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After Inerrancy: 
Evangelicals and the Bible in a Postmodern Age  

ά²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ ōƻƻƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 
ŦǊŀƎƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻƪŜƴ .ƛōƭŜΣ DƻŘ ƳŜŜǘǎ ǳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƛǎŜƴ hƴŜΦέ 

                                                                                      

Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

Reflections on the Bible 

 

I write for Evangelicals who either believe or suspect that our tradition has painted itself into an 
intellectual corner. The Church has been down this road before. In the 16th and 17th centuries it mistakenly 
ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ /ƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎ ŀƴŘ DŀƭƛƭŜƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ άǳƴōƛōƭƛŎŀƭΦέ  !ƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
evidence finally came crashing down on Church dogma in those days, so in ours, the facts are stacking up 
ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎǘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƛƴ άŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ άōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŜǊǊŀƴŎȅέ ǘƘŀǘ 
supports it.  

While there was perhaps a period in history when Evangelicals could deny the substance of these new 
ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘƛƴΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƴƻǿ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ŀƴ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
threshold that makes it intellectually unsuitable to defend some of the standard dogmas of the 
ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ 9ǾŀƴƎŜƭƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ IƻƭŘƛƴƎ Ŧŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƻƭŘ ŘƻƎƳŀǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ 
ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ CǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǎƳέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άǎŎŀƴŘŀƭ ƻŦ 9ǾŀƴƎŜƭƛŎŀƭ aƛƴŘΦέ1  

The intellectual cul-de-sac in which Evangelicalism finds itself can be traced back to many causes. But it 
seems clear, at least to me, that a fundamental cause of the scandal is its doctrine of Scripture. Often this 
ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŀŘƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ά.ƛōƭƛŎƛǎƳέ Χ  ǘƻ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴŜǊǊŀƴǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ƻƴ Χ ŦǊƻƳ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǇƘȅǎƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǘǊƻƴƻƳȅ ǘƻ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
theology. In more progressive Evangelical circles, inerrancy is sometimes defined more delicately, in a way 
that allows the non-biblical evidence to carry more weight in our reflection, but even here the subtle 
influence of inerrancy sometimes engenders poor, or at least inferior, judgments about science, history, 
human beings and theology. In the pages that follow I will briefly explain why conventional Evangelical 
understandings of Scripture simply cannot be right. I will also survey some of the important resources that 
can help the Church get its bearings in a world without Biblicistic inerrancy.  

 

1. Dogmatic Assumptions 
In the pages that follow I will assume the basic legitimacy and cogency of the traditional Christian 

ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ DƻŘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ Χ ǘƘŀǘ WŜǎǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ƛǎ DƻŘ ƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘŜΣ ōƻǘƘ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ Χ  ǘƘŀǘ 
ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƴŎŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ Χ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǎ 
ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅ όǊƛƎƘǘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎύ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŜǎȅ όǿǊƻƴƎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎύ Χ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 
dogmatic theology that I will treat as finally settled.  

Many Evangelicals would like to include Biblicist inerrancy in any list of dogmatic assumptions, but this 
dogma is neither a standard view among Christians at-large nor is it theologically sensible in light of the 
strong evidence against it.  
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2. The Problem of Scripture 
Evangelical tradition commonly holds that God, in giving us Scripture, shielded it from the errant 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŦƛƴƛǘŜΣ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŘƛǾƛƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊŀŎƛǘȅ ƛǎ 
laudable and in many respects traditional, it does not come without an apparent intellectual price. The 
evidence against this view either is or appears to be very strong. Let me begin with one brief, clear and 
fairly innocuous example of the problem that confronts Evangelicals. My example comes from the life of 
Judas, the man who betrayed Jesus. Consider the two accounts of his death provided below: 

It is easy to see the differences in the two accounts. In the first Judas dies by hanging, in the second by a 
violent fall; in the first Judas returns the money, in the second he keeps it; in first the priests bought the 
field, in the second Judas bought it; in the first the field is named for its function as a burial plot, in the 
ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘŜǎ WǳŘŀǎΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ƻǊ 
ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōƻǘƘ ōŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΦ  

 The difficulty that I have just cited involves a tension within the Bible between two different texts. 
Another sort of tension appears when the Biblical text does not square with evidence outside of the Bible, 
as is the case when the biblical and scientific evidence do not cohere. A long-known example appears in 
DŜƴŜǎƛǎ ŎƘΦ мΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ DƻŘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ άŦƛǊƳŀƳŜƴǘέ ƻǊ άŜȄǇŀƴǎŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƪȅ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ 
above it (see Genesis 1:6-уύΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŜȄŜƎŜǘŜ WƻƘƴ /ŀƭǾƛƴ ǎŀƛŘ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻΣ άƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 
ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǾŜƴǎΦέ2 Calvin admitted, nevertheless, 
that this is what the text says. He further concluded that this was not correct and probably reflected how 
ancient, uneducated Israelites understood the structure of the cosmos. His surmise has turned out to be 
ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎτ
even the advanced societies of Egypt and Mesopotamiaτbelieved that there were waters above the 
ƘŜŀǾŜƴǎ Χ  ¢ƘŜ ǎƪȅ ƛǎ ōƭǳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǳǇ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ3   

Matthew 27:3 -8 Acts 1:18-19 

When Judas, his betrayer, saw that 

Jesus was condemned, he repented 

and brought back the thirty pieces 

of silver to the chief priests and the 

ÌÓËÌÙÚȭɯ'ÌɯÚÈÐËȮɯɁ(ɯÏÈÝÌɯÚÐÕÕÌËɯÉàɯ

ÉÌÛÙÈàÐÕÎɯÐÕÕÖÊÌÕÛɯÉÓÖÖËȭɂɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÌàɯ

ÚÈÐËȮɯɁ6ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÖɯÜÚȳɯ2ÌÌɯÛÖɯÐÛɯ

àÖÜÙÚÌÓÍȭɂɯ3ÏÙÖÞÐÕÎɯËÖÞÕɯÛÏÌɯ

pieces of silver in the temple, he 

departed; and he went and hanged 

himself. But the chief priests, taking 

ÛÏÌɯ×ÐÌÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÚÐÓÝÌÙȮɯÚÈÐËȮɯɁ(ÛɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯ

lawful to put them into the treasury, 

ÚÐÕÊÌɯÛÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯÉÓÖÖËɯÔÖÕÌàȭɂɯɯ ÍÛÌÙɯ

conferring together, they used them 

to buy the potter's field as a place to 

bury foreigners. For this reason that 

field has been called the Field of 

Blood to this day.  

Now this man [Judas] acquired a 

field with the reward of his wick-

edness; and falling headlong, he 

burst open in the middle and all 

his bowels gushed out. This be-

came known to all the residents of 

Jerusalem, so that the field was 

called in their language Hakel-

dama, that is, Field of Blood. 
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 ¢ƘŜ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ άǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎέ ŀƴŘ άŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎΦ ¢ƻ ƎƛǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ŦŜǿ 
examples: Some texts depict God changing his mind and others claim God never changes (cf. Genesis 6:6-7; 
James 1:17). Some texts describe God as having a physical body and others strongly assert he does not 
ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōƻŘȅ όŎŦΦ LǎŀƛŀƘ сΥмΤ !Ƴƻǎ фΥмΤ WƻƘƴ пΥнпύΦ {ƻƳŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ŦƻǊŜŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƪƴŜǿ DƻŘΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΣ 
Yahweh, and others explicitly claim that they did not know his name (cf. Genesis 28:16; Exodus 6:2-3). One 
ǘŜȄǘ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōƻƛƭ ǘƘŜ tŀǎǎƻǾŜǊ ƳŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊōƛŘǎ ōƻƛƭƛƴƎ όŎŦΦ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ 
16:7; Exodus 12:9).4 {ƻƳŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘ LǎǊŀŜƭ ǘƻ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ ŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ǿŀǎ 
ōǳƛƭǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǇŜǊƳƛǘ ǘƘƛǎ όŎŦΦ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ мнΥу-14; Leviticus 17:8-9). There are texts that 
ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƴŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀȅ DƻŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǊƳ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŦƻǊ 
the sins of their parents (cf. Exodus 20:5; Deuteronomy 24:16).5 {ƻƳŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ǳƴōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ όŎŦΦ 9ȊǊŀ ф-10; 1 
Corinthians 7:10-мсύΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǘŜȄǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀȅǎ WŜǎǳǎΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ bŀȊŀǊŜǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ 
says they were from Bethlehem (cf. Luke 2:1-4; Matthew chs. 1-2); in a related matter, we have a text that 
says Jesus moved to Nazareth soon after his birth and also a text that says this happened years later (cf. 
Luke 2:39-40; Matthew ch. 1-2). We have a text that says idolaters are without excuse for their sinful 
idolatry, but also one that claims God has overlooked their ignorant worship of idols (cf. Romans 1:18-23; 
Acts 17:29-31). One text says that David was an adulterer and murderer, and another portrays him as 
wholly righteous and innocent (cf. 2 Samuel 11-12; 1 Chronicles). One text says King David paid 50 shekels 
ƻŦ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ŦƻǊ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ǎƛǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǇŀƛŘ слл ǎƘŜƪŜƭǎ of gold (cf. 2 Samuel 24:24; 1 
Chronicles 21:25). We have a text that says the world will inevitably hate Christians, and another that 
encourages Christians to pursue peace with all people (John 15:18-21; Hebrews 12:14). We have a text that 
claims God is not willing for anyone to perish, and another that seems to say he predestines human beings 
to eternal judgment (2 Peter 3:9; Romans 9:1-24). On the scientific front, the Bible ostensibly suggests the 
earth is a few thousand years old, yet science that tells us it is billions of years old. The Bible says human 
beings were created on day 6 of a six-day creation process, and science that tells us human beings were 
created through a complex evolutionary process that took millions of years. The Bible claims that there was 
a worldwide flood, and geological and biological evidence proves that this never happened. 

In some cases the apparent contradictions and problems that I have just outlined can perhaps be 
άƘŀǊƳƻƴƛȊŜŘέ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ WǳŘŀǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘ όǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ aŀǘǘƘŜǿύ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
Jewish midrash rather than the conventions of biography or history.6 If this is right, then there is no real 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƻǳōǘŦǳƭτin fact, I would say quite 
impossibleτǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ Χ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ Χ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ 
ǿƻǊƪŀōƭŜΣ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ LŦ ǿŜ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǎ 
clear as it can possibly be that its authors were not wholly consistent with each other, nor does it appear 
that they were wholly right about all matters of science and history. So like any other book, the Bible 
appears to be a historically and culturally contingent text and, because of that, it reflects the diverse 
viewpoints of different people who lived in different times and places. In other words, Scripture is tradition. 
tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ Χ ōǳǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƴƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΦ L ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
observations make the Bible, as the word of God, look all too human.  

Yet the problems just cited are not, in my view, the most serious difficulties that Christians face in the 
Bible. More troublesome are those cases where a biblical text espouses ethical values that not only 
contradict other biblical texts but also strike us as downright sinister or evil. Consider this example:  
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These words from the lips of Jesus and the Law of Moses are profoundly different. How can one biblical 
text admonish us to love our enemies and another command Israel to commit genocide against ethnic 
groups because they have a different religion?  

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǎŎƻǇŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪΣ ōȅ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Canaanite city of Jericho: 

 

So the people [of Israel] shouted, and the trumpets were blown. As soon as the people heard the sound 
of the trumpets, they raised a great shout, and the wall fell down flat; so the people charged straight 
ŀƘŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ άŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴέ όỰerem) by the edge of the 
sword all in the city, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys (Joshua 6:20-21).  

 

Here Israel is rewarded by military success because, in the book of Joshua, righteousness amounted to 
obediently exterminating Canaanite men, women, children and animals. In fact, in the theology of 
Deuteronomy and Joshua this was a ritual act of Ựerem Χ ŀ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
Canaanites and their belongings to God.7 In this ritual act, God demands that any natural tendency to 
άǎƘƻǿ ƳŜǊŎȅέ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜƳȅΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎǉǳŜƭŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ όǎŜŜ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ тΥнύΦ  

There is a tendency among more conservative Christians to imagine that the ethical problem referred 
ǘƻ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀƴ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƳƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘΣ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ Χ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴ 
ǿƘƛŎƘ άŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜǘƘƛŎǎέ ŀǊǊƻƎŀƴǘƭȅ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ άDƻŘΩǎ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ŜǘƘƛŎǎΦέ8 While I 
Řƻ ƴƻǘ Řƻǳōǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ Ǌǳƴ ŀƳǳŎƪ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴǎΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ 
objection carries much weight. Those familiar with early Christian theology know how much it struggled 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ /ŀǇǇŀŘƻŎƛŀƴ CŀǘƘŜǊΣ 
Gregory of Nyssa (c. AD 335-офрύΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘ ōȅ DƻŘΩǎ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Passover story of Exodus: 

 

The Egyptian [Pharaoh] is unjust, and instead of him, his punishment falls upon his newborn child, who 
ƻƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŦŀƴǘ ŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘ Χ LŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƻƴŜ ƴƻǿ 
Ǉŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴŀƭǘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜǾƛƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΚ ²ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǇƛŜǘȅΚ ²ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƘƻƭƛƴŜǎǎΚ ²ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 
9ȊŜƪƛŜƭΣ ǿƘƻ ŎǊƛŜǎ Χ ά¢ƘŜ ǎƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǳŦŦŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΚέ Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǎƻ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘ 
reason? 

Matthew 5:43-45 Deuteronomy 20:16-18 

8ÖÜɯÏÈÝÌɯÏÌÈÙËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÚÈÐËȮɯɁ8ÖÜɯ

shall love your neighbor and hate 

àÖÜÙɯÌÕÌÔàȭɂɯ!ÜÛɯ(ɯÚÈàɯÛÖɯàÖÜȮɯ+ÖÝÌɯ

your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you, so that you may be 

children of your Father in heaven; for 

he makes his sun rise on the evil and 

on the good, and sends rain on the 

righteous and on the unrighteous.  

But as for the towns of these peoples 

that Yahweh your God is giving you 

as an inheritance, you must not let 

anything that breathes remain alive. 

You shall annihilate themɭthe Hit-

tites and the Amorites, the Canaanites 

and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the 

Jebusitesɭjust as Yahweh your God 

has commanded, so that they may not 

teach you to do all the abhorrent 

things that they do for their gods, and 

you thus sin against Yahweh your 

God. 
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DǊŜƎƻǊȅ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ tŀǎǎƻǾŜǊ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ Ǉŀǎǎ ŀǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Χ ƛǘ 
was an allegory about sin, that directed us to quickly destroy evil before it grew too troublesome for us.9 
Now my point is not whether Gregory handled the difficulty as we would, for it seems very doubtful to me, 
ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƻ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ 9ȄƻŘǳǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀƴ ŀƭƭŜƎƻǊȅΦ .ǳǘ DǊŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ 
aside, his 4th century comment shows that the ethical problems in Scripture are not the result of modern 
imagination run amuck.  

Scripture exhibits all of the telltale signs of having been written by finite, fallen human beings who 
erred in the ways that human beings usually err. If this is the case, in what sense can we say with a straight 
ŦŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΚ !ǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ 
ŦŀƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿŜ ŦŀŎŜΚ ²ƘƛƭŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ Ŏŀƴ 
answer all of our questions on this side of heaven, I do believe that we have access to theological resources 
that are useful for confronting the challenge at hand.  

But before we move ahead, it seems to me that one point must be made. Even though conservative 
Evangelicals can create ad hoc scenarios that seem to preserve the doctrine of inerrancy, the cognitive 
dissonance created is considerable. In fact, I would argue that straightforward evidence against this 
doctrine is demonstrable, and so it should not be granted any kind of fundamental status in the Christian 
faith. I agree with our venerable Evangelical forefather, James Orr. Although he was a contributor to the 
classic expression of Evangelical theology in The Fundamentals, he clearly saw the intellectual and 
ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘŀƴƎŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƛƴŜǊǊŀƴŎȅΥ άhƴŜ Ƴŀȅ ǇƭŜŀŘΣ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ŦƻǊ Ψŀ ǎǳǇŜǊƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
Ƙŀǎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜ ŀƭƭΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǎǘΣ ŜǊǊƻǊ ƻǊ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǇŀƴŎȅ ƛƴ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ Χ .ǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ 
assumption which there is nothing in the Bible really to support. It is perilous, therefore, to seek to pin 
Řƻǿƴ ŦŀƛǘƘ ǘƻ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΦέ10 Even more in our day than his, it is clear that inerrancy is 
an intellectual disaster.  

 

3. Some Ancient Solutions 

I do not want to give the impression that the kinds of problems I have outlined above have gone 
unaddressed among orthodox Christians. Christian interpreters have long recognized that the Bible 
presents us with interpretive challenges and apparent contradictions. How did men like Augustine, Gregory 
the Great, Aquinas, Calvin and Wesley handle these kinds of difficulties?  

First, I wish to point out that our forefathers were generally sensitive to the way that their 
interpretations of Scripture would play before non-Christian audiences, especially when it came to matters 
ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴ DŜƴŜǎƛǎΣ !ǉǳƛƴŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƻƴŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŀ 
particular explanation [of Scripture] only in such measure as to be ready to abandon it, if it be proved with 
certainty to be false; lest Holy Scripture be exposed to the ridicule of unbelievers, and obstacles be placed 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎΦέ11 CŀǘƘŜǊ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƻƴ DŜƴŜǎƛǎΥ άƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ 
disgraceful and dangerous thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of Holy 
Scripture, talking nonsense on these [cosmological] topics, and we should take all means to prevent such 
ŀƴ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǇ Ǿŀǎǘ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǳƎƘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǎŎƻǊƴΦέ12 
Augustine and Aquinas believed that Christians were responsible for the interpretations that they paraded 
before unbelievers. They also believed that where the scientific evidence seemed clear and convincing, our 
interpretations of Scripture would have to be adjusted accordingly.  
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/ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ άŀŘƧǳǎǘέ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ 
meaning when it appeared to be wrong. One of these strategies was allegory. As Gregory the Great once 
ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¦ƴŘƻǳōǘŜŘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ǘŜȄǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳΦέ13 !ōƻǳǘ ŀ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ WƻƘƴ ²ŜǎƭŜȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άƛŦ ǘƘŜ 
literal sense of these Scriptures are absurd, and apparently contrary to reason, then we should be obliged 
ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭƻƻǎŜǊ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΦέ14 Christians have long 
maintained that the Bible includes several mysterious levels of meaning and have turned to these when the 
so-called literal meaning seemed wrong.   

¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ άŀŘƧǳǎǘƛƴƎέ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀŘƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ōǳǘ 
pinned the blame on the human audience of Scripture. John Calvin provides a good example. I have 
mentioned already that he understood the Genesis cosmology, with its heavenly waters, as an ancient and 
ŜǊǊŀƴǘ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ aƻǎŜǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ άŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜŘέ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ 
viewpoints of the ancient audience.15 Wesley allowed for something similar in his cosmology, and also 
admitted the possibility that the two genealogies of Jesusτin Luke and Matthewτwere contradictory 
because the biblical authors consulted errant Jewish genealogies.16 aŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ άŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴέ 
appear in the biblical interpretation of the early Fathers of the Church.17 

But patristic uses of accommodation go beyond this. The Fathers realized that Scripture was not only 
influenced by human finiteness but also by human fallenness. This, they thought, was an obvious 
implication of the significant differences between the Old and New Testament views of God, theology and 
religious practice. Why, for instance, would God allow animal sacrifices in the Old Testament if these were 
really pagan in background and would be done away with in the New Testament? Here is the answer given 
by Gregory of Nazianzus, which I quote at length because it is particularly instructive: 

 

And therefore like a Tutor or Physician [God] partly removes and partly condones ancestral habits, 
conceding some little of what tended to pleasure, just as medical men do with their patients, that 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀǊǘŦǳƭƭȅ ōƭŜƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƛŎŜ Χ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
[dispensation] he cut off the idol, but left the sacrifices; the second, while it destroyed sacrifices did 
not forbid circumcision. Then, when once men had submitted to the curtailment, they also yielded 
that which had been conceded to them: in the first instance the sacrifices, in the second 
circumcision, and became instead of Gentiles, Jews, and instead of Jews, Christians, being beguiled 
into the Gospel by gradual changes.18  

 

Like some of the other early Christian fathers, Gregory argues that God allowed inferior and errant 
practices in Scripture because humanity was not prepared to manage their sudden elimination. Gregory 
only hints but does not explicitly say that the eliminated practices were actually bad or evil, but Father 
Justin was quite willing to say it:  

 

We also would observe the fleshly circumcision, and the Sabbaths, and in short all of your festivals, 
if we did not know why they were ordained, namely, because of your sins and hardness of your 
ƘŜŀǊǘǎ Χ DƻŘ ŜƴƧƻƛƴŜŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ {ŀōōŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊŜŎŜǇǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛƎƴΣ ŀǎ L 
have already said, on account of your unrighteousness and that of your fathers. 
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Wǳǎǘƛƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǾƛŜǿ ƛƴ 9ȊŜƪƛŜƭΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƘŜŎȅ ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ άƭŀǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 
ƎƻƻŘέ ό9ȊŜƪƛŜƭ нлΥнрύΦ19 That is, Justin was willing to say (following Ezekiel) that God gave his people laws 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀŘ ŦŀƭƭŜƴΣ ƘŀǊŘŜƴŜŘ ƘŜŀǊǘǎ όǎŜŜ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ 
aŀǘǘƘŜǿ ŎƘΦ мфύΦ ¢ŀƪŜƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ DǊŜƎƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ Wǳǎǘƛƴ Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΥ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ 
discourse is adapted to and reflects human sinfulness, and these fallen elements of biblical religion are 
gradually eliminated in the course of the redemptive process.  

In sum, our Christian forebears generally resolved the problems in Scripture by appeals to allegory and 
accommodation. Hermeneutical flexibility was of utmost importance because the problems were many and 
ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜΦ CƻǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
believe that this two-pronged approach resolves all of the difficulties we face in Scripture. But I do believe 
that these earlier interpreters were on the right track.  

 

4. The Chalcedonian or Incarnation Principle 

/ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄȅ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ά/ƘŀƭŎŜŘƻƴƛŀƴ 5ŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴΣέ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ рth century creed that maintains 
ǘƘŀǘ WŜǎǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ όŀƴŘ ƛǎύ ōƻǘƘ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǘǿƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ άƳƛȄέ ōǳǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ 
ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛƻǳǎΣ ƘȅǇƻǎǘŀǘƛŎ ǳƴƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ WŜǎǳǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎΣ άǎƛƴ 
ŜȄŎŜǇǘŜŘέ όIŜōǊŜǿǎ пΥмрύΦ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻǊ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ WŜǎǳǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ 
out his human life as a finite person.20 Athanasius (c. AD 296-373) provides a good example. In his debate 
with the Arians, Athanasius had occasion not only to defend the divinity of Jesus but also to explain those 
texts that indicate he was subject to human limitations. Two relevant texts were Luke 2:52 and Mark 13:32, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ WŜǎǳǎ άƎǊŜǿ ƛƴ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘǳǊŜέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜƴ 
ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ Χ άhƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ CŀǘƘŜǊ ƪƴƻǿǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ !ǘƘŀƴŀǎƛǳǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ WŜǎǳǎ 
ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ōǳǘ άŀǎ ŀ Ƴŀƴ IŜ ƛǎ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 
ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦέ21 One implication of this observation (though not fully appreciated by 
Athanasius) is that, humanly speaking, Jesus was a finite person who grew up in Palestine, learned Hebrew 
and Aramaic, and became Jewish.  

Though theologians seldom point this out, the fact that Jesus operated mainly within the horizon of his 
finite human horizon has other implications. If we assume for the sake of discussion that he was a 
carpenter like his father, did he ever miss the nail with his hammer? Hit his thumb? Did he think that he left 
his saw on the bench when, because he was distracted, he actually leaned it against the wall? Did Jesus 
ever look across a crowded town square and think that he saw his brother James only to discover that it 
was someone else? And did he estimate that the crowd was about 300 when it was really 200? To confess 
that Jesus was fully human is to admit that the answer to these questions must be yes. And if yes, then this 
observation surely has implications for how we think about Scripture. If Jesus as a finite human being erred 
from time to time, there is no reason at all to suppose that Moses, Paul, John wrote Scripture without 
error. Rather, we are wise to assume that the biblical authors expressed themselves as human beings 
writing from the perspectives of their own finite, broken horizons.  

 

5. Postmodern Practical Realism: What Should We Expect from Human Authors? 

άtƻǎǘƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎƳέ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇƻƻǊ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ǾŀƴƎŜƭƛŎŀƭ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ ǘǿƻ ǿƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ 
ǇƻǎǘƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άƘƻǎǘƛƭŜέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ŦŀƛǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛƴƎ 
of postmodern tradition is not only amenable to the faith but actually provides valuable resources for our 
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theological reflection on Scripture. I will explain these theological benefits through a brief survey of the 
history of epistemology and hermeneutics. 

We could begin our survey at many points in history, but for our purposes the French philosopher René 
Descartes (1596-мсрлύ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǇƻƛƴǘΦ Iƛǎ ά/ŀǊǘŜǎƛŀƴέ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
ōŜƛƴƎǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǝŀƛƴ ƛƴŘǳōƛǘŀōƭŜΣ ƛƴŎƻǊǊƛƎƛōƭŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ Χ ǘǊǳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ 
ōŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ 5ŜǎŎŀǊǘŜǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴΦέ ²ƘȅΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ Řƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ŜǾŜǊ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΚ 5ŜǎŎŀǊǘŜǎ 
surmised that the problem was human tradition; our rational capacities are unduly clouded and warped by 
ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ άǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘέ ƛǎ 
ŀƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ άŜǎŎŀǇŜέ ƻǊ άǊƛǎŜ ŀōƻǾŜέ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƭƛƴŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎΦ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ 
this view of epistemology as Modern Realism. 

¢ƘƻǳƎƘ aƻŘŜǊƴ wŜŀƭƛǎƳ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΩǎ ƭƻǾŜ ŀŦŦŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 
rather short-lived. Philosophers living in the last days of philosophical ModernismτKant, Hegel, 
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Heideggerτgradually revealed that the epistemic project of Modern Realism 
ǿŀǎ ŘƻƻƳŜŘ ŀƭƭ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ŦŀƛƭΣ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ŀǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ άŜǎŎŀǇƛƴƎέ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƎǊƻǿ ǳǇ 
in and are formed by culture and, because of this, we inevitably begin our pursuit of the truth from within a 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ƻǳǊ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΣ ǿŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ άǎǘŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎǊŀǘŎƘΦέ ²Ŝ Ƴŀȅ ǎǿƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎǿƛƳ ƛƴ Χ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿŜǘ ŀƴŘ 
always pushed here and there by the current in ways that we do not realize. There is no such thing as a 
άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƻǊǊƛƎƛōƭŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΦ  

Broadly speaking, this correct observation about the role of tradition in human life has yielded two 
schools of postmodern epistemic thought. One of these begins by agreeing with Modernism on this basic 
point: tradition does blind us to the truth. And if tradition inevitably shapes us, and if it also blinds us to the 
ǘǊǳǘƘΣ ƛǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ Χ ǿŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ 
ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴƭȅ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ŀǎ άǊŜŀƭƛǘȅέ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ invention Χ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ 
tradition. This approach to epistemology is usually called Antirealism or Non-Realism in that it denies any 
connection between what we think about reality and reality itself.22 Human beings create άǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘέΦ  

The other school of postmodern thought is called Practical Realism.23 Unlike Antirealism, it holds that 
tradition does not blind us to the truth but rather turns out to be the practical, adequate and useful way 
ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ƎǊŀǎǇ ƛǘΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊŀǎǇ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴ ŀ ǘƻƎƎƭŜ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ǿǊƻƴƎ Χ ƛǘ ƭƛŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ 
ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳǳƳ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƻǊŜǊ Χ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƻǊ ǾŜǊȅ ōŀŘΣ ōǳǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ 
cases, human knowledge is wholly adequate for the needs of our situation. But what, precisely, is the 
ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ άŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜέ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎǘΚ  

Unlike Modern Realism, which posits an actual one-for-one correspondence between interpretation 
and fact, Practical Realism accounts for interpretive success in terms of analogy. Our understanding of 
ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ άǊƛƎƘǘέ ǿƘŜƴ ƻǳǊ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ άŎƭƻǎŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ 
ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ άǘƘŜ ōǊǳǘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΦέ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǘ ōŜǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 
warped in some way or other.  

Practical Realism dovetails nicely with the Christian tradition, for Christian orthodoxy likewise holds that 
ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŦƛƴƛǘŜΣ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǿƘƻ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΣ ƎƻŘΩǎ-eye viewpoint. One 
thinks here of the biblical story of Job, which teaches that Job saw the truth better than his friends and yet 
ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƘŜΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜȅΣ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǎ DƻŘ ǎŜŜǎ ƛǘΦ {ƻΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ Wƻō ǿŀǎ άǊƛƎƘǘέ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ 
he finally repents because he got it wrong. All human perceptions, even the best, are partial and warped. 
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This is true for you and for me, but alsoτand this is a very important pointτfor the human authors of 
Scripture. We will tease out some of the implications as we move along, but a fairly obvious implication is 
ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΦ Lǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ 
voices, taken together, give us the fullest understanding of God and his voice.  

 

6. Speech Act and Generic Theory: A Partial Solution 

Some scholars believe that the problems in Scripture are more perceived than real.24 Given the 
ǇƻǎǘƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǎŀǾǾȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ άǿǊƻƴƎέ ŀǘ ǇƻƛƴǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
ŎŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŜǊǊƻǊΦ !ǎ ŀƴ 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƭŜǘ ǳǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ DŜƴŜǎƛǎ ŎƘΦ м ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ άǿŀǘŜǊǎ 
ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǾŜƴǎΦέ ! {ǇŜŜŎƘ !Ŏǘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘ όƭƛƪŜ ±ŀƴƘƻƻȊŜǊ ƻǊ ²ŀǊŘύ ǿƛƭƭ ŀŘƳƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ōȅ 
ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ōǳǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ά{ǇŜŜŎƘ !Ŏǘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊτthe thing 
he was trying to accomplish in Genesisτhad nothing to do with science.25 IŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜǊǊŀƴǘ 
cosmology was not an error in his discourse. Variations on this theme focus on the genre of the Bible, 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ DŜƴŜǎƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ άōŀŘ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜέ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ƻŦ ƳȅǘƘ ƻǊ ǎŀƎŀ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅΦ Lƴ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜΣ ƛŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ 
of discourse that it is. 

In certain respects this solution is not so different from the older use of allegory by the Church Fathers. 
But this newer embodiment of the genre solution is more sophisticated and, to my mind, truer to the 
Chalcedonian Principle. It not only allays the impression that God errs in Scripture but also maintains that 
Scripture is expressed through ordinary human discourse rather than through mysterious allegories. The 
result is a very flexible approach to Scripture that can theologically assimilate many of the so-called 
άŀǎǎǳǊŜŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎέ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ  

While attending to the genre of Scripture certainly helps us understand it better and often reveals that 
Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭŜ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎέ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜ 
ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΦ CƻǊŜƳƻǎǘΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ teach that God 
demands the slaughter of Canaanites and commands us, through Christ, to love our enemies. This obvious 
theological tension demands a more robust solution. 

 

7. Theological Hermeneutics: Another Step Forward  

ά¢ƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ LƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻǊ ά¢ƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ IŜǊƳŜƴŜǳǘƛŎǎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
biblical interpretation characterized by its creedal, ecumenical, biblical and theological character.26 It is 
creedal in that its participants embrace the Christian tradition and its great statements of theological 
orthodoxy, such as the Nicene Creed and Definition of Chalcedon. It is ecumenical because it acknowledges 
that those creedal boundaries leave room for a wide variety of legitimate faith expressions and 
commitments. Scholars from Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox communities, some more 
conservative and others more liberal, are all welcomed to the table of discussion and debate. It is biblical 
because its participants take Scripture seriously and believe that a thoughtful, informed engagement with 
the Bible is essential for the health of the Church. Many players in the movement come from traditions 
where this has not always been the case. Finally, the movement is theological. It is committed to the 
Chalcedonian Principle that Scripture is both divine and human and that, because of this, it presents 
theology through the limited perspectives of the human horizon. As a result, one cannot simply read 
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ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ǇŀƎŜǎΤ ƻƴŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ǘŜȄǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƻǎƳƻǎ ŀƴŘ {ǇƛǊƛǘΦ  

One common feature in the Theological Interpretation movement is that it is often uninterested in 
ǿƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άŘƛǾƛƴŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜέ ƛƴ 
Scripture. What is God saying through this text? This is deemed to be the really important question. 
{ǘŜǇƘŜƴ Cƻǿƭ Ƙŀǎ ƭǳŎƛŘƭȅ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ 
ŀǘ ŀǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘΥ άLŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀōƭȅ ŦŀƭǎŜΦέ27 In 
other words, theological interpreters are as troubled as anyone else by the errors and problems in 
{ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ 9ǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǊ 
ƻŦ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ άŘƛǾƛƴŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ŀƭƭŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜέ ƻŦ 
Scripture. 

²ƘƛƭŜ L Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛƴ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ 
argue that we pursue this best by listening carefully to those chosen by God to speak for him: the human 
authors of Scripture. But to move in this direction fruitfully, we will need to discern an approach to 
Scripture that accomplishes at least two things. First, it must maintain that the human beings who wrote 
Scripture spoke for God without implicating God in their errors. And secondly, it should explain how the 
diverse human voices in Scripture, sometimes in tension and on occasion in open contradiction, can be 
ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΦ  

 

8. A Key Analogy: The Problem of Creation and the Problem of Scripture 

The accommodation theology of the Church Fathers and Calvin comes tolerably close to meeting the 
ǘǿƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ L ƘŀǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘΦ Lǘ ƘƻƭŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 
ǘƘŀǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ŜȄƛǎǘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ DƻŘΩǎ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŘŜǎŎŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴƛǘŜΣ 
fallen human condition. If we then set to one side these instances of accommodation, we can embrace the 
ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
accommodationist approach, in a nutshell. 

Two problems persist in this hermeneutical tactic. First, accommodation does not adequately address 
the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŘŀǊƪ ǎƛŘŜέ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƴƻŎƛŘŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ 
ǘƘŀǘ DƻŘ άŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜŘέ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǾƛŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊŜŘ ǿƘƻƭŜǎŀƭŜΦ L 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǎŀȅǎ DƻŘ teaches us to 
slaughter our enemies. The second problem is that accommodation errantly imagines that the problems in 
Scripture arise only in discrete circumstances. But if the insights of Practical Realism and traditional 
orthodoxy are right, then it follows that all human viewpoints in Scripture (not merely a few here and 
there) are miss-shaped in some ways or others by the broken human condition. So, though the patristic use 
of accommodation provides an important clue for our theological work, respecting the problem of 
Scripture it is not a solution that wholly suits our postmodern situation. We will have to move in the 
patristic direction but travel the path farther than they did.     

 [Ŝǘ ǳǎ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ Χ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǳƴōŜƭƛŜǾŀōƭŜ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΦ ¸Ŝǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ 
ǘŜǊǊƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾƛƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǳƴǎǇŜŀƪŀōƭŜ Χ ǊŀǇŜǎΣ ƳǳǊŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǊǎ Χ ŦŀƳƛƴŜΣ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ Χ Ǉŀƛƴ 
indescribable. Given that God has created everything that exists, how do Christians avoid the possible 
όǎƻƳŜ ǎƪŜǇǘƛŎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜύ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜǾƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǊǊƻǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 
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ǇƛƴƴŜŘ ƻƴ DƻŘΚ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ tŀǳƭΩǎ ƭŜŀŘ ƛƴ wƻƳŀƴǎ уΥнл-22, Christians dogmatically assert that the cosmos is 
broken because of human sin.28 So it is not God, but human beings, who are finally culpable for the messy 
ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ /ǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ DƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǿŀǊǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻƪŜƴ 
because of human influence. 

To make the point clearer, imagine with me a beautiful painting by Renoir or Monet. And then imagine 
that someone seizes the painting, rips it from its frame, crumples it up and stomps on it for about ten 
minutes. What does one end up with? One ends up with a beautiful painting that is everywhere warped 
and twisted. In some places the former beauty of the unmolested painting is more visible than in others, 
but there is no quarter of the painting that has escaped the damage. This, I would say, suitably describes 
DƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōǊƻƪŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 
ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǿŀǊǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜŘΦ  

And now my main point in this part of the paper. Just as we can maintain that the created order is 
DƻŘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǊǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƭƭΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜτgiven through and 
to a fallen world through fallen menτƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻƪŜƴΦ bƻ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ 
human authors, and the book that they wrote, stand in need of redemption.   

 

9. The Redemption of Scripture: Biblical Examples 

Scripture is a casualty of the fallen cosmos. I have adduced evidence for this assertion by highlighting 
numerous tensions and contradictions in the Bible, including ethical tensions, and also by demonstrating 
the some of the best-known Church leaders in history have admitted that Scripture indeed reflects divine 
ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦ .ǳǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǾŀƭƛŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ 
should be able to adduce direct and explicit biblical evidence that Scripture is in need of redemption and 
that God is working to redeem it. I believe that this evidence is readily available in Scripture. There are 
numerous examples that I could site, but here I will refer to only two, one from the Old Testament and one 
from the New. 

It is commonly imagined in popular thought and, even in some scholarly circles, that if there is any 
ǊŜŘŜŜƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŘŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ Χ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ 
ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƪƛƭƭǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƭƛŦŜΣέ ǎƻ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ όǎŜŜ н /ƻǊƛƴǘƘƛŀƴǎ оΥсύΦ .ǳǘ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
redemption within the Old Testament itself. Consider the parallel Old Testament texts below: 

 

 

 

Deuteronomy 5:9  Ezekiel 18:2-4 

I the LORD your God am a jealous 

God, punishing children for the 

iniquity of parents, to the third and 

fourth generation of those who re-

ject me 

Ɂ3ÏÌɯÍÈÛÏÌÙÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÌÈÛÌÕɯÚÖÜÙɯÎÙÈ×ÌÚȮɯ

and the children's teeth are set on 

ÌËÎÌɂɯȱɯ Úɯ(ɯÓÐÝÌȮɯÚÈàÚɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËɯ

God, this proverb shall no more be 

used by you in Israel. Behold, all 

souls are mine; the soul of the father 

as well as the soul of the son is mine: 

the soul that sins shall die. 
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While these texts undoubtedly refer to the same basic theological issue (whether children suffer for the 
sins of their parents), the respective authors oppose each other on the fundamental principle. The earlier 
author of Deuteronomy believed that God is a jealous sort who punishes children in such cases, whereas 
the later author, Ezekiel, could not countenance this view of God. He explained at length why this 
intergenerational approach to punishment is an injustice unbecoming of true divinity. In making this move, 
Ezekiel sought to redeem an earlier portrait that mistakenly painted God in unflattering colors.  

CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ WŜǎǳǎΩ {ŜǊƳƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƻǳƴǘ όaŀǘǘƘŜǿ ŎƘǎΦ р-7). I 
have in mind the way that Jesus casts his teachings in contrast to the Old Testament law. Here are some 
examples: 

 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀƛŘ ώōȅ aƻǎŜǎϐΣ ά²ƘƻŜǾŜǊ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΣ ƭŜǘ ƘƛƳ ƎƛǾŜ ƘŜǊ ŀ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜΦέ .ǳǘ L 
say to you that anyone who divorces his wife, except on the ground of unchastity, causes her to commit 
adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery (Matthew 5:31-32). 

 

¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ώōȅ aƻǎŜǎϐΣέϥ!ƴ ŜȅŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜȅŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǘƻƻǘƘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǘƻƻǘƘΦέ .ǳǘ L ǎŀȅ ǘƻ 
you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also 
(Matthew 5:38-39). 

 

¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ώōȅ aƻǎŜǎϐΣ ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƭƻǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǘŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƴŜƳȅΦέ .ǳǘ L 
say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you (Matthew 5:43-44). 

 

In all three of these instances, Jesus quotes the law of Moses and then offers, as his own teaching, 
something that negates it or even amounts to its opposite. He takes a particularly strong stand against the 
[ŀǿΩǎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŜŀƪΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ LǎǊŀŜƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŜǾƛƭ ŦƻǊ ŜǾƛƭ ōȅ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ /ŀƴŀŀƴƛǘŜ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΦ 
¢ƘŜ ǎŜǊƳƻƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǎƻ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ [ŀǿ ǘƘŀǘ WŜǎǳǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ŀ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ά5ƻ ƴƻǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ 
ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƘŜǘǎΤ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŀōƻƭƛǎƘ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭέ όaŀǘǘƘŜǿ 
5:17). Though we are Christians and of course believe him on this point, we cannot help but ask: How can it 
be that Jesus fulfills the Law by reversing its teachings? 

We are able to get an answer to this question by attending closely to other texts in the same gospel, the 
gospel of Matthew. We are particularly fortunate that, in one of his confrontations with Jewish leaders, 
Jesus repeats and expands on his teaching that divorce should not be permitted as the Law of Moses 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ WŜǿƛǎƘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ WŜǎǳǎΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘŦǳƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ 
them:   

 

¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ ά²Ƙȅ ǘƘŜƴ ŘƛŘ aƻǎŜǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ 
ƘŜǊΚέ IŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ άLǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻ ƘŀǊŘ-hearted that Moses allowed you to divorce 
ȅƻǳǊ ǿƛǾŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻΦέ 

 

According to Jesus, in this case, at least, the Law of Moses did not offer the Jews a proper path for healthy 
living. It offered instead a regulation designed and suited for hard-hearted, unspiritual persons. So it 
Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǿ ŀƳƻǳƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ YŜƛǘƘ ²ŀǊŘ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǎǳōƭŀǘƛƻƴ Χ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭ 
or negation.29 For unlike Moses, Jesus did not permit divorce for any and every reason.   
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I would add as well that even the New Testament, in spite of its special position and redemptive role in 
the canon, is by no means fully redeemed. It still envisions slavery as an acceptable social practice, 
Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻǿ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ όάL ǇŜǊƳƛǘ ƴƻ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ƻǊ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ 
ƳŀƴΤ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǎƛƭŜƴǘέύΣ ǘƘǊƻǿǎ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ǎƭǳǊǎ ŀǘ /ǊŜǘŀƴǎ όά/ǊŜǘŀƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭƛŀǊǎΣ ŜǾƛƭ ōǊǳǘŜǎΣ ƭŀȊȅ 
ƎƭǳǘǘƻƴǎέύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ tŀǳƭΩǎ ŀƴƎǊȅ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ Dŀƭŀǘƛŀ ǿƻǳƭŘ άƎƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿŀȅ ŀƴŘ 
ŜƳŀǎŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦέ30 

¢ƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǘǿƻ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘǎΣ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ŀƪŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ 
ǎǘŜŀŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ƎǳƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ DƻŘΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƭƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΦ .ǳǘ 
ultimately, the redemption of both Testaments, and of the cosmos and humanity, is accomplished by the 
death, burial, resurrection, ascension and return of our savior, Jesus Christ. Until that final day comes, we 
shall continue to struggle with the problems of pain and suffering, and with the problems in Scripture. 
These are our problems that Christ has graciously taken upon himself.  

 

10. Reading Scripture After Inerrancy 

How shall we read Scripture? And how shall we organize its diverse witnesses into a theological whole? 
These are questions that naturally come to mind once we have rejected inerrancy and the hermeneutical 
approach that it seems to imply. In this part of my discussion I will try to formulate some key elements in a 
theological agenda that takes Scripture seriously without entailing a docetic-ƭƛƪŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ 
genuine humanity.  

 

a. Scripture as Ancient Human Discourse 

God gave us Scripture in words written by many ancient authors in diverse social and historical 
contexts, so it seems to me that we best honor this design by treating the Bible as the ancient text that it is. 
If we wish to read the Epistle to Romans well, we will try ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ƛǘ ŀǎ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ǘƻ 
ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ƛǘ ōȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ tŀǳƭΩǎ Řŀȅ ƛƴǎƻŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 
feasible.31 Lƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜΣ DƻŘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ǘƻ ǳǎ ƛƴ wƻƳŀƴǎ ŀǎ ǿŜ άƭƛǎǘŜƴ ƛƴέ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ tŀǳƭ ǘƻ 
first century Christians in Rome. So, as Augustine pointed out long ago, a healthy approach to Scripture 
takes seriously the significant historical and cultural gap that separates the original discourse from its later 
readers.32 Reading the Bible in this way requires that, insofar as possible, we should inform ourselves about 
ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ Χ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 
languages, and the kinds of literature and genres used in antiquity. Others have ably written on these 
matters, so there is no need to advance a full-fledged interpretive agenda at this point.33 But I will offer a 
few basic observations.  

First, our attempt to discern the aims, intentions and ideas of a biblical author will not provide a 
άŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎέ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜǎ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ Wǳǎǘ ŀǎ Ƴȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ 
understand what someone else has said in a conversation can fail, so my attempt to understand Scripture 
Ŏŀƴ ŦŀƛƭΦ {ƻ ƻǳǊ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ one important goal for reading 
Scripture; it does not provide a target that we can actually see and strike with our arrows of certainty. We 
ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ǿŜƭƭΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ 
ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ άǊǳƴ ǿƛǘƘ 
ƛǘέ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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Second, our attempts to read and understand Scripture should never be reduced to a singular pursuit of 
ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ όǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ 
sense), and there are any number of other things that might interest readers. Good interpretation will ask 
questions like: What was the author thinking and feeling? Why did the author write? What does the author 
wish for readers to do, feel or believe? Is the author right or wrong? Wise or unwise? And then there are 
other questions, still quite legitimate, that have little or nothing to do with the author per se. What does 
the text tell us about the social world of ancient Jews and Christians, or about the history of Israel and the 
Church? How does the theology in this text compare with the theology in another text? What can we learn 
about the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek languages from the text? Did this author get his history right? And 
even further afield, we could ask what modern sociology, anthropology, psychology and theology tell us 
about a given book of the Bible, respecting both its author and implied audience. Though these kinds of 
historical, linguistic, sociological and theological questions may be quite foreign to the intentions of the 
particular biblical authors, there is no reason that readers should not put these queries to the biblical text 
and benefit from the answers.  

   

b. Discerning Unity from Biblical Diversity 

When we read the Bible with historical and contextual sensitivity, we discover fairly quickly that 
Scripture does not speak consistently on all matters. It is a diverse book written by numerous authors and 
editors who addressed a variety of differing situations. Sometimes their discourses are contradictory and, 
in extreme cases, on the verge of what we would in other situations call vice. But in many other cases we 
ŦƛƴŘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ǳƴŘŜƴƛŀōƭŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƭƻǾŜ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴ 
and self-ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜΦ LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ Χ ƛŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛǾŜ ȅŜǘ ǿŀǊǇŜŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǎ Χ ǘƘŜƴ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǇƛŜŎŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 
relationship with us?  How can the Bible, as a diverse and broken book, serve as a primary source of our 
theological insight? Here I will sketch out the contours of an approach that addresses these concerns. 

CƛǊǎǘΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ άŀƴƎƭŜέ ƻǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΣ 
then we are reminded thereby that all of Scripture, even its most broken elements, speak a word from God. 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ άŎŀƴƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ Ŏŀƴƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
theological conversation.  

{ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǎǇƛǘŜ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǳƴƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ǿŀǎ 
ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŜŘ ōȅ ŜŘƛǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŀƴǎ ǿƘƻ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ 
ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛǾŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΤ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ άǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎέ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘǎΦ hƴŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ 
ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘƻǊȅ Χ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊ Ƙŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ άǘƘŜƻŘǊŀƳŀΦέ34 It 
ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ DƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎƳƻǎ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŘŀƳŀƎƛƴƎ 
ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΣ ǘŜǎǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
/ƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǊŜŎƪƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 
άǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿŜ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ƴƻǿΦ35 Rather, as Lesslie Newbigin has pointed out, the 
Bible seeks to explain what is actually going on in this world, whether we realize it or not, and invites us to 
see this world in a certain way.36 ¢ƻ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƛǎ άōǊƻƪŜƴέ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƴƻǊ 
ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΤ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ LǎǊŀŜƭΩǎ ǎƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŀƴƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 
reward for doing so. But again, on the whole, the coherence and shape of the biblical story gives us 
important clues about how to organize our theology.  
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In particular, the shape of the biblical story explicitly points us to a third principle for organizing our 
ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅΦ bŀƳŜƭȅΣ ƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎǊŀƴǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǘƻ WŜǎǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘ Χ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƘƛƳΣ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
the redemptive significance of his resurrection, ascension and eventual return.37 The entire canon of 
Scripture, with its first testament leading up to Jesus and the second reflecting back on his life, is oriented 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DƻŘ ƛƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƎƻǎǇŜƭΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǿŀǊƴǎ ǳǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ 
itself but rather by embracing it as a testimony that points us to Jesus (5:39-40). As Augustine pointed out, 
ŀ ά/ƘǊƛǎǘƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎέ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜ WŜǎǳǎΩ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŀǘƛŎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭŀǿ ƛǎ ǎǳƳƳŜŘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ά[ƻǾŜ DƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊέ όǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ сΥр 
and Leviticus 19:18). This will mean that we should not embrace as healthy those elements in the biblical 
text that do not conform to the litmus test of love. These dark elements attest instead to the brokenness of 
humanity and its need for love and redemption.  

Fourth, my previous comment accentuates the fact that God speaks both explicitly and implicitly in 
Scripture. For example, he speaks explicitly in Deuteronomy 6 when he invites us to love God with all of our 
ƘŜŀǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ aŀǘǘƘŜǿ р ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƭƻǾŜ ƻǳǊ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΦ DƻŘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜȄǘǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŀ 
ǾŜǊȅ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎΦ {ǳŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
author of Deuteronomy portrays God as demanding the slaughter of Canaanites. We know from elsewhere 
in Scripture that this portrait of God is warped and implicitly attests to the broken condition of the biblical 
author and of our world.  

¢ƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ άŘŀǊƪ ǘŜȄǘέ ƛǎ not that we, as modern Christians, have better insight and 
ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŦƛōŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƘƛƳ Χ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƘŀǾŜ 
ά/ŀƴŀŀƴƛǘŜǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǘŜΦ {ƻ ǿŜ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ 5ŜǳǘŜǊƻƴƻƳȅ ŀǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎǎ 
in need of Christ. 

¢ƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ ǊƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΩǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ƛǎ ŦƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŦƛŦǘƘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƎƻŜǎ ōȅ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ άǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΣέ άǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛǾŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅέ ƻǊΣ 
ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ άǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅΦά !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ 
DƻŘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŦƻƭŘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ 
God speaks first through creation, then through the Old Testament, then in Christ, then in the New 
Testament, and then through the ever-present and continuing voice of his Spirit (including its activity in and 
through the Church). It is fairly easy to see that there must be something right about this progressive 
understanding of divine discourse, both logically and substantively.38 Logically, whenever God speaks to us, 
ƛǘ ƎƻŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ άǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎέ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ DƻŘΦ 
Substantively, the different portraits of God and religion provided in the Old and New Testaments also 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ hƭŘ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ƭŀǿ ƛǎ άƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǎƘŀŘƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ όIŜōǊŜǿǎ млΥмύΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƎƻǎǇŜƭ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
άǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ aƻǎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƎǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ WŜǎǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘέ όWƻƘƴ мΥмтύΦ LŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 
ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƛǘǎ ǎǘŀƴŘ 
at the end of that trajectory.  

²ƛƭƭ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀŘ ǳǎ άǿƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ōƭƻǿΚέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘŀōƭŜ 
and very reasonable concern, and we should make every effort to insure that our theological work does not 
simply mime the latest social fashions. At the same time, we really must admit, I think, that trajectory 
theology has always been far-reaching and surprising to those on the conservative side of theology. 
Trajectory theology led the early (largely Jewish) Church to embrace uncircumcised Gentiles and led the 
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later Church to renounce slavery and polygamy, two social institutions that were permitted in both 
¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘǎΦ !ƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ άǿƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ Χ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ 
ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴƛǘȅ Χ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦ39 So we cannot easily say 
beforehand where (or how) the Spirit might lead us as it guides us in reading Scripture.  

¢ƘƻǳƎƘ LΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜƭƭŜŘ ƛǘ ƻǳǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜƎƻƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ 
another (sixth) principle that should be at work in our reading of Scripture. Namely, a healthy use of 
Scripture should recognize that theology can by no means depend on Scripture only. In the case of slavery, 
ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǾƛƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ 
witness, which allowed for slavery in both testaments and never pronounced full emancipation. Rather, it 
ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜǿ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ǘŜȄǘǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά5ƻ ǳƴǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ tŀǳƭΩǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ tƘƛƭŜƳƻƴύ 
and the practical observation that things were simply going terribly for slaves. So Christian theology, as it 
reads and seeks to follow Scripture, must be ready to move beyond Scripture in some cases.40 And when it 
does so, this theological move is not foreign to the Bible but rather invited by it. That is, paradoxical as it 
ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎƻǳƴŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ 
ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ƎƻŜǎ Χ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ DƻŘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΣ ƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎΦ 

 

12. Theology Beyond the Bible: Cosmos, Tradition and Spirit 
LŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƳƻǾŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻǊ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΣ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ άǾƻƛŎŜǎέ 

must we attend? Space does not allow me to provide a full-orbed answer to this question, but I would like 
to offer three important biblical answers to the question.    

 

a. The Voice of Creation 

First, the Bible explicitly says in Psalm 19 that the cosmos speaks for God: ά¢ƘŜ ƘŜŀǾŜƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night 
declares knowledge. There is no speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard (Psalm 19:1-оύΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
principle is pressed into service most vividly in the Book of Proverbs, where basic observations about the 
created orderτespecially about the behaviors of people and societyτreveal truths that should be written 
Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŎŀƴƻƴƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ !ǇƻǎǘƭŜ tŀǳƭ ŜȄǇŀƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ άǿƻǊŘέ ǘƻ 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǾƛƴŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ όwƻƳŀƴǎ 
1:20).  

When the voice of creation is taken this seriously, and when we add to the mix that Scripture is written 
by inspired but finite and fallen human beings, then it becomes clear that Christian approaches to theology 
ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ǉƛǘ άDƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜέ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άƘǳƳŀƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦέ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ 
listen carefully to what God has said through the sacred but broken Bible and to what he is saying through 
his beautiful but broken world.  

 

b. The Voice of Tradition 

The postmodern turn has revealed that tradition is our human way of grasping and perpetuating the 
ǘǊǳǘƘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǎǳƛǘǎ [ǳƪŜΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ όǎŜŜ !Ŏǘǎύ ŀƴŘ tŀǳƭΩǎ 
ŀŘƳƻƴƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ άǎǘŀƴŘ ŦƛǊƳ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘ Ŧŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ traditions ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ Χ ōȅ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ 
ƳƻǳǘƘ ƻǊ ōȅ ƻǳǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊέ όн ¢ƘŜǎǎŀƭƻƴƛŀƴǎ нΥмрύΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ŏƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
reflection.41 !ƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ƻǳǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦƻǊ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴǎ ǿƘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ǊŜƧŜŎǘ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΦέ ¢ƘŜ 
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doctrine of the Trinity, for instance, is not clearly expressed in Scripture. Rather, the doctrine was deduced 
from Scripture (and Greek philosophy!) and enshrined as creedal orthodoxy in the 4th century Nicene 
/ǊŜŜŘΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƎƳŀ ǘƘŀǘ WŜǎǳǎΩ ǘǿƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜǎ όŘƛǾƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴύ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ άƳƛȄŜŘέ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎƻƳŜ 
third kind of nature was authorized in the 5th century Definition of Chalcedon. Even the canon itself is a 
product of tradition. Early Christians debated for several centuries what books should be included and 
excluded. This debate, which has never quite ended respecting the Old Testament, reached a state of 
practical closure only toward the end of the 4th century at the Council of Carthage.  

My main point is that nowadays everyone in the Theological Interpretation movementτEvangelicals 
includedτbelieves that traditional creedal orthodoxy provides a fundamental touchstone for our 
interpretation of Scripture. We cannot read the Bible without tradition.  

 

c. The Voice of the Spirit 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΣ ŎƻǎƳƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ άƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎέ όwŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ нΥт Ŝǘ ŀƭΦύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ {ǇƛǊƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ŀŎŎŜƴǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ 
¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ άŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƘǘŜƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘέ όWƻƘƴ мсΥмт-18). It 
ōŜŀǊǎ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ άǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ ǎǇƛǊƛǘέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƻŦ DƻŘ όwƻƳŀƴǎ уΥмсύΦ ¢ƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘ άƭŜŀŘǎ ǳǎέ όwƻƳŀƴǎ 
уΥмпύ ŀƴŘ άƘŜƭǇǎ ǳǎ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎέ όwƻƳ уΥнсύΣ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ƛǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ƎƛŦǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
encouragement of the Church (cf. Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 12). In the book of Acts the Spirit speaks 
directly to human beings, not only to apostles (Acts 10:19) but also to Christians who are not apostles and 
to non-Christians (Acts 8:29; 10:1-3; 22:9-10). So if we take the Bible with any seriousness we will recognize 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ  

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ōƛōƭƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ !Ŏǘǎ ŎƘΦ мрΣ ŀǎ ǇǊƻ-
Gentile and pro-Jewish factions sorted out their theological differences about the Jewish law.42 The Jewish 
party believed that all Gentile converts should convert to Jewish Christianity by receiving circumcision; for 
very obvious reasons, the Gentile party disagreed. Both sides could cite Scripture in support of their view, 
ōǳǘ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ǇŀǊǘȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿ 
.ƛōƭŜΣ ŎƛǊŎǳƳŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ άŜǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘέ όDŜƴŜǎƛǎ мтΥмоύ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻŦ WŜǿǎ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦ 
ŀƴȅ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊǎ ƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ όDŜƴŜǎƛǎ мтΥнтΤ 9ȄƻŘǳǎ мнΥпуύΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ 
ǘƘŜ WŜǿƛǎƘ ǇŀǊǘȅΦ .ǳǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŎƛǊŎǳƳŎƛǎŜŘ DŜƴǘƛƭŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ 
decided that the Gentiles could be Christians without circumcision and without observing the Jewish law. 
/ƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ άǾƻƛŎŜέ όƛǘǎ ǎǳǇŜǊƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅύ ǘƛƭǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
pro-Gentile party. The weaker position from Scripture supported by the Spirit bested the stronger position 
opposed by the Spirit.  

LŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎΣ ǿƘȅ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƛǎǇŜƴǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘ ƭŜŀŘΚέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
circles,43 ōǳǘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘΦ  {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ 
ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǿƻǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ƛǘΦ DƻŘ ǎŜƴǘ tƘƛƭƛǇΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŀƴƎŜƭ ƻǊ Ƙƛǎ {ǇƛǊƛǘΣ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ 
the Ethiopian understand the book of Isaiah (Acts 8:26-плύΦ !ƴŘ ƛƴ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀƭǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ 
witness in Galatians, and in the similar appeals made at the council in Acts 15, we should notice how 
prominently Scripture figured in those discussions. That the Spirit might speak to the Church wholly apart 
from Scripture is not entertained in these cases. While I have no desire to say what God can and cannot do 
ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛƴ DƻŘΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-disclosure, and in his guidance 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΣ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ {ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǳǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
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cosmos and tradition. I freely admit that the situation might be different in the interior of Mongolia, where 
ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ǘƻ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ ŀ .ƛōƭŜΦ .ǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǳǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ DƻŘΩǎ 
written word at our disposal, that word is sanctified by the Spirit as a primary source of divine discourse. 
The objective nature of Scriptureτas tangible words written in a bookτprovides an additional point of 
ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƴƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
embraced by the Church.  

In the end, I suspect that it is not really possible to say with much precision what the Spirit does, and 
how the Spirit works, as he assists us in our theological reflection. Scripture just does not say enough on 
this matter to yield any systematic conclusions. But perhaps the important point is neither deeply cognitive 
nor theoretical; perhaps it is only that God, having given us the gift of the Holy Spirit, has promised to help 
ǳǎ ƭƛǾŜ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦǊǳƛǘŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΦ {ƻ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǇǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ǇƛǊƛǘΩǎ ƘŜƭǇ ŀƴŘ 
guidance, we shall receive it.  

So this is our situation: we derive our theology from the broken voices of Scripture, tradition and 
cosmos, and with the mysterious help of the Spirit. Good theology pursues the truth by listening to and 
coherently ordering all of these important voices. May God help us to do this well. 

 

Conclusions 
God sanctifies and uses broken human beings to extend his grace to broken human beings. He uses me, 

and he uses you. And in doing so, though he in some sense cleanses us from sin, and though his Spirit is at 
work in us, he does not render us sinless nor does he protect us from the foibles of errant judgment and 
ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƘŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ άǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀȅέ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƛǎ 
ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǿƘƻƭƭȅ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛƻǳǎΣ ŦƻǊ tŀǳƭ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ǎƻ άǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ 
ŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎ ǘƻ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎέ όн /ƻǊƛƴǘƘƛŀƴǎ пΥтύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ 
ƛǎ ŀ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǳǎ as we are Χ ƴŀƳŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛƻƴ 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘǊǳƭȅ ōŜ ƘƛǎΦ άhǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ŘƻƛƴƎΤ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ DƻŘέ όн /ƻǊƛƴǘƘƛŀƴǎ 
3:5). 

The approach to Scripture that I have sketched out here, and the doctrine of Scripture implicit in it, 
assumes that the same pattern holding for humanity in general holds as well for the biblical authors. God 
sanctified broken human beings, fallen and finite though they were, and used them to convey his message 
of redemption in writing. The men involved (and perhaps a few women) included countless authors and 
editors, as well as those who were involved in the canonical processes that created Scripture. Insofar as 
they were human beings, they were no more perfect than we are, and in some casesτhaving lived even 
before the appearance of ChristτǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƪƴŜǿ ƭŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŜ 
ƪƴƻǿΦ .ǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ DƻŘΩǎ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀ 
ǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǊ ŀƴƎƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŘƛǾƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ DƻŘΩǎ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ǳƴŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǊŜŘŜƳǇǘƛǾŜ Ǉƭŀƴ ŀƴŘΣ ƘŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ 
spiritual nourishment.  

The problem supposedly precipitated by this untidy situation is not as serious as it first appears. We 
might at first suppose that, as a result, there will be error and vice in Scripture and that this will render it 
ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ƻŦ ƎǊŀŎŜ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ƛƳǇǳƎƴ DƻŘΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ōȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ 
true that human error and vice do thereby insinuate themselves into Scripture, these human properties of 
{ŎǊƛǇǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎƳƻǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ DƻŘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘƴŜǎǎΦ 9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 
is truly terrible in our world, and in us, can be traced back to human culpability, and all that is good and 
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trueτand all that is good and true in ScriptureτŀǊŜ Ƙƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎΦ ά²Ƙƻ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǎŎǳŜ ƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ 
ŘŜŀǘƘΚΧ ¢Ƙŀƴƪǎ ōŜ ǘƻ DƻŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ WŜǎǳǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ƻǳǊ [ƻǊŘΗέ44 
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