and help us evolve back into spiritual 
perfection. This happens through a process of self-discovery, in which you discover your 
divine identity, you separate from the world by ‘stripping off ’ the consciousness of the 
physical body, and you finally experience the kingdom of light, peace, and life. 
 
 The writings of Gnosticism were much wider than the Nag Hammadi texts, but what makes 
the NH texts different is that, as Craig Blomberg writes, they use the purported 
conversations of Jesus with his disciples as "little more than an artificial framework for 
imparting Gnostic doctrine." (The Historical Reliability of the Gospels, p.208) The most 
well known of these Gnostic-Jesus texts include "The Gospel of Thomas," the "Apocryphon 
of James," The Gospel of Phillip" and "The Gospel of Truth." 
 
 The teachings of the gnostics’ Jesus flatly contradicts the Jesus of the Bible. The Gnostic-
Jesus says, "When you come to know yourselves... you will realize that it is you who are 
the sons of the living father. But if you will not know yourselves, you dwell in poverty." 
(Thomas-3) This reflects the Gnostic concept that self-consciousness of one’s own divinity 
(rather than a new awareness of sinfulness and need) is the first step to salvation. The 
Gnostic- Jesus also says, "When you disrobe yourselves and are not ashamed, and take 
your garments and lay them beneath your feet like little children, and tread upon them, 
then [shall ye see] the Son of the living One, and ye shall not fear." (Thomas-37) This and 
the other ‘undressing’ saying (Thomas-21) urges us to ‘disrobe,’ to trample underfoot and 
despise the physical nature. 
 
 
 The most interesting statement of all is Thomas-71 where the Gnostic-Jesus says: "I will 
destroy this house and no one will be able to rebuild it." This is a clear contradiction of 
Jesus’ saying in John 2 that though others would destroy his body, he would be resurrected. 



This reflects the gnostic disdain for the very idea of the resurrection. Since, in their view, 
the material world is an evil thing we must be freed from, the bodily resurrection is 
completely rejected. According to the gnostics, Jesus was not raised bodily, and neither will 
we be. 
 
Lost Gospels? 
 
Helmut Koester of Harvard has argued that the Nag Hammadi Gnostic-Jesus texts were 
written very early, almost as early as the Biblical gospels themselves. And Elaine Pagels, 
who did a doctorate under Koester at Harvard, has popularized this view in The Gnostic 
Gospels and the more recent Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas. 
 
 But this is very much a minority view across the field of scholarship. N.T.Wright says, "It 
has long been the received wisdom among students of early Christianity that the Gospel of 
Thomas...found at Nag Hammadi...is a comparatively late stage in the development of 
Christianity." (New Testament and the People of God, p.436) The great majority of scholars 
believe the Gnostic-Jesus texts to have been written 100-200 years after the Biblical 
gospels, which all were written within the first 30-60 years after Jesus’ death. Why this 
consensus? 
 
 As N.T. Wright points out in The Resurrection of the Son of God, the early Christians were 
all Jews. Jews had a thoroughly different world-view than that of the Greeks or the 
gnostics. They believed firmly that this material world was made good (see Genesis1) and 
that despite sin God was going to renew it and resurrect our bodies (Daniel 12:1-2.) Jews 
had no hope (or concept) of disembodied souls living apart from the body. What does this 
mean? We know from the Pauline letters, some written only 13 years after Jesus’ death, that 
all the early Christians claimed to have met Jesus and that he was still alive. But it would 
have been impossible for Jewish believers to claim "Jesus is alive" without also believing he 
was raised physically from the dead. 
 
 
 Helmut Koester and others posit that the first Christians believed, as the gnostics, that 
Jesus was only ‘spiritually risen’ and decades later the idea of a bodily resurrection 
developed. But N.T. Wright shows that Christianity could never have arisen as a movement 
among Jews unless the original believers knew Jesus had been raised bodily from the dead. 
This means in turn that the attempt to create a Gnostic-Jesus must have been much later. 
The writings could not have represented an early but repressed true version of Jesus-faith. 
Wright asks: "Which Roman emperor would persecute anyone for reading the Gospel of 
Thomas [since it so closely reflected Greek thinking]?....It should be clear that the talk 
about a spiritual ‘resurrection’ in the sense used by [the gnostic writings] could not be 
anything other than a late, drastic modification of Christian language." (Resurrection, 
p.550.) There is far, far more that could be said in criticism of the thesis that the Gnostic-
Jesus is older than the Biblical Jesus. But I’ll stop here. 
 
 The Da Vinci Code and Misogyny 
 
The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown has become a best seller and, though it purports to be 



nothing but fiction, it takes up the basic ideas of The Gnostic gospels makes them the 
premise of the story. The story assumes that Jesus was not resurrected and did not claim to 
be God, but rather married Mary Magdalene. His true, original teachings are found in the 
gnostic writings. The Biblical gospels were written later and the original truth of Jesus’ life 
and teaching was repressed by the church. 
 
 What can I say? It’s only a novel —so how can you criticize it? It tries to make the case that 
the Gnostic-Jesus was the one who lived, not the real Jesus. But as we showed, the 
scholarly world sees very little evidence that this is the case. There are plenty of other 
incongruities and oddities about The Da Vinci Code, but I’ll just mention one. The story lifts 
up the Gnostic gospels as the "truth" and depicts the church as a repressive regime that 
wants to hide the importance of Mary Magdalene as one of the early disciples. This gives 
the impression that the gnostic gospels are more pro-women than the Bible or traditional 
theology. 
 
 But the last saying in the Gospel of Thomas is far more misogynist than anything found in 
the Bible. Simon Peter said to them: Let Mary go forth from among us, for women are not 
worthy of the life. Jesus said: Behold, I shall lead her, that I may make her male, in order 
that she also may become a living spirit like you males. For every woman who makes 
herself male shall enter into the kingdom of heaven. (Thomas-114) This saying reflects the 
low view of women in the Gnostic philosophy. It is ironic that the author of the Da Vinci 
Code thinks the Gnostic- Jesus was friendlier to women. 
 
No changed lives 
 
Thirty years ago when we were in seminary my wife and I (like all graduate students of 
Bible and theology) studied the Gnostic writings. A simple reading of the texts shows they 
reflect a vastly different world-view than that of the Bible. Even young seminary students 
could see it was an effort of a different religion to co-opt Jesus—and the effort failed 
miserably. That is a historical fact. Few took the Gnostic-Jesus seriously. There was no 
explosive movement of changed lives that resulted from these writings as like that with 
resulted from the proclamation of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And there won’t be any 
explosion of changed lives today. 
 
 In the end, the proof of the pudding is in the eating, as the old proverb says. The Gnostic-
Gospels fail in their fundamental definition —they are not gospels, good news. Instead of 
being the declaration of what God has done to accomplish salvation FOR us, they are just 
the same old same old—a rehash of self improvement techniques and (sometimes) good 
advice about ethical living. This is NOT the good news that transforms lives. It is merely, 
like all other religions besides the true Gospel, a do-it-yourself- salvation based on 
teachings which must be obeyed in order to reach enlightenment. Nothing could be farther 
from the true Gospel, the news that Jesus, by his life and death, has actually SAVED us and 
given us new life, free for the taking. 
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A Critique of the Documentary Hypothesis 
 

By: Kevin Twit  

(Abridged from notes by Dr. Robert Vasholz, Covenant Seminary) 
 

 

Even though this theory is considered passé in many critical circles, and postmodernism has largely 

abandoned the quest for sources as a waste of time because we can't understand authorial intent anyway, 

the documentary hypothesis is still widely taught and believed. Basically the theory states that the 

Pentateuch was not written by Moses (at least not completely) but is instead made up of a number of 

sources and edited together by at least one person (called a redactor.) Often the sources are termed "J, E, P, 

and D" and are largely distinguished based on the names of God that each source is held to have used. We 

will look at some of the evidence for this theory and offer some critiques. 

 

 

The Name Criteria 

The first person to advance the idea that Moses used different sources for his work, and that the sources 

could be identified by the names used for God, was Jean Astruc (1684-1766.) Astruc noticed the different 

names used for God in Genesis and decided Moses must have used various sources. But notice he held to 

Mosaic authorship and only applied this theory to Genesis. And also notice that Astruc lived before 

archeologists knew much about the Ancient East. Julius Wellhausen (1844-1918), whose name is 

synonymous with this theory, is the one who really developed the four source view. He says the Pentateuch 

is made up of 4 documents that have been woven together. He identified the 4 sources as J (the Yahwest 

written around 850 BC), E (the Elohist written around 750 BC), D (the Deuterist written around 621 BC), 

and P (the Priestly source written around 450 BC.) While Wellhausen sees each source as having its own 

characteristics and concerns he said that "if the name criteria falls, the whole theory falls with it." What can 

we say about the names used for God being evidence of multiple sources? 

 

    1. At Ras Shamra in 1929, 1400 Ugaritic stone tablets were found (Ugaritic is very similar to Hebrew.) 

Ugarit was destroyed in 1200 BC so the tablets of stone (which are pretty near impossible to "redact" by the 

way -- have you ever tried to correct or erase a stone tablet?) were written before then. In these tablets we 

learned a lot about Baalism and Caananite myths and discovered that these texts use many different names 

for God. Now remember Astruc said that the names of God were the key to finding different sources, yet he 

lived before modern archeology proved that using multiple names for God was a common practice in the 

ancient near east. If one wants to claim these Ugaritic texts were "redacted" then he must show how stone 

tablets could be edited! It's impossible. We find multiple names for God used in ancient Greek and 

Assyrian texts too. The point is that Astruc and Wellhausen both lived before archeologists disproved the 

name criteria. It has indisputably been disproved, and yet still the theory is taught. 

 

    2. The variations in the names for God is not as extreme in most of the Pentateuch as it is in the opening 

chapters of Genesis. Also the names don't occur frequently enough to do a reliable statistical analysis. In 

fact the names Jehovah and Elohim are often joined together (20 times in Gen 2 and 3 alone.) Often short 

verses use 2 different names and the theory would require us to cut these short verses apart. And variations 

of other people's names occur throughout the OT. In fact there are probably better explanations for the 

different names used for God than the documentary hypothesis. For example the different names could be 

because of stylistic reasons or to bring out various aspects of who God is. The appeal to a "redactor" who 

smoothed things out is proof that the documentary hypothesis doesn't really work. Anytime one raises a 

point about how the evidence doesn't fit the theory, the redactor is used to explain why the evidence doesn't 

back up the theory. This shows that the theory is based more on presuppositions about the evolution of 

religion than it is on real evidence. 
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    3. In Deut. 13:1 Moses says not to add to the scriptures or take from them. But this is what the redactor is 

supposed to have done! Are we supposed to believe that a pious Israelite disobeyed God's word and that 

Israel accepted it without question? 

 

 

Other Literary Variations 

One of the literary variations used to support the theory is the different ways that the OT uses numbers. It is 

claimed that the P source expresses numbers in ascending order (9 + 50,000) while the other sources 

number in descending order (50,000 + 9.) But Cassutto (a Jewish scholar) has determined that ascending is 

always used in statistical lists and descending is used in narratives. The so-called source has nothing to do 

with it. In fact Gen 17:24 (which is widely regarded as a P source) numbers in descending order! How do 

documentary hypothesists explain this? The redactor smoothed it out of course! 

 

 

Duplications and Repetitions 

Many claim that duplicated stories are evidence of multiple sources that were joined together. Does this 

hold water? No. There really are 2 types of "duplications." One type is where you have the same event but 

with a different subject (like the story of creation) and the other type is where you have the same principal 

motif but different events and/or characters. In both types there is a purpose to the duplication. For example 

the 2 versions of the creation story have 2 different intentions. The intention of the 1st account is teach that 

God made everything, while the 2nd version intends to use Adam and Eve as a source of moral instruction. 

In stories with a similar motif (like Sarah and Rebekah both ending up in the palaces of foreign kings) they 

are told in a similar way to teach that the children follow their fathers. Thus we see clear stylistic reasons 

for "duplications." The documentary hypothesis is an unnecessary theory for explaining these duplications. 

 

 

Differences in Culture, Religion, and Theology 

The theory believes that the different sources reflect a different stage in Israel's religious development and 

thus we can use the level of development to determine the sources. 

 

    1. This is way too simplistic and doesn't reflect the tremendous complexity of the OT documents. 

 

    2. This idea is based on naive 19th century Darwinistic (or more properly Hegelian) ideas about cultural 

and religious development. Who is to say that Israel's religion "evolved" from paganism to monotheism 

etc.? This is a presupposition that really distorts our reading of the OT. 

 

    3. There is material of all spiritual levels mixed all through the Pentateuch. Thus we can't use 

development to identify sources. J, and E (the so-called early sources) have much late material and P, and 

D have a lot of early material. (Of course the redactor is used to explain this problem with the evidence.) 

 

    4. This is circular reasoning. Passages are assigned to a particular source based on certain characteristics. 

But the characteristics for each source were determined from the passages assigned to these sources! How 

can we determine the characteristics of a source until we have an independent way of determining what 

makes up the source? We can't use the name criteria because it's been disproved. So what are we left with? 

An empty theory. 

 

    5. The philosophy of Hegel was hugely influential among 19th century scholars. It is the basis for 

example of both Darwinism and Marxism. The way it influenced OT studies was it taught that we can see 

an evolution in religion among all peoples. The Bible of course teaches a "de-evolution" of knowledge of 

God beginning with the Fall. But, mostly German, scholars (who were pretty anti-Semitic by the way) saw 

Israel as being more primitive and then evolving in her knowledge of God. Wellhausen for instance said 

that P was written in 450 BC (when most conservative scholars would say the OT was almost finished) and 

that it was a pious fraud made up by the priests. He says they made up terms like "peace-offering" etc. But 

with modern archeology we've found all these terms in Caananite texts. It has really become impossible to 

believe the documentary hypothesists' late dates for the writing of the OT in light of all the modern 

archeological evidence that shows how historically accurate the little details are. 19th century scholars 
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(based on their Hegelian reconstruction of the history of Israel) would claim certain details must be of a late 

development. But then over and over we find archeological evidence to prove them wrong. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Unfortunately the theory remains even though the evidence to support it has been disproved. (Much like the 

theory of evolution is experiencing today.) The problem is that professors who teach in many colleges are 

teaching what they were taught 30 years ago, even though it has been rejected even by liberal scholars 

today. It is time to believe what the Bible says about its origin. It is not just a record of Israel's religion or 

what they thought of God. It is God's word, the revelation of the God who acts in real history and who 

speaks. God doesn't just act and let us figure out the meanings of His acts, He tells us what His acts mean, 

and His explanation is authoritative. The OT is about God not about the history of Israel's religion. To read 

it as merely a history of religion is to misread it and to impose our presuppositions upon the text rather than 

allowing it to speak for itself. 

 

For Further Reading: 

Oswald Allis, The Five Books of Moses 

William Henry Green, The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch 

P.J. Wiseman, Ancient Records And The Structure Of Genesis 
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