
What We Believe about the Bible

No other single book in history has impacted more lives in a positive way than the Bible.
Several years ago, a Bible was published which was simply identified as The Book. Certainly
the Bible is described accurately as the greatest book in the world. It deserves the expression
“greatest book” because it is the greatest in subject matter; it is the greatest in influence on
lives and nations; and it answers man’s greatest need – salvation.

Throughout history, the Bible’s significance has been readily recognized by many world
leaders. Those who have sought to oppose this book and the faith it teaches have found them-
selves fighting a losing battle. A Roman Caesar opposed the Bible so vigorously he erected a
monument to praise his supposed success in destroying the Scriptures. But when the succes-
sor to his throne declared Rome a Christian Empire, more than fifty copies of the Bible came
out of hiding and were made public within three hours. For years, Russian Communism at-
tempted to discredit the Bible and Christianity, but today portions of the Scriptures are posted
in every schoolroom in the country and Russian leaders are appealing to Christian leaders to
help them rebuild their nation.

As Christians, it is important to know what we believe about the Bible and what the Bible
teaches concerning other important areas of life. When the Bible refers to itself, it usually
does so in the context of one of eight themes. Evangelical Bible teachers have designated
certain words rich with meaning to describe these themes. These words include revelation,
inspiration, inerrancy, preservation, canonicity, illumination, interpretation, and application.
As we understand what these eight words teach us about the Bible, we will come to know
what we believe about the Bible.

The Bible: God’s Message to Us

The reason we have a Bible at all is because God has chosen to reveal certain truths about
Himself to us. The Bible is God’s self-revelation of Himself to His people. The word “revela-
tion” refers to the act of God which gave people knowledge about Himself and His creation,
including knowledge which they could not have otherwise known. Moses reminded the people
of Israel, “the secret things belong unto the Lord our God: but those things which are revealed
belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law” (Deut.
29:29).

Our understanding of revelation implies several things. First, revelation is an act of God,
“for the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they
were moved by the Holy Ghost” (2 Peter 1:21). Second, God gives this revelation about Himself
to people (1 Cor. 10:6; Rom. 1:19). Third, revelation involves the communication of truth we
could not otherwise know apart from God. The apostle Paul described his ability to write
Scripture in the context of the Holy Spirit revealing a mystery which was hidden to previous
generations (Eph. 3:3-5). Fourth, the revelation which God has given us in Scripture is both
partial and complete. It is partial in the sense that God did reveal some things to the apostles
which He chose not to include in Scripture (Rev. 10:4; 2 Cor. 12:4). It is complete in the sense
that nothing should be added or removed from the Scriptures (Rev. 22:18).

God reveals Himself to us in different ways. He reveals Himself in a general way through
history (1 Cor. 10:1-6), our conscience (Rom. 2:14-16), and nature (Ps. 19:1-6; Rom. 1:18-21).
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He also reveals Himself in a fuller way in the Bible (Deut. 29:29; 2 Peter 1:20-21) and through
the life and ministry of Jesus Christ (John 1:14, 18).

God reveals His Word for a purpose. In fact, several things are accomplished through the
Scriptures. Scriptures reveal our sin (Rom. 3:9-20). They reveal Christ (John 5:39; Rev. 1:1).
They reveal how we can obtain eternal life (John 20:31; 1 John 5:13). Scriptures also reveal
God’s expectations in our life (2 Tim. 3:17). Further, Scriptures reveal the keys to both wisdom
(Prov. 1:2, 5; Ps. 19:7) and spiritual victory (Ps. 119:9-11; Eph. 6:16-17).

How God Wrote the Bible

Evangelical Christians have a high view of the Bible and recognize it as the “inspired”
Word of God. The term “inspiration” is based on the Greek word theopneustos which communi-
cates the idea of God “breathing out” His Word (2 Tim. 3:16). The Bible teaches that “holy men
of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost” (1 Peter 1:21). Our understanding of
inspiration is that the Holy Spirit guided human authors so that what they wrote in Scripture
is accurate and without error.

Although the individual books of the Bible bear the marks of the personalities of the
human authors, God so moved these writers that the very words of Scripture are those “which
the Holy Ghost teacheth” (1 Cor. 2:13). Because God is the ultimate author of all Scripture, all
Scripture is completely accurate and reliable.

The writer to the Hebrews began his epistle by reminding his readers that God “at sundry
times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets” (Heb. 1:1).
Some of the ways God spoke included dreams (Dan. 7:1), visions (Ezek. 1:1), an audible voice
(Lev. 1:1), object lessons (Jer. 19:1-15), dictation (Rev. 2:1-3:22), eyewitness reports (1 John 1:1-
3), and historical research (Luke 1:1-4). But even though different methods were used to re-
veal different parts of Scripture, every verse is as inspired as every other verse.

The divine inspiration of the Scriptures is best recognized by reading the Scriptures. Just
as the character of an author tends to come through in his or her writing, so the character of
God is reflected on every page of Scripture. Both God and His Book, the Bible, may be de-
scribed as holy (Isa. 6:3; Ps. 119:3), true (John 17:3, 17), just (1 John 1:9; Ps. 119:149), powerful
(Nah. 1:2; Heb. 4:12), and eternal (Ps. 90:2; Matt. 24:35). In fact, every attribute of God is
reflected to some degree in the pages of Scripture.

When New Testament writers described the Scriptures as inspired, they were most often
speaking of the Old Testament. Still, there is some evidence that they quickly recognized the
inspiration of the New Testament as it was being written. Peter commented on the epistles of
Paul in a way that suggests he viewed them as inspired as “the rest of the Scriptures” (2 Peter
3:16). Paul quoted both Deuteronomy 25:4 and Luke 10:7 as Scripture which supported a
particular principle he was teaching (1 Tim. 5:18). Some Bible teachers believe John 21:24
was written by the elders of the church at Ephesus to attest to their confidence in the authen-
ticity and inspiration of the fourth gospel.

When we say the Scriptures are inspired, we mean that every word of the original auto-
graphs of Scripture is the very word God chose to use. The Scriptures were originally written
in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, and have since been translated into hundreds of other lan-
guages. Most Bible translators have a high regard for the Scriptures and do their best to
accurately translate the Word of God into the language of the people. As we read these trans-
lations, we are reading the Word of God and should respond accordingly.
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Is the Bible Reliable?

The third word we use to describe the Bible is “inerrancy.” Inerrancy literally means “with-
out error.” When used to describe the Bible, the term inerrancy implies that what God inspired
is also authoritative and reliable. This was the view of Paul (2 Tim. 3:16), Peter (Acts 4:24–25),
and Jesus (John 10:34–35).

One of the strongest statements concerning biblical inerrancy comes from Jesus Himself.
In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught, “Till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle
shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled” (Matt. 5:18). This verse refers to the Old
Testament which was written primarily in the Hebrew language. The word “jot” refers to the
Hebrew letter “yodh” which was the smallest letter in that alphabet. Other Hebrew letters are
very similar in appearance (i.e. “caph” and “beth”). The otherwise insignificant mark distin-
guishing these letters is called the “tittle.” Jesus believed in inerrancy to the point of the
smallest letter and part of a letter. Some English translations use the expression “the dotting
of the ‘i’ and the crossing of the ‘t’ ” to convey the meaning of this expression in the English
language.

When a person assumes the inerrancy of Scripture, their faith is rewarded many times
over. Christopher Columbus read of “the circle of the earth.” In his day, people believed the
earth was flat. But Columbus had faith in God’s Word. As a result, he discovered a new world.

An oil man read of the mother of Moses coating a basket with “pitch” which he knew as a
petroleum by-product. He sent prospectors to the Middle East to find the first oil wells in that
part of the world.

A British army officer found himself trapped by the enemy in the wilderness of Palestine,
but escaped by following the escape route used by David to flee Saul. He found that route by
reading His Bible one morning and led those under his command along it, even though the
route was not marked on any of his maps.

How God Preserved His Word to Us

One of the unique features of the Scriptures is its continued existence. Perhaps no other
book in history has been so vigorously and consistently opposed. The energies of several gov-
ernments have been focused on destroying the Bible, yet God has preserved His Word to this
generation. Most of the great books of antiquity have been lost over the years, yet there are
thousands of biblical manuscripts and fragments available to scholars today. Few books pub-
lished today remain in print for as long as a decade, yet after eighteen centuries the Bible is
still widely published, distributed, and read.

When Bible teachers talk about preservation, they refer to God’s work of insuring that the
Scriptures are preserved for future generations. The doctrine of preservation is a logical con-
clusion of the doctrines of revelation and inspiration. Since God reveals Himself in the Scrip-
tures He inspired, it is only logical to conclude that he will also preserve those Scriptures for
future generations.

The doctrine of preservation is perhaps best illustrated in an event which took place dur-
ing the life and ministry of the prophet Jeremiah (Jer. 36:1-32). God gave him a message to
pass on to the king, but as the king began to hear the message, he cut up the scroll on which it
was written and threw it in the fire. Even though the original copy of Jeremiah’s prophecies
was destroyed, the Lord enabled the prophet to reproduce the message on another scroll to
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replace the one which had been destroyed. God preserved His Word even though it had been
cut up and burned in a fire.

Recognizing the Authority of the Scriptures

Some religious groups recognize the Bible as one of several holy books or scriptures. They
claim God has spoken through the Vedic Scriptures or Book of Mormon just as He has spoken
through the Bible. Evangelical Christians reject that claim because they believe the sixty-six
books of the Bible form the completed canon of Scripture. We use the word “canonicity” to
describe those books which are included in the Bible because they measure up to the standard
of Scripture.

The word canon originally meant a measuring rod or standard of measure. It was applied
to the Old Testament as Jewish leaders determined which books should or should not be
viewed as Scripture. According to the Jewish historian Josephus, the thirty-nine books of the
Old Testament were brought together during the life of Ezra (Neh. 8:1). The Old Testament
canon was well established by the time of Jesus. Evangelical Christians have followed the
example of Jesus and recognize the canonicity of the Old Testament.

The early church used four criteria to determine the canonicity of a New Testament book.
First, each book was written by an apostle or one closely associated with an apostle. Second,
the contents of these books were revelatory in nature. Third, these books were universally
recognized by the church in their teaching and preaching ministry. Fourth, these books were
considered inspired because they bore the marks of inspiration. When the twenty-seven books
of the New Testament were gathered into the canon, the Scriptures were complete.

There are several reasons we believe there will be no additions to the books of Scripture
that we consider canonical. Scripture forbids adding or removing anything from itself (Rev.
22:18-19). The task of writing revelation is completed and we now have “the faith which was
once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). The prophetic and apostolic offices of the early
church no longer exist, therefore no one is qualified to write additional Scripture (Eph. 2:20).
The widespread acceptance of the Bible among spiritual people as the only authoritative Scrip-
ture for Christians is also an indication that only the Bible is in fact God’s Word (1 Cor. 3:6-9;
John 10:24).

How God Makes the Bible Come Alive

Bible teachers use the word “illumination” to describe the work of the Holy Spirit which
enables us to understand and apply the spiritual message of the Scriptures. When Jesus met
two disciples on the Emmaus Road, “He expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things
concerning Himself” (Luke 24:27). Later, “their eyes were opened and they knew Him” (Luke
24:31). In illumination, the Holy Spirit opens our eyes so that we may know the Scriptures.

Illumination is a ministry of the Holy Spirit Who is given “that we might know the things
that are freely given to us of God” (1 Cor. 2:12). When the Holy Spirit does this work in our life,
it results in our gaining a fuller understanding of the Scriptures (John 16:13-15; 1 Cor. 2:12-
16). The illuminating work of the Holy Spirit depends on our relationship with God. Sin can
hinder our understanding of Scripture. Like David, we need to pray, “Open thou mine eyes,
that I may behold wondrous things out of thy law” (Ps. 119:18).

We cannot understand the Scriptures apart from the Holy Spirit’s work of illumination.
This is because our spiritual eyes are blinded so that we cannot see the things of God. The Bible
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speaks of the judicial blindness of Israel brought on by their rejection of Christ (Rom. 11:25), the
blindness of hatred (1 John 2:11), the blindness of Gentiles who had not yet been exposed to the
light of the Gospel (Isa. 9:2), the inability to see the kingdom of God apart from the new birth
(John 3:3), and the work of Satan in blinding people to the Gospel today (2 Cor. 4:3-4).

When the Holy Spirit illuminates the Scriptures, two things happen. First, unsaved people
are convicted of their sin (John 16:8). The word “convict” is derived from a Latin expression
which means “cause to see.” Second, Christians gain a greater understanding of the Scrip-
tures. Spiritual illumination is also called the anointing of the Holy Spirit (1 John 2:20, 27).

As you study the Bible, make full use of the spiritual principles of interpreting the Bible.
Pray as you study the Scriptures, asking God to help you understand His Word (Ps. 119:33-
34). Seek cleansing from all known sin in your life (1 John 1:9). Rely on other Scriptures to
help you understand what you are reading, “comparing spiritual things with spiritual” (1 Cor.
2:13).

Interpreting the Meaning of Scripture

The Bible is a spiritual book which must be spiritually discerned, hence the need for
illumination. But it is also a book originally written in language most people could under-
stand. However, today many people cannot understand the original language. Therefore Scrip-
ture has been translated into different languages so more people can understand. Hence the
need for interpretation. While we dare not minimize the role of the Holy Spirit in our under-
standing the Scriptures, neither can we ignore the basic principles of biblical interpretation in
this regard either.

Evangelical Christians believe in the “historical grammatical” interpretation of the Bible.
This means they interpret the Bible in its historical context using the normal rules of gram-
mar. This involves four steps in the interpretive process.

1. The student of the Bible should learn the context in which the Scripture being read
took place.

2. The student should then examine the grammatical context.

3. The student should ask, “What is the literal meaning of this passage?”

4. The student should consider the meaning of idioms and other more figurative expres-
sions in the passage.

Each of these steps helps the student understand what the original writer intended to say
and what the original readers interpreted that writer to mean.

Some people tend to get confused in Bible study, largely through their failure to study the
Bible as they would study another piece of literature. Don’t spend all your time looking for
some hidden meaning in Scripture to the point of missing the very obvious. Rather, work on
understanding the history and grammar involved, then look for ways to apply what you un-
derstand the Bible to be saying.

Applying the Bible to Life

Ultimately, the real value of the Bible is realized in our life as we apply the Scriptures to
life. Application is living out the principles taught in the Word of God. God gave us His Word
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“for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: that the man of God
may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works” (2 Tim. 3:16-17). On the flyleaf of his
Bible, D. L. Moody wrote the words, “This Book will keep you from sin, or sin will keep you
from this Book.” If we let it, the Bible can change our life.

Watch out for abuses of Scripture. Admittedly, some rather strange things have been done
by those who claim to be “applying the Scriptures.” Some people handle snakes, drink poison
from mason jars or turn propane torches on themselves during worship services based on
their unique interpretation of certain verses. Others have refused medical treatment, abused
children, and committed other violent acts to inflict God’s judgment upon those they view as
sinners. But each of these actions is contrary to the teaching of Scripture.

Before applying Scripture to life, be sure you know what it means. This involves the work
of the Holy Spirit in illumination and the work of the Bible student in interpretation (see
previous page). Once God has made His will clear through the Scriptures, the Christian needs
to obey it. Don’t let other people’s misapplication of Scripture hinder you in your relationship
with the Word of God. Rather, “as newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye
may grow thereby” (1 Peter 2:2). And as you study the Bible, “be doers of the word, and not
hearers only” (James 1:22).

Chapter One Review & Discussion

Review Questions

1. What eight theme words are related to accepting and understanding the Bible?

2. Why is the Bible the greatest book in the world?

3. What are different ways God reveals himself to us?

4. How did God “write” the Bible.

Discussion Questions

1. Why is the Bible reliable?

2. What would help you understand the Bible better?

3. How can you apply the Bible to your own life?
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