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Your Word is Truth  
Part 8 – Inerrancy and Canon (2) 

 
“I confess to your Charity that I have learned to 
yield this respect and honor only to the canonical 
books of Scripture: of these alone do I most 
firmly believe that the authors were completely 
free from error. And if in these writings I am 
perplexed by anything which appears to me 
opposed to truth, I do not hesitate to suppose 
that either the manuscript is faulty, or the 
translator has not caught the meaning of what 
was said, or I myself have failed to understand.” 
- Augustine, in a letter to Faustus the Manichean (AD 405) 
 
“Liberalism in theology is that mood or cast of mind which is prepared to accept that some discovery of 
reason may count against the authority of traditional affirmation in the body of Christian theology…For many 
Protestant Christians the most momentous step of theological liberalism is taken when they deny the 
traditionally accepted belief in the inerrancy of Scripture.” 
- Stephen Sykes (a self-described theological liberal)  

 

Inerrancy (cont.) 
 
Approaching accusations that the Scriptures err 
 
1. We must have a proper approach to Scripture. 
We can ensure a proper approach to Scripture in two ways: 
 
a) We must begin with what the Bible says about itself. 

 Evangelicals privilege the Scriptures. Everyone has certain presuppositions. Evangelicals have 
a presupposition that what the Bible attests concerning itself is true. Not all presuppositions are 
created equal. Some are ill informed and based wholly on certain feelings, sinful biases, 
traumas, ignorance, etc. Evangelicals believe they have good reason to place high confidence 
in the trustworthiness of Scripture.  

 Warfield suggested that “One…obtains first the doctrine of inspiration taught by the Bible as 
applicable to itself, and then testing this doctrine by the facts as to the Bible as ascertained by 
Biblical criticism and exegesis.” The strength of this approach is that it respects “the vast mass 
of evidence for the general trustworthiness of the Biblical writings as witnesses of doctrine, and 
for the appointment of their writers as teachers of divine truth to men, and for the presence of 
the Holy Spirit with and in them aiding them in their teaching (in whatever degree with whatever 
effect).”1 This approach begins with the Scriptures own self-attestation and only then moves on 
to consider potential difficulties.  

 This approach is not meant to suggest that challenging or difficult passages be ignored or 
“glossed over.” Rather, it suggests that interpreting difficult passages be done in light of the 
Scripture’s own testimony concerning its origins, nature, and transmission.  

One should strive to interpret that difficulty in light of [the Scripture’s self-attestation], 
and not vice versa…So long as a contradiction cannot be proven, even if doubt or 

                                                           
1 Quoted in Guy Prenitss Waters, For the Mouth of the Lord Has Spoken (Scotland: Christian Focus, 2020) p. 108 
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uncertainty remains concerning a particular difficulty, then one may not overturn the 
established testimony of the biblical authors as to their own teaching.2 
 

b) We must carefully consider what is required for a statement or account recorded in 
Scripture to rise to the level of error.  

 It is not enough for a passage of Scripture to present significant challenges to interpretation for 
the conclusion of error or contradiction to be reached. If the reader remains perplexed regarding 
a passage’s proper interpretation, harmony with the rest of the Bible, or congruency with known 
facts, that alone is not sufficient reason to conclude that the 
text has erred.  

 A.A. Hodge and B.B. Warfield offer three criteria that must be 
met for the conclusion of error to be reached: 

Let it (1) be proved that each alleged discrepent statement 
certainly occurred in the original autograph of the sacred 
book in which it is said to be found. (2) Let it be proved that 
the interpretation which occasions the apparent 
discrepancy is the one which the passage was evidently 
intended to bear. It is not sufficient to show a difficulty, 
which may spring out of our defective knowledge of the 
circumstances. The true meaning must be definitely and 
certainly ascertained, and then shown to be irreconcilable 
with other known truth. (3) Let it be proved that, the true 
sense of some part of the original autograph is directly and 
necessarily inconsistent with some certainly-known fact of 
history or truth of science, or some other statement of 
Scripture certainly ascertained and interpreted.3  

 Opponents of Biblical inerrancy approach the Scriptures with a hermeneutic of suspicion. That 
is, since they assume there are errors in the Scripture they will find them even where they do 
not exist. In that case, every tension or “problem” is assigned to the category of error.  

 
 
2. Five points to remember when the Bible is charged with error: 
 
a) A difference is not necessarily a contradiction.  

 It is not unusual in the Bible for parallel accounts of particular events to not be identical. For 
instance, one Gospel account will record certain words not recorded in another Gospel. Or one 
account may record a different number of people present at a particular event. But this ought to 
be expected of independent accounts of the same event. Indeed, such non-contradictory 
differences add both to the trustworthiness and depth of the account. If the four Gospels 
repeated the same details without variance one would reasonably suspect that they were not 
the fruit of different eye-witness testimony but a cynical coordinated effort to deceive.  

 Each Gospel account is told from a particular perspective. The writers each emphasized 
particular points and recorded events in service to a larger purpose. That is not to say that the 
record of events was manipulated. Rather, each writer, reporting what he saw and was told, 
sought to emphasize certain points which were especially pressing for his intended audience. 
So one writer might mention the names of two persons present at an event while another might 
tell of three who were present. This difference is not a contradiction unless the one writer states 

                                                           
2 Ibid, p. 109 
3 Quoted in Waters, p. 110 
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that there were “two and no more” present. If I state that John and Henry were present at a 
meeting that does not necessarily mean that Andy was not present. It simply means that for 
some reason I felt it important to call attention to only two attendees.  

 
b) Lack of precision is not an error.  

 Modern readers must be careful to not force upon Scripture contemporary standards of 
precision in recording certain details. It is not unusual for the Bible to use approximations in, for 
example, measuring the size of crowds. Do we not do this quite often in our own day when 
recounting events? How much more true was that in the days prior to modern technologies 
which enable great precision? This does not mean that the Bible errs in any of its records of 
events. It simply means that the modern reader should not expect the Bible’s records of events 
to reflect contemporary standards of precision.  

 
c) We must know the difference between a description and a prescription.  

 Both the Old and New Testaments recount words and actions which are wicked. Both individuals 
and nations do sinful things in the Bible’s record of events. By recording these evil actions and 
words the Bible is not endorsing them. For example, Jacob marries two women and takes two 
concubines. This is contrary to the pattern of marriage established by God in Genesis chapter 
two; a pattern Jesus confirmed as God’s will (Matthew 19:4-6). Thought the Bible does not 
record a rebuke against Jacob for this should not be construed as an endorsement. It is simply 
a description of Jacob’s actions. It should be pointed out that Jacob is not presented as an ideal 
example to follow. Indeed, Moses’ record of events demonstrates that Jacob’s polygamy 
resulted in an unhappy home. 

 
d) We must keep all alleged problems in the Scripture in proper perspective.   

 Charles Hodge observes:  
“The universe teems with evidences of design, so manifold, so diverse, so wonderful, as 
to overwhelm the mind with the conviction that 
it has had an intelligent author. Yet here and 
there isolated cases of monstrosity appear. It 
is irrational, because we cannot account for 
such cases, to deny that the universe is the 
product of intelligence. So the Christian need 
not renounce his faith in the plenary inspiration 
of the Bible, although there may be some 
things about it in its present state which he 
cannot account for.”4 

 Hodge is making the point that there is not a 
single arena of human knowledge where 
admitted difficulties or challenges overturn 
settled knowledge. We do not dismiss all we 
know about physics because string theory holds 
certain impenetrable mysteries at this point. We 
do not throw out the Table of Elements because 
it is almost certain we have not yet discovered all 
of what fits the definition of an element. And, in 
this case, what is true of physics and chemistry is also true of Scripture. 

 

                                                           
4 Quoted in Waters, p. 112 
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e) We must remember that those who 
object to the Bible’s inerrancy shoulder 
the burden of proof.  

 Those who affirm the inerrancy of 
Scripture appeal both the Bible’s own 
self-attestation and what the church has 
historically affirmed. Therefore, it is not 
those who affirm the Scripture’s inerrancy 
who carry the burden of proof for their 
belief. Rather it is those who deny 
inerrancy who have the burden of proving 
their belief. This is important because 
Christians often find themselves seeking 
to defend a position that has yet to be 
disproven. However, it is also true that 
Christians are often not equipped to answer those who press the alleged discrepancies, 
contradictions, and errors within the Bible. There is a rational basis for affirming the Scripture’s 
inerrancy. There are time-tested and cogent arguments against the charges of errors and 
contradictions in the Bible.  

 Those who object to the Bible’s inerrancy must offer proof as to why there is no possible 
alternative to their charge of error. They must demonstrate why there is no reasonable answer 
or possible interpretation which can offer an alternative to their assertion of error. What one 
finds repeatedly is that those alleging errors or contradictions in the Bible have themselves erred 
in their interpretation of the text, of history, or of science. The best that can offered by the one 
who objects to the Bible’s inerrancy is the possibility of contradiction or error. The one who 
affirms inerrancy need only to demonstrate that there is a possible alternative to the charge of 
error or contradiction. The burden of proof lies with the one who objects. 

 Challenges to the Bible’s trustworthiness are nothing new. The Word of God has been under 
attack since the serpent first uttered those wicked words, “Has God truly said…?” When God 
raised up prophets to speak to his people they variously ignored, persecuted, and even killed. 
Jesus, the Living Word of God, was rejected and crucified. God’s Word has always been under 
attack. 

 
 
*Next Week – A look at some of the so-called “problem passages.” 
 


