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“That’s a really good question. . . .”
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Preface to the Second Edition

I am honored that Baker is releasing this tenth anniversary edition of Inspiration 

and Incarnation. This edition has some slight revisions, a modestly expanded 

bibliography, and a reflective postscript.

As for the revisions, they are slight indeed and are largely for clarifica-

tion. I considered at one point doing a more substantive revision—adding 

examples, expanding and adjusting some arguments to reflect movement in 

my own thinking since the book came out—but decided against it. For one 

thing, in reading through the book cover to cover (for the first time in several 

years), I was struck—and pleased—by how much of the book has remained 

with me over the past decade. The themes and general approach to Scripture I 

take in Inspiration and Incarnation remain an important part of my thinking. 

Still, I am no longer exactly where I was when I first conceived of the book in 

2001—which is to say I am human. No one’s thinking truly lies motionless 

for so many years, and so it stands to reason that I would write Inspiration 

and Incarnation somewhat di#erently today in midlife than I did when barely 

forty with children in grammar school.

I wrote Inspiration and Incarnation firmly and self-consciously in support 

of a “progressive inerrantist” or “genre inerrantist” point of view. Those who 

subscribe to this view a!rm inerrancy in di#erent ways, but they all agree that 

inerrancy is not to be equated with literalistic readings of Scripture. Rather 

it must be sensitive to ancient genres and ancient conventions of speech. In 

my own articulation of this progressive inerrantist view, I would stress that 

inerrancy is misconceived if it is used to delimit interpretive conclusions as a 

matter of a priori philosophical necessity, that is, coming to Scripture with 

thick interpretive boundaries already drawn. Instead, I would explain iner-

rancy as an expression of faith and trust in God, that whatever the Bible does, 
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x  Preface to the Second Edition

no matter how it might or might not fit into preconceived categories, reflects 

the “free pleasure of God.”1 Thus, things like historical inaccuracies, myth, 

and theological diversity in Scripture are not errors needing to be explained 

away or minimized but, paradoxically, embraced as divine wisdom. Inerrancy, 

in other words, entails accepting by faith the Bible that God has in fact seen 

fit to provide us, allowing the biblical phenomena to define the Bible’s own 

framework and for us to adjust our thinking accordingly.

I continue to believe that the Bible we have is the Bible God means for us to 

have, but I no longer use the term “inerrancy” to describe this phenomenon 

because the term has accumulated cultural baggage that it seems unable to 

throw o#.2 This shift in thinking would invariably result in my phrasing some 

things di#erently or making certain qualifications were I to write Inspiration 

and Incarnation today. But rather than revising the book to reflect this change, 

I felt (and Baker agreed) that leaving the book essentially as is was best. For 

one thing, the ideas expressed in Inspiration and Incarnation do not necessarily 

need to be understood within any sort of inerrantist framework, even though 

the book was written as an expression of progressive inerrancy. Progressive 

inerrantists and non-inerrantists can engage the book within either paradigm.3

But much more importantly, I am conscious that many readers over the years 

have been encouraged and helped by the book and its central theme—that 

a thoroughly encultured Bible, like a thoroughly encultured Jesus, is exactly 

what God has given the church and should therefore be embraced as is and 

engaged honestly and without apology (in both senses of the word). Inspira-

tion and Incarnation has been used as an assigned text in many colleges and 

seminaries and used in churches to give faithful readers of Scripture spiritual 

space for thinking through some of the challenges of the study of Scripture 

in modern times. Perhaps the biggest challenge, especially for college and 

seminary students, is in seeing how firmly situated Scripture is in its varying 

1. The quotation is from Herman Ridderbos: “[It] is not up to us, it is up to the free pleasure 

of God to decide what kind of e#ect divine inspiration should have in the mind, knowledge, 

memory, accuracy of those whom he has used in his service, in order that their word really can 

be accepted as the inspired Word of God. If we deny or ignore this, we dispose of the very nature 

of the Scriptures as the Word of God, and also of the nature of his authority and infallibility.” 

Studies in Scripture and Its Authority (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 26.

2. I’ve written up some of my thoughts on inerrancy in greater detail than I can do here in 

“Inerrancy, However Defined, Does Not Describe What the Bible Does,” in Five Views on Biblical 

Inerrancy, ed. J. Merrick and Stephen M. Garrett (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 83–116.

3. Though “non-inerrantist” is a cumbersome double-negative antonym to “inerrantist,” I 

prefer it to “errantist.” Opposing “errancy” to inerrancy, as is often done, perpetuates the iner-

rantist rhetoric of presuming that “inerrancy” is the proper way to speak of Scripture. Those 

who are not inerrantists are doing much more theologically speaking than “pointing out errors.” 

They are calling into question why the matter is framed this way at all.
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historical contexts, the study of which has been the core focus of modern 

biblical studies. Rather than supporting a suspicious or defensive posture, 

Inspiration and Incarnation has helped students resolve at least some tensions 

between their faith in God and modern scholarship by showing that many of 

the “problems” allegedly caused by the modern study of Scripture are really 

problems with faulty expectations of how the Bible “should” work perpetu-

ated within evangelicalism.

For this reason I am eager to see the message and content of Inspiration 

and Incarnation remain as is and continue to help other readers who are cur-

rently processing their faith in similar ways. My hope now, as it was ten years 

ago, is that Inspiration and Incarnation can be of help and encouragement to 

these readers. The postscript will address various other matters concerning the 

book’s reception, some criticisms of it, and my continued hope for its future.

Peter Enns

September 3, 2014

 Preface to the Second Edition
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Preface to the First Edition

The aim of this book is not novelty but synthesis. My focus is twofold: (1) to 

bring together a variety of data that biblical scholars work with every day 

for readers who do not have firsthand familiarity with these data and (2) to 

look at these data with a clear view toward discussing their implications for 

an evangelical doctrine of Scripture.

Although it is not always made explicit, in working through these issues 

I lean heavily on the work of many scholars, some of whom are listed in the 

“Further Reading” sections at the end of each chapter. Also influential has been 

my own theological tradition, represented by my colleagues at Westminster 

Theological Seminary, past and present, and the wider tradition of which that 

institution is a part. This is not to imply that I speak for that institution or 

tradition. Nevertheless, I am thankful for being part of such a solidly faithful 

group that does not shy away from some di!cult yet basic questions and with 

whom I am able to have frank and open discussions. This does not happen at 

every institution, and I do not take that privilege for granted.

Biblical citations are quoted from the New International Version, except 

where noted. Apocryphal material (i.e., the Wisdom of Solomon in chap. 4) 

is quoted from the New Revised Standard Version. With the exception of 

the Code of  Hammurabi, which is quoted from James Pritchard’s Ancient 

Near Eastern Texts (though I have modernized it in places), the ancient Near 

Eastern texts in chapter 2 are quoted from The Context of  Scripture by W. W. 

Hallo and K. L. Younger. In chapter 4, the pseudepigraphal texts are quoted 

from James Charlesworth’s Old Testament Pseudepigrapha and the Dead 

Sea Scrolls from G. Vermes’s Dead Sea Scrolls in English. Full bibliographic 

data for these works is given in the “Further Reading” sections at the end of 

the respective chapters.
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xiv  Preface to the First Edition

Key terms and concepts, especially those that may be unfamiliar to the 

reader, are defined in the glossary and appear in boldface type on first men-

tion in the text.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank my editor, Jim Kinney, who 

has spent much time interacting with me on this project. My former student, 

Shannon Geiger, now a church planter in Dallas, Texas, spent many hours 

reading an earlier draft of this book and made numerous invaluable sugges-

tions. This is a better book for her e#orts.

I believe with all my heart that honesty with oneself is a central component 

to spiritual growth. God honors our honest questions. He is not surprised by 

them, nor is he ashamed to be our God when we pose them. He is our God, 

not because of the questions we ask (or refrain from asking), but because he 

has united us to the risen Christ. And being a part of God’s family is ultimately 

a gift to us, not something to be obtained by us. God has freed us in Christ 

and made us his children. And, as all children do, we ask a lot of questions.
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1

Getting Our Bearings

What I Hope to Accomplish in This Book

The purpose of this book is to bring an evangelical doctrine of Scripture into 

conversation with the implications generated by some important themes in 

modern biblical scholarship—particularly Old Testament scholarship—over 

the past 150 years. To put it this way is to suggest that such a conversation 

has not taken place, at least not to the degree that it could have. It is not to 

suggest, however, that evangelical biblical scholarship has not engaged many 

of these issues responsibly on an academic level. There is no question that 

evangelical scholars have made many excellent contributions, for example, in 

archeological, historical, and textual studies.

In my view, however, what is needed is not simply for evangelicals to work 

in these areas but to engage the doctrinal implications that work in these areas 

raises. Without wanting to overstate the matter, I know or hear of a fair number 

of Christians who conclude that the contemporary state of biblical scholarship 

makes an evangelical faith unviable. These are the primary readers I envision 

for this book, those who desire to maintain a vibrant and reverent doctrine 

of Scripture but who find it di!cult to do so because they find familiar and 

conventional approaches to newer problems to be unhelpful.

On the one hand, I am very eager to a!rm that many evangelical instincts 

are correct and should be maintained, for example, the conviction that the 
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2

Bible is ultimately from God and that it is God’s gift to the church. Any theo-

ries concerning Scripture that do not arise from these fundamental instincts 

are unacceptable. On the other hand, how the evangelical church fleshes out 

its doctrine of Scripture will always have somewhat of a provisional quality 

to it. This is not to say that each generation must disregard the past and start 

afresh, formulating ever-new doctrines, bowing to all the latest fads. But it is 

to say that at such time when new evidence comes to light, or old evidence 

is seen in a new light, we must be willing to engage that evidence and adjust 

our doctrine accordingly.

Such adjustments do not simply represent recent developments. One need 

only think of Copernicus (1473–1543), the Polish astronomer who determined 

that the earth revolved around the sun, a heretical view at the time. The Catholic 

Church resisted this evidence for many years. (Galileo was imprisoned for it in 

1633.) Eventually, however, the previously held “biblical” geocentric view was 

abandoned by the church. This is just one of many examples that could be given 

where evidence outside the Bible, in this case scientific evidence, a#ected how 

we view the Bible. Or to put it better, the scientific evidence showed us that 

the worldview of the biblical authors a#ected what they thought and wrote, 

and so the worldviews of the biblical authors must be taken into consideration 

in matters of biblical interpretation and formulating a doctrine of Scripture.

Reassessment of doctrine on the basis of external evidence, therefore, is 

nothing new. To state it di#erently, our topic is the age-old question of the rela-

tionship between special revelation (the Bible) and general revelation (creation, 

i.e., everything else). My concern is that, at least on a popular level, a defensive 

approach to the evidence tends to dominate the evangelical conversation. For 

recent generations of evangelicals, this tendency has its roots in certain devel-

opments that occurred in biblical scholarship during the nineteenth century 

and made headlines in the so-called modernist/fundamentalist controversies 

around the turn of the twentieth century (e.g., the Scopes monkey trial). The 

e#ects of these developments can still be felt today. Much of the evangelical 

theological landscape of the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries was 

dominated by a “battle for the Bible.” The terms are familiar: liberal vs. con-

servative, modernist vs. fundamentalist, mainline vs. evangelical, progressive 

vs. traditionalist. Such labels may serve some purpose, but they more often 

serve to entrench rather than enlighten.

I want to make it clear here at the outset that this book is not intended to 

solve “Bible di!culties” here and there, nor is it to perpetuate the debate by 

defending either side of the debate, nor even to find a middle way between 

them. My aim is somewhat more foundational while at the same time being far 

less ambitious. I want to contribute to a growing opinion that what is needed 

 Inspiration and Incarnation
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is to move beyond both sides by thinking of better ways to account for some 

of the data, while at the same time having a vibrant, positive view of Scripture 

as God’s word.1 By focusing on three problems raised by the modern study of 

the Old Testament, my hope is to suggest ways in which our conversation can 

be shifted somewhat, so that what are often perceived as problems with the 

Old Testament are put into a di#erent perspective. To put it another way, my 

aim is to allow the collective evidence to a#ect not just how we understand 

a biblical passage or story here and there within the parameters of earlier 

doctrinal formulations. Rather, I want to move beyond that by allowing the 

evidence to a#ect how we think about what Scripture as a whole is.

The end result, I truly hope, will be to provide a theological paradigm for 

people who know instinctively that the Bible is God’s word but for whom read-

ing the Bible has already become a serious theological problem—perhaps even 

a crisis. I have come across many Christians for whom this clash between the 

biblical world and the modern world is a very real issue. The Bible is central 

to their lives, but sometimes evangelical defenses of the Bible are exercises in 

special pleading, attempts to hold on to comfortable ideas despite evidence 

that makes such ideas problematic. It is precisely the ine#ectiveness of certain 

ways of thinking about the Bible that can sometimes cause significant cogni-

tive dissonance for Christians who love and want to hold on to their Bibles 

but who also feel the weight of certain kinds of evidence.

With this in mind, one of the central themes of this book is this:

The problems many of us feel regarding the Bible may have less to do with the 

Bible itself and more to do with our own preconceptions.

I have found again and again that listening to how the Bible itself behaves 

and suspending preconceived notions (as much as that is possible) about how 

we think the Bible ought to behave is refreshing, creative, exciting, and spiri-

tually rewarding.

To work through this process, I want to focus on three issues that have not 

been handled well within evangelicalism (at least in America). These three 

issues are not based on fanciful, trendy theories but on evidence that comes 

from within the Bible itself as well as from the world surrounding the Bible.

 1. The Old Testament and other literature from the ancient world: Why 

does the Bible in places look a lot like the literature of Israel’s ancient 

neighbors? Is the Old Testament really that unique? Does it not just 

1. I use the uppercase “Word” when speaking of Christ and the lowercase for speaking of 

Scripture.

 Getting Our Bearings
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reflect the ancient world in which it was produced? If the Bible is the 

word of God, why does it fit so nicely in the ancient world?

 2. Theological diversity in the Old Testament: Why do di#erent parts of the 

Old Testament say di#erent things about the same thing? It really seems 

as if there are contradictions, or at least large di#erences of opinion, in 

the Old Testament.

 3. The way in which the New Testament authors handle the Old Testament: 

Why do the New Testament authors handle the Old Testament in such 

odd ways? It looks like they just take the Old Testament passages out 

of context.

Each of these three points has its own chapter in this book. To those perhaps 

more familiar with biblical studies, the importance of these three issues will 

be immediately recognizable. The latter two problems are generated directly 

by the Bible itself. And for at least the first and last items, older approaches 

to the Bible do not always take the extrabiblical evidence into account. This is 

partly the case because these extrabiblical evidences have made their presence 

felt only over the past 150 years or so; older approaches to understanding the 

Bible were already well established before this evidence came to light.

Why these three issues? I could have brought others into the discussion 

or arranged the evidence in di#erent ways, but I choose these three for what 

I think is a very good reason. Each of these issues, in its own way, presents 

challenges to traditional, evangelical views about Scripture.

The first issue deals with the Bible’s uniqueness. It is a common expectation, 

often implicit, that for the Bible to be God’s word, it should be unique, that is, 

it should not bear striking similarities to the literature of other ancient peoples.

The second concerns the Bible’s integrity, its trustworthiness. It is a com-

mon expectation that the Bible be unified in its outlook, be free of diverse 

views, if we are being asked to trust it as God’s word (does not God have just 

one opinion on things?).

The third deals with the Bible’s interpretation. To modern readers, the New 

Testament authors sometimes seem to interpret the Old Testament in fanci-

ful ways, seemingly unconcerned about the meaning of the Old Testament 

in its original context. This seems to make the whole issue of Old Testament 

interpretation highly subjective. Should this have an e#ect on how Christians 

today handle the Old Testament?

Regardless of how we organize the data, the issue before us is not how 

we handle this verse or this issue, one at a time. Rather, what needs to hap-

pen is that we take a step back from the details and allow these issues to 

 Inspiration and Incarnation
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challenge us on a more fundamental level. What is needed is a way of thinking 

about Scripture where these kinds of issues are addressed from a very di#er-

ent perspective—where these kinds of problems cease being problems and 

become windows that open up new ways of understanding. It is not enough 

simply to say that the Bible is the word of God or that it is inspired or to apply 

some other label. The issue is how these descriptions of the Bible bear fruit 

when we touch down in one part of the Bible or another. How does the study 

of Scripture in the contemporary world a#ect how we flesh out descriptions 

such as “word of God” or “inspired”?

A Way toward Addressing the Problem: The Incarnational Analogy

I do not want to suggest that di!cult problems have simple solutions. What I 

want to o#er, instead, is a proper starting point for discussing these problems, 

one that, if allowed to run its course, will reorient us to see these problems in 

a better light. This starting point can be traced back to the early centuries of 

the church and can be applied to modern issues with considerable profit. The 

starting point for our discussion is the following: as Christ is both God and 

human, so is the Bible. In other words, we are to think of the Bible analogously 

to how Christians think about Jesus. Christians confess that Jesus is both God 

and human at the same time. He is not half God and half human. He is not 

sometimes one and other times the other. He is not essentially one and only 

apparently the other. Rather, one of the central doctrines of the Christian 

faith, worked out as far back as the Council of Chalcedon in AD 451, is that 

Jesus is 100 percent God and 100 percent human—at the same time.

This way of thinking of Christ is analogous to thinking about the Bible. 

In the same way that Jesus is—must be—both God and human, the Bible is 

also a divine and human book. Although Jesus was “God with us,” he still 

completely assumed the cultural trappings of the world in which he lived. In 

fact, this is what is implied in “God with us.” Perhaps this is part of what 

the author of Hebrews had in mind when he said that Christ was “made like 

them, fully human in every way” (Heb. 2:17). Jesus was a first-century Jew. 

The languages of the time (Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic) were his languages. 

Their customs were his customs. He fit, he belonged, he was one of them.

So too the Bible. It belonged in the ancient worlds that produced it. It was 

not an abstract, otherworldly book dropped out of heaven. It was connected to 

and therefore spoke to those ancient cultures. The encultured qualities of the 

Bible, therefore, are not extra elements that we can discard to get to the real 

point, the timeless truths. Rather, precisely because Christianity is a historical 
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religion, God’s word reflects the various historical moments in which Scripture 

was written. God acted and spoke in history. As we learn more and more about 

that history, we must gladly address the implications of that history for how 

we view the Bible, that is, what we should expect from it.

This way of thinking about the Bible is referred to di#erently by di#erent 

theologians. The term I prefer is incarnational analogy: Christ’s incarnation 

is analogous to Scripture’s “incarnation.” As with any analogy, one could 

highlight places where the analogy does not quite fit. Moreover, we must 

reckon with the incarnation of Christ itself being mysterious; one could rightly 

question the merit of using an ultimately unexplainable entity to explain 

something else! That being said, my starting point is the orthodox Christian 

confession, however mysterious it is, that Jesus of Nazareth is the God-man. 

The long-standing identification between Christ the Word and Scripture the 

word is central to how I think through the issues raised in this book: How 

does Scripture’s full humanity and full divinity a!ect what we should expect 

from Scripture?

The ancient heresy of Docetism stated that Christ was fully divine and 

only seemed to be human (the Greek verb dokein [“to seem”] is the root of 

the word Docetism). The Council of Chalcedon rightly concluded that if 

Christ only appeared to be human, then the death and resurrection are not 

real. And if that is the case, then there is no forgiveness of sins. Although I 

am in no way implying that people who do not see things as I do are heretics, 

there is an analogy to be drawn here. What some ancient Christians were 

saying about Christ, the Docetic heresy, is similar to the mistake that other 

Christians have made (and continue to make) about Scripture: it comes from 

God, and the marks of its humanity are only apparent, to be explained away. 

Of course, no evangelical would willingly or consciously put it that way, but, 

when confronted with some of the problems addressed in this book, “scriptural 

docetism” rears its head. But the human marks of the Bible are everywhere, 

thoroughly integrated into the nature of Scripture itself. Ignoring these marks 

or explaining them away takes at least as much energy as listening to them 

and learning from them.

The human dimension of Scripture is, therefore, part of what makes Scrip-

ture Scripture. But it is precisely this dimension that can create problems for 

modern Christian readers, because it can make the Bible seem less unique, 

less “Bible-like,” than we might have supposed.

Here are some of these human marks of Scripture (focusing mainly on the 

Old Testament). Most of these will not be discussed in the following chapters. 

I mention them at this juncture only in an e#ort to orient us to the general 

discussion.
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 1. The Bible was written in Hebrew and Greek (with a little Aramaic). This 

is stating the obvious and hardly poses a theological problem. Still, there 

is a lesson to be learned. Neither Hebrew, Aramaic, nor Greek has any 

special quality about it that makes it somehow specially suited to be the 

conveyor of God’s word. This may have been thought to be the case at 

one time, but it is a position that cannot be held in light of modern de-

velopments in linguistics. We know, for example, that Hebrew is simply 

one ancient Semitic language that has a lot in common with many other 

ancient languages, such as Aramaic, Moabite, Edomite, Ammonite, 

Ugaritic, and Phoenician. All of these ancient languages existed during 

Old Testament times, and some of them are in fact quite a bit older.

The point is made more clearly in the case of Greek. Until the late 

nineteenth century some considered the Greek of the New Testament to 

be a unique, heavenly language. This was thought to be the case because 

the style of the New Testament was very di#erent from that found in 

Greek philosophical texts or in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. So some con-

cluded that the Greek of the New Testament was a special “Holy Spirit 

language” prepared by God to convey his word. This was a maintainable 

position (although still conjectural) until archeologists began unearth-

ing documents written in a Greek style similar to the New Testament. 

And these documents were not concerned with anything o!cial, nor 

were they meant for public consumption. Rather they were written by 

everyday, insignificant people about things that were never intended to 

be handed down through the ages, such as letters and contracts. Even 

in the language of the Bible, God demonstrates that he is “one of us.”

For the Old Testament or New Testament, the point is the same. That 

the Bible is written in human language, and in the common tongue at 

that, is already an example of God “incarnating” himself, in a sense. He 

adopts the current cultural conventions and uses them for his purpose. 

The languages are not specially designed to carry God’s word, but God 

makes those languages adequate to do so.

 2. The Old Testament world was a world of  temples, priests, and sacrifice. 

Israel was not the first nation, nor the last, to have a religious system 

centered on temples, priests, and sacrifice. Such things were woven into 

the fabric of the ancient societies of the Mesopotamian world.

 3. Israel as well as the surrounding nations had prophets that mediated 

divine will to them. The role of the prophets in the Old Testament is 

a very important one. They were God’s mouthpieces to Israel and the 

kings. But prophecy was by no means unique to ancient Israel. Every 

ancient society had prophets and seers.

 Getting Our Bearings

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Enns_InspirationIncarnation_CJ_kf.indd   7 7/14/15   3:23 PM

Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2005, 2015. Used by permission.



8

 4. Through much of  its history, Israel was ruled by kings, as were the na-

tions around it. In fact, when it comes to kingship, Israel was a “Jacob-

come-lately.” A refrain in 1 Samuel is that the Israelites wanted a king like 

“all the other nations” (8:5). Was Israel simply mimicking the political 

structures of the surrounding peoples?

 5. Israel’s legal system has some striking similarities with those of  sur-

rounding nations. When compared side by side with other ancient legal 

codes, such as the Babylonian Code of  Hammurabi (see chap. 2), one 

can see significant similarities between the Mosaic law and those of 

other—older—nations.

All of these examples (and a good many more) have been brought to light 

by linguistic, historical, and archeological investigations that began to flourish 

around the middle of the nineteenth century. In other words, these are prob-

lems that are specific to people who live in the modern world, where scholarly 

investigation demonstrates time and time again that the Bible is firmly situated 

in the ancient world in which it was produced.

What is so helpful about the incarnational analogy is that it reorients us to 

see that the Bible’s situatedness is not a lamentable or embarrassing situation 

but a positive one.

That the Bible, at every turn, shows how connected it is to its own world is a 

necessary consequence of God incarnating himself.

When God reveals himself, he always does so to people, which means that he 

must speak and act in ways that they will understand. People are time bound, 

and so God adopts that characteristic if he wishes to reveal himself. We can 

put this even a bit more strongly:

It is essential to the very nature of revelation that the Bible is not unique to its en-

vironment. The human dimension of Scripture is essential to its being Scripture.

This, I argue, is the proper starting point for looking at the relationship be-

tween the Bible and the issues we will discuss in this book.

That the Bible is so easily situated in its ancient context is a source of dif-

ficulty for many modern readers. A conclusion some draw is that the Bible 

is, therefore, merely just like any other ancient book. On the other hand, the 

conservative reaction tends toward minimizing some of the more challenging 

of these human marks of Scripture, thus accenting its uniqueness over against 

the ancient world. What I propose, however, is an approach that accepts neither 

alternative as the final word. That the Bible bears an unmistakable human stamp 
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does not lead to the necessary conclusion that it is merely the words of humans 

rather than the word of God. To those who hold such a position the question 

might be asked, “How else would you have expected God to speak? In ways 

wholly disconnected to the ancient world? Who would have understood him?”

And to those who fear the human stamp as somehow dirtying the Bible, 

marring its perfect divine quality, I say, “If you wouldn’t say that about Jesus 

(and you shouldn’t), don’t think that way about the Bible. Both Christ and 

his word ‘are’ human through and through.” In fact, it is precisely by having 

the Son become human that God demonstrates his great love. Is it so much 

of a stretch, then, to say that the human nature of Scripture is likewise a gift 

rather than a problem? Of course, simply saying this does not make the issues 

float away, but it is the proper way to begin addressing those issues.

It is somewhat ironic, it seems to me, that both liberals and conservatives 

make the same error. They both assume that something worthy of the title word 

of  God would look di#erent from what we actually have. The one accents the 

human marks and makes them absolute. The other wishes the human marks 

were not as pronounced as they were. They share a similar opinion that noth-

ing worthy of being called God’s word would look so common, so human, so 

recognizable. But when God speaks, he speaks in ways we would understand. 

With this in mind, we can now look at some of the evidence that has been 

part of the scholarly conversation for several generations, not to determine 

whether the Bible is God’s word but to see more clearly how it is God’s word.
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