Inerrancy

Definition and Concerns

Inerrancy is the doctrine and idea that the Bible, as inspired by God, is without error. This is a core tenet of orthodoxy within most Christian denominations as it underpins most other doctrines. Any other doctrine that is dependent on the scriptures is in question if the scriptures’ authority is in question. Additional questions come into play when we discuss differences between original autographs (original letters/copies) and sub-sequent copies. Skeptics have tried to show that the text is unreliable to attempt to prove error in the scriptures.

Norm Geisler offers this syllogism:

God cannot err (Heb. 6:18, Titus 1:2, John 14:6, John 17:17).

The Bible is the Word of God (John 1:1).

Therefore, the Bible cannot err.

As we have developed our thinking along this series we have discussed the various natural arguments about the nature of the Bible as the Word of God, the Bible as a copied word of God, and the Bible as the canonized and translated word of God. None of these previous topics matter if the Bible is full of errors. There are difficulties in the Bible that need explaining, but let’s take a look at some of the topics brought up against the Bible.

Arguments for Inerrancy

Internal Consistency & Historicity

After dozens of authors and over a thousand years of authorship the Bible is still self-consistent. The authors and subjects of the various books as the Bible as developed revere the past authors’ writings as God’s writings. As evidence of this, here is an incomplete list of cross references referring to earlier writings as scripture: Judges 3:4, 1 Samuel 12:8, 1 Kings 2:3, 1 Kings 8:53-56, Ezra 6:18, Nehemiah 1:7-8, Psalm 77:20, Psalm 103:7, Daniel 9:13, Malachi 4:4, Matthew 5:18, John 17:17, 2 Timothy 3:16. In this list we see that the first 5 books of the Bible are re-affirmed over and over as God’s word, but we also see a building, as books are added, of an acknowledged canon provided from God to Israel and those who want to follow God.

In addition to these internal cross-references we find that the doctrines provided sequentially (AKA: Progressive Revelation) don’t contradict one another. There are sequences of covenants, which build on or replace one another, but God doesn’t reveal Himself and His righteousness and then ignore His prior Law or decree and contradict Himself.

Prophecies that were clearly prophesied have been fulfilled literally, clearly and publicly. The historical information contained in the Bible is some of the most complete, and verifiable history we have presently. We have no set of documents more copied throughout history than the Bible.

Addressing Concerns

Autographs vs. Copies vs. Translations

The Bible is God’s word. It isn’t man’s word, though it uses human words, but God’s revealed message to mankind. This is important because often skeptics state that the Bible is man’s words poorly representing God’s ideas, or worse: man’s ideas poorly stating man’s ideas about God. The Bible being God’s message means it is subject to the restraints of God’s characters and qualities. 

As we talked before about inspiration we need to articulate that the original writings of the scripture were perfectly inspired and perfectly communicating God’s intent. As a consequence of this we can say that the Bible contains perfect truth. It doesn’t mean we understand all the truth revealed in it, but the content of the Bible is truth. The original writings (AKA: autographs) were untainted in their contents and message. However, those originals were copied and have been translated so we need to discuss the skeptical attack, briefly, on how that might impact the idea of ‘error’ in the text.

Copies of the Biblical text exist, and we’ve had entire classes on that subject, going back for thousands of years. We discussed the copying techniques put forth by the Hebrew scribes, and we discussed the nature of the canon. When issues of differences come up almost no variation exists in the text outside of the following list:

· Cultic Sects who intentionally made their own copies with replaced geographical names. This was discussed and addressed in the last few weeks.

· Swapped vowels and spelling errors - This is minor and can be deciphered quickly. Today we read past many errors because our eyes automatically correct them. The same can be said for the copies. This is not an ‘error in the text’, this is a difference between copies.

· Clarifications in later texts - The King James, for example, was translated from predominantly later transcripts and in some cases translated from Latin to Greek where Greek manuscripts weren’t available for the New testament. In Colossians 2:18, for example, we find that the King James adds a clarifying ‘not’ that does not appear in earlier manuscripts. This doesn’t present an error, but an identifiable clarification that can be understood in context.

Translations of the Bible are a bit more complex to maneuver in some cases because translation naturally brings about a layer of obscurity to those who have not been equipped to translate themselves. However, as teams of scholars have worked on various translations with the purpose of making the nuance of the original text understandable, we can confidently see that there are, at worst, very minor places where some nuance may be lost, or another set of words might be more clearly and more deeply understood. Most word-for-word literal translations, such as the NASB or KJV, have a tight coupling to the original language and don’t veer off into the proverbial weeds. Differences here don’t mean the Bible has an error, it means translational variation has taken place. This can be for reasons of specificity that the translators chose a word, or for reasons of copyright issues in modern intellectual property laws. 

Does the Bible Contain Historical & Scientific Error?

Liberal perspectives within Christendom have suggested that the Bible is true when it comes to matters of faith and morality, but not when it comes to areas of science or history. They site the creation account as myth or legend and then move on as though this doesn’t completely undermine the authority of the scriptures. If the God of the universe cannot clearly communicate , or he cannot preserve His word, then why does any of it carry any meaning whatsoever? Instead we have to take God’s sovereignty into account and interpret the text as a meaningful, literal text. The historical and scientific ideas are knit into the text of the scripture in such a way that you cannot easily disentangle them and not begin to radically erode away the value of much of what is written. Adam’s fall must be real, and therefore Adam must also be real, or else we have an entire set of scriptures that fall apart at their very core: man needs a savior because he is sinful and corrupted by the sin.

Previous classes have delved more deeply into the historicity, but it should be pointed out that there are no unexplainable historical difficulties in the text. Archaeology has borne out the recordings of the scriptures again and again despite the skeptics desire for it to do otherwise.

Attacks on scientifically difficult events such as the pillar of fire in the exodus, or the water turning to wine, or the dead being resurrected don’t disprove the text, it means that using an entirely naturalistic explanation of the text is not a fitting paradigm for the understanding of the text. Forcing an outside worldview onto a text does not negate the text by itself. Context is a critical indicator of intent and methodology that should be used for interpretation and understanding.

Attacks on statements of science such as the mustard plant parable in Matthew 13:31-32 (cf Mark 4:30-32, Luke 13:18-19) do not reflect the cultural understandings of botany and horticulture at the time. In addition things like the height of a mustard plant can exceed upwards of 10 feet with a thick stock, so it’s possible for the birds to land in it and sit in it as Christ describes. 

Apparent Contradictions

Some topics when presented in the text appear as contradictions, but in many cases it’s simply a concept stated in human terms. The language itself conveys an idea that is a contradiction on the surface, but is not an actual contradiction in context. Again, context helps convey the intent and meaning of the text and the text may reflect man’s understanding and not a change in a fundamental truth. Below are a few examples of potential contradictions and some ideas on how these difficulties can be understood.

God Changes His Mind? – Numbers 23:19 tells us some interesting things about God’s eternal attributes, one of which is that He doesn’t change His mind, and also that He does not lie. 

God’s interaction with Moses - In various interactions with Moses that are recorded Exodus 32:9-14 stands out because it sounds like God changed His mind. However, this is a human expression and doesn’t reflect a surprise to God that caused Him to change His mind, it is a recording of God 

1. Stating His judgment of the nation of Israel as obstinate.

2. Stating what was possible for Him to do – that the Lord could wipe out the obstinate Israelites and create a nation out of Moses.

3. Stating that He won’t wipe the Israelites out after Moses’ plea. 

Man’s description of God’s apparent change doesn’t mean God literally changed His mind. This is an understandable use of human language from a human perspective. God knew what Moses would do, but before that He knew what Israel would do. 

God’s Covenants
Some have argued that the covenants throughout the Bible showed a lack of planning, or a change of mind. Instead it can be seen that God had a plan as revelation was given in the form of prophecy. God showed in the garden that He was willing and desiring to interact with mankind and walk in relationship with Adam and Eve. The fall introduced a change in their relationship, but God was not surprised. Noah received a covenant from God that added to the basic operating systems God put in place when He created Adam. Abraham received a further covenant, as did Moses and David, and Jeremiah. Those covenants do not reflect a change of mind, but a plan; a sequence of arrangements (many of which are still in effect) that reflect the unchanging character of God’s design.

Genealogies
The biblical genealogies have long been a point of attack by the skeptic. They love to point out either gaps or contradictions between differing lists. What is interesting though, is to understand the Hebrew methods for constructing these lists that don’t point to gaps and contradictions, but instead point to memorization techniques that might have been used by different members of the nation to help store accurately the names of family members of ages past. Instead of there being contradictions we have found that there are lists with different generations recorded.
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