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A study of the Bible requires a study of the doctrine of inspiration.  The starting place for such 
a study is Paul’s second letter to Timothy.  In that verse, Paul was concerned with impressing 
the high value of God’s Word upon one of his young preacher protégées.  He said, “ All 
Scripture is inspired by God, and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting, for 
training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good 
work” (2 Timothy 3:16). 


A Timid Pastor

To get the significance of Paul’s words, it is necessary to consider the context of his letter.  
Timothy was facing numerous pressures in pastoral work.  A group within the church was 
accusing him of being too young.  It is for this reason that Paul told him, “Don’t let anyone 
despise your youth, but set an example for the believers in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, 
and in purity” (1 Timothy 4:12).  Timothy’s struggles were so intense that the young man was 
thinking of quitting.  This is perhaps why Paul said, “I remind you to rekindle the gift of God 
that is in you through the laying on of my hands.  For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but 
one of power, love, and sound judgment” (2 Timothy 1:6-7).

	 The voices of the multitude were making Timothy timid and insecure.  The young 
preacher was struggling.  To what source of comfort and courage did the apostle appeal?  He 
directed his apprentice to the Word of God.  Such was the context of His words concerning 
inspiration in 2 Timothy 3:16-17.  Instead of focusing on what others were saying about him, 
Paul wanted Timothy to focus on the Scriptures.  

	 Timothy’s strength for ministry did not come from his abilities, his age, or his aptitude.  
His only power came from the content of God’s revealed truth.  It is for this reason that 
immediately before his comments concerning inspiration that Paul said, “Evil people and 
impostors will become worse, deceiving and being deceived.  But as for you, continue in what 
you have learned and firmly believed. You know those who taught you, and you know that from 
infancy you have known the sacred Scriptures, which are able to give you wisdom for salvation 
through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:14-15).


The God-Breathed Book

These things uphold the all-surpassing value of Scripture.  The Word of God is our firm 
foundation for life and faith (Matthew 7:24-27).  Neither the shifting winds of culture, the 
promptings of our own hearts, or the philosophies of fallen humanity can provide us with the 
rock we need.  Scripture is our source of divine truth and insight for life.

	 All of this emanates from the doctrine of inspiration.  Plain and simple, the doctrine 
teaches that God is the source behind biblical writings.  Many volumes and books have been 
written by men and women (Ecclesiastes 12:12), but the Bible is the only book composed by 
God.  Paul underscored this reality with his use of a Greek word translated “inspiration.”  The 
term was a compound word in the original language that meant “God-breathed.”  It 
picturesquely depicted the Scriptures as coming from the mouth of God.

	 Inspiration, according to one theologian “is the belief that God is the source behind 
biblical writings and acted through the Holy Spirit with the biblical writers (and editors) to 
communicate what God wished to communicate.”   Another has defined the concept by saying 1
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it is “a term referring to the fact that the words of Scripture are spoken by God.”   The doctrine 2

of inspiration helps us see Scripture in the proper light.  It informs us that the Bible comes from 
God.  The Scriptures we hold in our hand are of divine origin; thus, we can have absolute 
confidence in them.


The Best Gift God Has Ever Given 

Abraham Lincoln is one of the most beloved presidents in United States history.  He is perhaps 
best remembered for the abolition of slavery and for navigating the country through the 
turbulent waters of the Civil War.  What many don’t know is that the president was a veracious 
reader of Scripture.  He was devoted to regularly reading both the works of Shakespeare and 
the Bible on a near daily basis.  His rationale was that the former helped him understand the 
nature of the human heart.  The latter helped him know how the human condition could be 
remedied.  Lincoln once said, “I believe that the Bible is the best gift God has ever given to 
man.  All the good from the Savior of the world is communicated to us through this book.”

	 Honest Abe’s conviction should be the conviction of every professing Christian.  The 
Bible is God’s Word for mankind.  This is true because of the realities associated with 
inspiration.  The purpose of this chapter is to analyze this particular doctrine.  To do so, we will 
talk about three topics — what inspiration does not mean, what inspiration does mean, and 
what inspiration teaches us about God and us.


WHAT INSPIRATION DOES NOT MEAN. 
On this side of eternity, one cannot fully explain the way in which inspiration took place.  To a 
degree, the doctrine is like many other doctrines that have a certain level of unknowability — 
the Trinity, predestination, the angelic realm.  There are things we can know about inspiration 
from Scripture, but there are things we can’t know as well.  I am reminded of the words of 
Deuteronomy 29:29 — “The hidden things belong to the Lord our God, but the revealed things 
belong to us and our children forever, so that we may follow all the words of this law.”  As we 
dive into this topic, it is important to know we can only go so far in our knowledge. 

	 Only God knows all things.  He holds certain mysteries close to His chest.  However, 
there are certain things we can known about Him and His truth.  When it comes to the issue of 
inspiration, Scripture teaches us that the activity cannot be reduced to certain methods often 
associated with inspiration.  Let’s consider three things inspiration is not.


Mechanical Dictation 
First, one should not think of inspiration in terms of mechanical dictation.  What does this 
mean?  My smartphone is equipped with technology that translates spoken words into text.  If I 
want to send a message to a friend while driving, I simply tap an icon and begin speaking.  
Software dictates my message.

	 God did indeed dictate Scripture to prophets and apostles at times.  Passages like 
Jeremiah 36:1-3 give witness of such.  However, it must be noted that inspiration cannot be 
reduced to mere mechanical dictation.  God did not treat the prophets and apostles like mere 
correspondents who were supposed to deliver a message verbatim.  One has said inspiration 
“…does not mean mechanical dictation — that is, that God dictated the material to the writers 
as a businessman would to his secretary.” 
3

	 Some world religions hold to such a view to explain how their holy books were 
generated.  The traditional teaching of Mormonism maintains that Joseph Smith received the 
Book of Mormon when he found gold plates in a forrest in Upstate New York.  The founder of 
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the Latter-Day Saints reported that the plates were inscribed in a language he called 
“Reformed Egyptian.”  He said he was given special spectacles he used to translate the foreign 
words on the tablets.  In a word-for-word fashion, he dictated the contents of what he saw to a 
man named Oliver Cowdrey. 
4

	 Inspiration did not happen in such a way.  Though the Lord did dictate truth on certain 
occasions, He worked differently the majority of the time.  He chose to miraculously work 
through the cultures, personalities, and languages of real people.  His method of doing so 
upholds the otherworldly nature of the book, but it also demonstrates His love for humanity.  
The fact that He used real people to pen His Word demonstrates His desire to be near to 
mankind.

	 

Mystical Communication 
Second, it is important to clarify that inspiration did not happen through mere mystical means.  
The Lord sometimes used dreams and visions to communicate His truth.  Consider passages 
like Daniel 7:1-28 and Revelation 1:10-11.  However, the process of divine inspiration involved 
much more than such means.  God worked in a secret and spiritual way within the hearts of 
men to deliver His truth.

	 Some world religions say their holy book(s) were delivered through nothing more than 
mystical dreams and visions.  Islam, for example, reports that the Quran was produced via 
such means.  It claims Muhammad received the contents of that book through a series of 
apparitions.  Muhammad himself was unable to write, so he then shared what he had seen with 
others who eventually produced a written account.

	 Inspiration worked differently.  Through an imperceptible miracle, the Lord moved men 
to write exactly what He wanted them to write.  One has defined biblical inspiration as “a 
supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit upon divinely chosen agents in consequence of which 
their writings become trustworthy and authoritative.”   The process cannot be reduced to the 5

mere acts of mechanical dictation or mystical communication.


Mere Creativity

Lastly, the doctrine under our investigation cannot be regarded as occurring through mere 
creativity.  The common meaning of the English word “inspiration” nowadays confuses many.  
We often apply the term to an artist, a speaker, a musician, or any other person who seems to 
have a heightened sense of insight or creativity.  One might say Michelangelo was inspired 
when he painted the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, Francis Scott Key was inspired when she 
penned the lyrics to “the Star-Spangled Banner,” or Michael Jordan was inspired when he hit 
the game winning shot in the famous “Flu Game.”  

	 Religious books like the Bhagavad Gita and Ramayana of Hinduism, the Sutras of 
Buddhism, and the Tao Te Ching of Taoism are often regarded as having been delivered 
through heightened spiritual senses.  Being more in tune with the nature of the universe, they 
were “inspired” to write what they wrote.  Biblical inspiration worked differently.  The penmen of 
Scripture were inspired in an altogether different sense.   

	 The Lord indeed used the natural sense of prophets and apostles to communicate His 
truth.  Many of the individuals who penned Scripture implemented beautiful word pictures, 
allegories, and metaphors.  Think of the majesty of the twenty-third Psalm.  One cannot deny 
there is a natural beauty to the Bible.  At the same time, it is important to realize that inspiration 
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involved much more than divinely-elevated creativity and ingenuity.  One has commented, “The 
term inspiration is often misunderstood today because it is used in such a broad and general 
way.  Referring to emotion or enthusiasm as inspiration or inspiring can be confusing.  Feeling 
or enthusiasm that produces beautiful music, motivating speech, beautiful scenery, or a work 
of art is quite different from the biblical doctrine of inspiration.” 
6

WHAT INSPIRATION DOES MEAN.

So how did inspiration take place?  The answer to that question is not easy.  The act is 
adorned with mystery.  The human senses cannot discern exactly how the Lord delivered His 
Word.  Some passages of Scripture give clear accounts of prophets and apostles receiving 
dreams and visions (Ezekiel 1:1-28; 2 Corinthians 12:1-5).  Others tell of the Lord speaking 
directly to His chosen mouthpieces (Exodus 33:11).  Still, none of those things give a full 
explanation concerning the process of divine inspiration.  The event involved the Lord moving 
in a marvelous and mysterious way to accomplish His purposes of divine revelation.

	 Though there is an unknowability associated with inspiration, there are some things we 
can known.  When we study God’s Word, we find certain fixed truths that shed light on the 
subject.  We even find language that provides a picture of how inspiration took place.  Let’s 
consider three realities involved with inspiration.


God Predetermined.  
Psalm 119:89-91 says, “Lord, your word is forever; it is firmly fixed in heaven.  Your faithfulness 
is for all generations; you established the earth, and it stands firm.  Your judgments stand firm 
today, for all things are your servants.”  God is timeless; thus, His Word is timeless.  The Lord is 
not bound by the constraints of time, neither is His Word.  Before human history began, 
principles, precepts, and paradigms were firmly established.  John 1:1 and Proverbs 8:22-36 
confirm these realities.

	 When we think of the Bible, we should remember that the content of its pages are 
eternal.  God and His Word are one in a sense (John 1:1).  His truth is based on His character.  
It is inexplicably linked to the nature of His being.  Prior to Him saying “Let there be light” 
(Genesis 1:3), the content of His revealed truth was fixed.  It was prepared and ready to be 
delivered within the time continuum of human history via his specially selected prophets and 
apostles.


People Were Moved. 
One of the most central passages to the doctrine of inspiration is found in 2 Peter 1:20-21.  In 
that passage, the apostle Peter said, “Above all, you know this: No prophecy of Scripture 
comes from the prophet’s own interpretation…” (2 Peter 1:20).  The apostle’s words were 
aimed at false teachers who were twisting the Word of God.  Instead of interrupting Scripture 
rightly, such individuals were interjecting their “own interpretation.”  Peter would deal with the 
heresy of his opponents at length in 2 Peter 2:1-22.  It seems the false teaching made spurious 
claims concerning the Second Coming.  In 2 Peter 3:3-4, the apostle would say, “Above all, be 
aware of this: Scoffers will come in the last days scoffing and following their own evil desires, 
saying, ‘Where is his ‘coming’ that he promised?’”

	 To combat false teachers, Peter upheld the doctrine of inspiration.  He said, “…because 
no prophecy ever came by the will of man; instead, men spoke from God as they were carried 
along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21).  While the false teachers of the first century spoke from 
their own will, the prophets and apostles spoke by the will of God.  The biblical authors were 
different than the Johnny-come-lately teachers who were infiltrating churches with misleading 
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doctrines.  While the heretics were carried along by their own desires, the prophets and 
apostles “were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”


Interpretation vs. Inspiration 
Peter used an interesting play on words to make his point.  In verse 20, he used a Greek word 
that literally referred to the act of “unloosing, “untying,” or “opening.”  Modern English 
translations render it as something akin to “interpretation.”  The word was used in the ancient 
world to speak of the act of explaining the meaning of a text.  Peter used it to speak of the way 
in which false teachers skewed the real meaning of Scripture through their dubious doctrines.

	 Interestingly, the word rendered “interpretation” had a similar meaning as inspiration.  It 
referred to the source of a teaching.  Peter played the two ideas against one another for a 
reason.  The inspired Word of God, not the interpretation given by the words of man, were to 
be the source of truth for his readers.  When the apostles and prophets spoke, they spoke 
trustworthy words, since they spoke from God and not from themselves (Ezekiel 3:1-4; John 
7:16-18; 1 Corinthians 15:3).


The Spirit Was The Wind That Carried The Prophets Along 
In verse 21, Peter held up a contrast to the twisted interpretations amongst his readers.  He 
promoted the doctrine of inspiration.  Whereas mere mortals were peddling destructive 
doctrines, one could have assurance that the Bible did not come into being “by the will of 
men.”  Instead, the prophets and apostles “were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”

	 The word rendered “carried along” in 2 Peter 1:21 is significant.  It gives us a clue 
concerning how inspiration happened.  The word was a rather common one that meant “to 
bear” or “to carry.”  It was used of trees bearing fruit (Mark 4:8), people carrying other people 
(Mark 2:3), and of people carrying objects (Luke 23:26).  As used by Peter, the Word indicates 
the Holy Spirit carried the prophets and apostles who penned Scriptures.

	 But how did the Holy Spirit accomplish this task?  A passage of Scripture within the 
book of Acts provides us with some insight.  In Acts 27, the story is told of the way in which 
Paul was involved in a shipwreck on his way to Rome.  The apostle had warned the captain 
and others of pending danger, but they did not heed his advice.  Luke provided a detailed 
description of the mariners battle against the elements:


But before long, a fierce wind called the “northeaster” rushed down from the island.  Since 
the ship was caught and unable to head into the wind, we gave way to it and were driven 
along. After running under the shelter of a little island called Cauda, we were barely able to 
get control of the skiff.  After hoisting it up, they used ropes and tackle and girded the ship. 
Fearing they would run aground on the Syrtis, they lowered the drift-anchor, and in this way 
they were driven along (Acts 27:14-17).


Interestingly, the same word translated “carried along” in 2 Peter 1:21 was used in Luke’s 
account to speak of the way the ship upon which Paul travelled was “driven along” by wind.

	 Luke’s language provides a word picture of what was involved with inspiration.  D.A. 
Carson has said it gives “a graphic picture of the Spirit at work.”   In a way similar to a ship 7

being moved by wind within its sails, the Holy Spirit moved prophets and apostles to pen the 
word of God.  Wind is imperceptible, but it is powerful in its effect.  One cannot directly see it 
doing its work, but it works nonetheless.  And so it is with inspiration.  In ways beyond our 
comprehension, God filled His messengers with His Spirit and moved them to write the words 
found in the Bible.  Matthew Henry has described the way the Spirit prompted the prophets:
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He so wisely and carefully assisted and directed them in the delivery of what they had 
received from him that they were effectually secured from any the least mistake in 
expressing what they revealed; so that the very words of scripture are to be accounted the 
words of the Holy Ghost, and all the plainness and simplicity, all the power and virtue, all 
the elegance and propriety, of the very words and expressions are to be regarded by us as 
proceeding from God. 
8

It’s a Miracle! 
The Psalmist sang, “God, your way is holy.  What god is great like God?  You are the God who 
works wonders; you revealed your strength among the peoples” (Psalm 77:13-15).  The 
incomprehensibility of God is part of what makes Him God.  There are miracles and mysteries 
related to Him that no human can fully explain. One has said, “When the Infinite and the finite 
meet there will always be mystery.”   
9

	 Some desire full explanation of every detail associated with Christian doctrine.  I once 
had a man tell me he had reservations with Christianity because he couldn’t understand the 
Trinity.  On another occasion, a believer demanded a full explanation of the doctrines of 
election and predestination.  My human attempts at stating Scripture weren’t enough.  
Believers should stay aware that there are mysteries and miracles of God that humanity cannot 
fully explain.  He is God and we are not.  He is infinite and we are finite.

	 And so it is with inspiration.  We know God supernaturally prompted people to pen 
exactly what He wanted written.  Furthermore, we can deduce that He used means other than 
mere mechanical dictation, mystical communication, and human creativity.  However, we can’t 
know everything there is to know about the process of inspiration.  The act was a miracle 
beyond full human comprehension.  Instead of speculating beyond what is appropriate, we 
should accept the biblical claims and stand in marvel at the mystery and majesty of our God!


WHAT INSPIRATION TEACHES US 
Theological truth is not something reserved for the proverbial ivory tower.  Doctrine has a 
practical application for our lives.  This is true with the doctrine of inspiration.  While the precise 
way in which the divine activity took place may remain a mystery as long as we are on Earth 
(Deuteronomy 29:29; 1 Corinthians 13:12), the doctrine is instructive for us.  The fact that God 
move mere men to produce Scripture provides us with several important, yet practical, truths.  
Let’s consider three.


God’s loves us. 
One of the marvels of inspiration is that the transcendent God would descend to humanity and 
use humans as His mouthpieces.  It is important to note that, in using men, the Lord did not 
override the wills, natural constitutions, personalities, customs, cultures, or languages of His 
messengers.  The theologian B.B. Warfield referred to this idea as “concursus.”  One has 
commented:


Both human beings and God were fully involved in the process of inspiration.  The 
personality and gifts of the human authors were not squelched or suppressed.  We can 
detect their different literary styles even today.  And yet the words they spoke do not cancel 
out the truth that they spoke the word of God.  Concursus means that both God and 
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human beings contributed to the prophetic word. Ultimately, however, and most 
significantly, these human words are God’s words. 
10

	 

	 God’s act of inspiring Scripture through the conduit of mere humanity reminds us of the 
truth of 1 John 4:8 — “God is love.”  His means of revealing Himself prove that He is indeed 
“Immanuel” — God with us (Matthew 1:23).  The act of speaking conveys the sense of love and 
companionship.  How wonderful it is to know that the Heavenly Father desires to communicate 
with us.  He loves us!


We are finite. 
God chose to inspire Scripture because we are in need of revelation.  We are finite and limited.  
By ourselves we do not have the information or knowledge necessary to know precisely who 
God is, who we are, why we are alive, what’s wrong with our world, or how things can be made 
right.  The Bible was given because we need instruction from God.  Scripture says, “For 
whatever was written in the past was written for our instruction, so that we may have hope 
through endurance and through the encouragement from the Scriptures” (Romans 15:4).


The Bible is a book unlike any other book. 
Inspiration tells us that the Bible is special and supernatural.  It is the only book God wrote!  
The Psalmist testified, “You are righteous, Lord, and your judgments are just.  The decrees you 
issue are righteous and altogether trustworthy.  My anger overwhelms me because my foes 
forget your words.  Your word is completely pure, and your servant loves it” (Psalm 
119:137-140).  Considering the otherworldly nature of the Bible, it is right for God’s people to 
cherish it, read it, study it, believe it, practice it, and proclaim it.  Sir Isaac Newton, the co-
creator of calculus, said, “If all the great books of the world were given life and were brought 
together in Convention, the moment the Bible entered, the other books would fall on their faces 
as the gods of Philistia fell when the ark of God was brought into their prince in the temple of 
Dagon.” 
11
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