Replies to the email which I sent out concerning the inerrancy/infallibility of Scripture

(in the order that I received them)

(My email first): I have just found this and I am curious to know the truth of the following statements:
"In Mark 2.25-6 Jesus cites the incident when David ate the consecrated bread in the house of God 'in the days of Abiathar the high priest'. 1 Samuel 21.1-6 indicates that in fact Ahimelech was priest, only to be succeeded after his death at the hands of Saul by his Son Abiathar (2 Samuel. 8.17). 

Jesus refers in Matthew 23.35 to 'Zechariah son of Berekiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar', whereas 2 Chronicles 24.20-1 indicates that the Zechariah who was murdered was in fact the son of Jehoida. Zechariah son of Berakiah was the prophet responsible for the book that bears his name (Zechariah 1.1). 
On the face of it, it looks as though Jesus has made here two simple and innocent mistakes of detail similar to those most of us make every day of our lives." [N. Wright, The Radical Evangelical (London: SPCK 1996) P.84]

Can these statements be true? Is there an ‘infallibilitist’ answer? If not, can infallibility include factual error? I would appreciate any commentary on these apparent 'mistakes'. Which is preferred that the Old Testament writers were in error, the Gospel writers were in error or Jesus was in error? Is this the end of the road for those who believe that Bible is an end in itself or is it as Martin Luther put it 'The Scriptures are the manger in which the Christ-lies' and so quite irrelevant to salvation by itself etc. Could one even throw out the baby with the bathwater even more and worry that penal-substitution, and even atonement, could be ruled as inadmissible on the grounds that Jesus was not 'perfect'?
God Bless You,
Nigel
See my personal summary of this debate at the end of this discussion
___________________________________________________________________________________________

Hope things are going well with you just now. I thought your email was quite interesting. Personally, I do not get too worried about these things, as they are quite inconsequential in the grand scheme of things. Jesus was regularly telling people to look past the letter of the law and think more about love. The whole point of the first example was to tell people to stop getting wrapped up in rules and regulations, and look past traditions to God. Jesus was human so it is possible that his memory failed him. The fact that he was fully man and fully God is something we cannot quite grasp. It depends on why people are using the word fallible. I do not think Jesus ever lost his holiness, but memory is more part of the human nature than the godly nature. I do not think that there is any hint in the Bible that Jesus was not full of the Holy Spirit and love for the whole of his three years of ministry. I have not gone back to check whether the statements are true or false, but to me it did not really matter.
___________________________________________________________________________________________

Re: Mark 2
"There was apparently some confusion over these names, since Abiathar generally appears as David's priest along with Zadok, and yet the lists in 2 Sam 8:17, 1 Chron 24:6 give Ahimelech son of Abiathar as priest along with
Zadok. Mark seems to share that confusion; Abiathar was presumably there at the time (cf 1 Sam 22:20) but he was not yet high priest." (R T France, Mark, NIGTC series, Paternoster 2002, p.146) Matthew and Luke (who both used Mark as a source here) both omit the name.
Re: Matt 23
France in his Tyndale commentary on Matthew notes that this is an error but draws attention to the fact that there are other Jewish examples of the same confusion.
I have no idea what the inerrantists (those who affirm the Bible is without factual error) make of this, and infallibility depends on how you define it. Neither error makes any difference to the overall meaning of either passage. And the fact that both are attested in the Jewish context actually helps the case for the authenticity of the gospels. Both OT and NT books are written according to the expectations of ancient history and biography.

Minute factual reliability was not expected. Equally, does it matter that Jesus almost certainly thought the world was flat and that the sun went into a cellar underneath it at night? Do we expect him to have the OT 100% memorised down to the smallest minor details (assuming Mark records his exact words)? My answer is no and no, not least because, if we take incarnation seriously, then Jesus had to be a man of his time, no matter what else he was. Moreover since penal substitution and doctrines of the atonement tend to be drawn mainly from the epistles which are generally beyond question textually as records of what the authors thought, these gospel questions do not really affect it.

I understand Scripture to be infallible (that is to say lacking any deficiency or shortcoming) to do that for which it was given, namely to instruct us for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus and to equip us for every good work (2 Timothy 3:14-17). Every word of it is inspired by God (working with the genres and literary conventions of the time!). At risk of stirring it even more, I'd have to say that the notion of inerrancy is hard to ground in the Bible itself, probably anachronistic, and most of the time a massive distraction to getting on with the task outlined in 2 Timothy 3!! That is the short answer! Happy to chat it over more sometime. Hope that helps.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

May I point you to any of James Barr's books on fundamentalism or to C.H. Dodd, ‘The Authority of the Bible?’ The Abiathar/ Ahimelech discrepancy is the most obvious one of many. Tom Wright would hardly draw breath to point out that infallibility is a concept far smaller than truth and sub-Christian in most of the ways it is used by those with a craving for a factual kind of certainty.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

I have come across those inconsistencies before, and struggled with them for a while. The fact is, I now see the Bible as the 'breathed out' word of God - God uses it to teach, rebuke etc. as per Timothy, but minor mistakes may have been made by copyists and authors, who are (after all) human. Do not forget, God is still very much alive (resurrection) and with us (Holy Spirit), so it is not so risky after all to trust that, He will use his word to guide you, whilst protecting you from going too far astray from the character-changing principle of love Jesus has made accessible. In its principles, I believe the Bible is inerrant. In minor detail, I believe there may be mistakes. These are rare and unintentional on the part of those who made them I am sure. To say the Bible may have minor mistakes is not to throw it out of the window as worthless, but to increase the necessity that we pray and converse with God as to its true meaning. This has always been the case; even the devil knows scripture, and misrepresents it. (See the temptations of Christ, the use of scripture to support persecution of the Jews in Nazi Germany etc.)

NB This also has a bearing on responsibility, and, therefore, grace. We must take responsibility for our actions because we cannot be sure we are right. The Bible is not an infallible rule book we must follow (legalism), but the historical writings of fellow Christians used by God to inform our lives now PROVIDED WE ARE IN A RELATIONSHIP WITH HIM AND ARE PREPARED TO LISTEN. We may make mistakes; we need fellowship with other believers, so that we can share in the wisdom that God has given them and receive wise counsel. But, at the end of the day, we must leap out in faith in any situation and take the action we believe is most loving to God and man in a particular situation. Live by the spirit! And remember, if you do get it wrong in good faith, Christ will cover it. Also, note the parable of the talents, where the servant who does nothing with what he is given is slated. We cannot sit in indecision just because the rules are not set in stone anymore, but are written on our hearts by the spirit. And, if you get it wrong, taking responsibility means owning up and saying sorry.

Obviously, these are my opinions, developed over time and with much reading, but I cannot direct you to specific papers by anyone else, as I have forgotten any relevant writings. Sorry!

___________________________________________________________________________________________

I am not a Biblical scholar but it is perfectly possible for those who wrote the Gospels, long after Jesus spoke the words recorded, to have misquoted what He said. The scriptures are of great significance but, in my view, should never be dissected word by word. What matters is the Truth they reveal.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Good to hear from you. Hmmm, interesting! I will give two answers; you can let me know what you think. I'll try to expose the presuppositions involved at either level. 
Answer one:
Presuppositions
-The Bible is God-breathed, and authoritative in all that it teaches. Jesus always deferred to the Bible's authority in both 'theological' and 'historical' matters. 
-The Bible interprets and explains itself. 
-Jesus is the Son of God, and knows the Bible and all the issues of its interpretation better than anyone else! 
-I am fallible, sinful, finite and weak. 
Possible explanations for the seeming discrepancies you mention (I've had no time to do them justice I'm afraid!!)
-Different ways of naming people etc
-Names appearing differently in Greek etc as translations of Hebrew names. I.e. a linguistic issue
-Something else I do not know about yet
Action
-Not let it bother me overly, I've been wrong about loads of things in the Bible, so one more thing on the list isn't going to kill me. 
-Keep submitting my life to the Bible; changing in line with what it asks of me; believing what it tells me. 
-Read around a bit, especially good commentaries etc on those passages to help me. 
Answer two:
Presuppositions:
-The Bible, although very important in lots of ways, and often claiming an absolute authority for itself, is not inherently reliable in all of what it says. 
-I interpret and explain the Bible, as do many other human beings. 
-Although I'm not saying I'm perfect, I am astute, intelligent, and rational - well enough to know a mistake when I see one.
Possible explanations for explaining the discrepancies:
-They are discrepancies, someone has got it wrong!
-I know all there is to know about the Bible, language, how it all works, and I am absolutely sure that this is definitely a contradiction and the Bible is definitely wrong. The Bible is wrong to speak with the authority that it does, and I am right to challenge it's authority on these matters.
Action:
-I will believe the bits I want to. I am in charge of what I should believe, I, not the Bible, am the authority at the end of the day. 
-Therefore I will stop believing the bits I do not want to, especially the bits that my culture really take exception to, eg. hell, truth of one religion, homosexual practice prohibitions, penal substitution, etc. etc. They are the bits that such people usually drop! 
You can see how my presuppositions and Tom Wright's presuppositions result in us looking at the same problem in two completely different ways. It is really an issue of authority in the end, and of qualitative knowledge - who knows the best, who declares what is wrong and what is right. It is also a quantitative knowledge question - is this problem going to simply go away for me in six months when I've learned more about that particular passage and that particular issue, or do I assume, quantitatively speaking, that there's no chance that I'll learn new stuff that'll change my mind. At the end of the day, I'd rather think that I am wrong than that the Bible's wrong, not least because I believe what it tells me about my own sinful, finite, weak, fallen humanity. 

- Your thoughts?
___________________________________________________________________________________________

I am no Greek scholar but commentators suggest: "when Abiathar was high priest" might be better rendered "in the passage about Abiathar" (and if you read on to 1 Sam 22:20 the passage could well be described in that way).
There are 26 Zecariahs in the Bible. Zecariah as a prophet was very likely murdered too & although the manner of his death is not recorded in the Bible that is not to say that Jesus & 1st century Jews did not know about it.

There are many apparent inconsistencies in the Bible. Most of them can be explained on careful examination, for some of them we will have to wait until we get to heaven for the answer. I guess then it will not seem too important!
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Thanks for the e-mail. It seems the question is - Are Jesus and the Bible in error? The difficulty is that error does seem to be something against the truth, which would mean the Bible/Jesus cannot be in error. Nathaniel said "Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false" (John 1:47), and the Bible is God-breathed so would not say anything false if God would not. So neither Jesus nor the Bible would say anything false, which does seem to mean he would not make an error. I'm not sure it can be said that it would be innocent either, as Jesus would have falsely accused the Pharisees of murder, that is accused him of the wrong murder.
For the first question I'm not sure it's a problem because Abiathar would have been around when his father was high priest, so it was still his time (and although he wasn't a high priest at that time it's just like talking about the 1950s as the time of Queen Elizabeth or the 60s as the time of Sir Paul McCartney). The second one has had me flicking through Chronicles, Zechariah and Matthew, which are probably better than any commentary. But I'm not sure they give the answer so we can't say - it could have been that both Zechariah's forefathers were called Berakiah or that both were killed near the temple.

A reaction to the above:  I'm afraid I could not understand what he was trying to say. On a point of strict accuracy, the words quoted are what Jesus said of Nathaniel, not vice versa. By the way, many theologians would argue that whilst on earth Jesus was NOT omniscient (but "emptied himself" of such attributes cp the hymn in Philippians 2) therefore except when the Father gave him special knowledge (John 5:19) his information would only have been as good as anyone else at the time. Most people in Jesus' day believed the Jonah story was literally true, many Christians today believe it is edifying, divinely inspired, fiction. What Jesus believed does not finally decide the question, nor incidentally does it undermine his use of the book in his own teaching.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

For the details of your question, I am so up to my eyes, at the moment, I know I will not have time to engage with it. As for the bigger issue - I would simply ask you, do you come to the Bible assuming it is right and then trying to deal with things from that assumption, or do you approach the Bible assuming that something else is the final authority (reason, archaeology, science, culture). I assume the Bible is right because I believe it is inspired by the Lord and if it is inspired it must be infallible and inerrant. So I'm sure there are answers to the particular question, but as I say I'm up to my eyes right now and I know I will not be looking at the details for quite sometime so I thought I should give you a quick response.

A reaction to the above: I wholly concur with this starting point of making a basic assumption about the trustworthiness of the Bible. Also, since Christianity is based on the belief that God did certain things in history, our faith would fall apart if the Bible were not a reliable account. The next stage of the argument is a bit more debateable - does inspired necessarily imply infallible (and what does that mean - infallible in what respects?) and inerrant. Moreover, the Bible is a human medium divinely inspired which means that for correct interpretation we must take seriously the genres of the different books. Ancient historiography and biography were concerned with truth and correct information, but not precise documentary accuracy. There are discrepancies between the gospels, for example, which are hard to reconcile. If every detail must be absolutely correct, otherwise God's word is rendered unreliable, my concern is that we end up spending time trying to justify minutiae rather than allowing God's Word to go out and not return empty (Isaiah 55) in doing that for which it was sent, namely giving us knowledge of salvation and how to live a godly life.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Your Biblical references are interesting, though commentators have considered the problems they raise for centuries. We are just about to leave for a few days holiday, so let me refer briefly to the second reference. Jerome, followed by Luther, suggested that Berekiah, described as father of Zechariah, could have had two names, the other being Jehoiada. They say this was common practice in Biblical times, citing as examples Gideon/Jerubbaal, or Matthew/Levi. Another possibility, which appeals more to me, is that "son" here has a wider sense than we would normally give it and in fact refers to grandson or descendant of Jehoiada. An interesting comparison is Zechariah 1:1 with Ezra 6:14. One can also think of the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew 1, where there are some obvious gaps and the father of a given person is an ancestor, not literally the father. This obviously fitted in with Matthew's intention in framing his genealogy in three equal sections of 14 generations.

I do not believe that by considering such solutions to the problem we are manipulating Scripture to suit our reconceived notions about infallibility, but rather submitting humbly to the authority of Scripture as God's Word, of which Jesus himself says: The Scripture cannot be broken. And it's certainly risky to jump immediately to the conclusion that there are contradictions in the Bible every time we are faced with a textual problem. Sometimes, of course, the solution seems beyond our comprehension or at least beyond the present state of our knowledge, and we have to be patient until we have more light on the problem.

___________________________________________________________________________________________
The NT quotes of Jesus do indeed appear to contradict the OT Scriptures. How do we explain this? You gave several options. Either, the Old Testament writers were in error, or Jesus himself, or the gospel writers? One other source of error is that of the scribes copying from the original texts. It may be that the OT writers, Jesus & gospel writers all got it right, but a later scribe copying the text introduced the error. From what I understand, one could hold this view and still be an ‘inerrantist’. The claim of inerrancy only holds for the original autograph and not for any later copies or translations. Whilst there is strong evidence supporting the historical reliability of those early copies, which rules out there being any major discrepancies in what we have today, one need not completely rule out minor discrepancies (such as the two you mentioned) being introduced by an errant scribe. That is one option. I would need to look further into the facts to conclude the likelihood of that having occurred in these two particular cases.

I did also note that in the book by Wright you quoted, he himself came up with possible explanations, which he conceded could not be disproved (e.g. 'son of' simply means 'descended from' rather than 'the actual son of' etc.) I have also read other possible explanations given by Lane in his commentary on Mark, which rely on a study of the Greek text. However, I am finding it rather difficult to express those theories concisely in an e-mail.
More about your general questions: From my understanding, an ‘infalliballist’ can concede there is factual error. He believes that the Bible is trustworthy in all that teaches about faith and salvation. The Bible will not lead you astray in those key areas. However, in areas of minor importance, the original writers may have introduced error. It is the ‘inerrantist’, who completely rules out any such error whatsoever. One of the arguments for the view of inerrancy is that there have been a number of apparent discrepancies listed in the past, which have since been reconciled by respectable scholars. Who is to say that any remaining discrepancies that still exist may not one day also be reconciled? An ‘inerrantist’ does not claim to have all the explanations. He just claims that there is an explanation, somewhere.
As far as Luther's comments go, I am concerned by his separation of the Christ and the Scriptures. I think it leaves him open to the suggestion that the Scriptures are simply a record of God's revelation in Christ. I think the Bible's teaching contradicts that. I think the Bible considers itself God’s revelation, and not simply a record of his revelation. For instance, Jesus himself constantly appeals to the Scriptures as the "word of God" which 'must be fulfilled'. Interestingly, in appealing to the Scriptures in this way, Jesus does not seem worried about undermining his accompanying call for people to put their trust in him. Jesus did not separate himself from the written word of God. Nor should we (not sure if that makes sense, but we’ll see)
As far as taking things further, and questioning penal substitution and the atonement; in conceding Jesus may have made innocent error, I do not think Wright is suggesting Jesus was anything less than morally perfect. Sure, if you consider Jesus' apparent error to have a moral component, then substitution and atonement are seriously compromised. But one could conceivably side with Wright and say Jesus made innocent human error, but was still morally perfect and therefore able to act as our substitute and atoning sacrifice.
As for my personal views, I am still undecided. Naturally, I believe that the Bible is God's inspired word to us and is completely infallible. As far as taking the next step and defending inerrancy, I am still working through it in my head. I think one thing that is stopping me dismissing inerrancy are the views of people I respect who do believe that it is worth standing up for (E.g. J.I. Packer, Peter Jensen to name but two). I need to read more to understand myself why they stick to the views they do. I also need to understand more what is actually lost by shifting from an ‘inerrantist’ position to an ‘infalliballist’ one. I will work on that.
Thank you for your questions. It has stimulated me to further thought. You are very good at pushing me to think through things further. I do find it hard thinking about and particularly expressing my views, so your questioning is appreciated. I hope you keep reading and thinking as well, and get back to me.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

From the Geneva Commentary: In " 1 Samuel 21:1" he is called Ahimelech and his son is called Abiathar, but by conferring other places it is plain that both of them had two names; see " 1 Chronicles 24:6 2 Samuel 8:17 2 Samuel 15:29 1 Kings 2:26 2 Kings 25:18". From the Gill Commentary: "In the days or Abiathar the high priest": and yet from the history it is clear, that it was in the days of Ahimelech the high priest, the father of Abiathar; wherefore the Jew charges {k) Mark with an error, and it might be observed, that in the Persic version of Mark it is rendered, "under Abimelech the high priest wherefore let it be further observed, that the fact referred to was done in the days of Abiathar, though it was before he was an high priest; and the particle -epi- may be so rendered, about, or "before Abiathar was high priest", as it is in Matthew 1:11". Besides, Abiathar was the son of an high priest, and succeeded his father in the office: and might be at this time his deputy, who acted for him, or he by has advice; and according to a rule the Jews themselves give, "the son of an high priest, who is deputed by his father in his stead, "lo! He is called a high priest". So that Abiathar might at this time be called the high priest; and is the rather mentioned, because he was the more eminent and famous man; "1 Chronicles 18:16". 
And it seems as if both father and son had two names, and were sometimes called by the one, and sometimes by the other: for as the father is sometimes called Abiathar, the son is called Ahimelech, or Abimelech, as in the places mentioned; and which refer to the times when David was king of Israel, and long after the death of Saul, and consequently long after Ahimelech, and the rest of the priests at Nob, were killed by the order of Saul: wherefore Ahimelech, or Abimelech, in the said places, must be the son of Abiathar; and who afterwards was thrust out of the_priesthood by Solomon, for joining with Adonijah in his usurpation, "1 Kings 1:26-2:26". And from whence it appears, that his father was called Abiathar also, and which some take to be their family name; and if so, then there is no difficulty, and the evangelist rightly says, that this affair was in the days of Abiathar: but be it that he intends the son, what has been before evangelist does not say that Abiathar was high priest, when David came and eat the showbread; he only says, "it was in the days of Abiathar the high priest": for certain it is, that this happened in his days; and as certain, that he was an high priest; and Mark might with great propriety call him so, though he was not strictly one, till after this business was over: besides, he was not only the son of an high priest, and it may be his deputy, and some have thought officiated at this time, his father being sick or infirm through old age; but inasmuch as his father was directly killed by the order of Saul, he narrowly escaping, immediately succeeded him in the office of the high priesthood; and therefore his being an high priest so very near the time of this action, without any impropriety and impertinence, and especially without incurring the charge of falsehood, the evangelist might express himself as he does.

As to the difference of names the father of this Zechariah might have two names, which is no unusual thing; besides, these two names signify much the same thing; Jehoiada signifies praise the Lord, and Barachias bless the Lord; just as Eliakim and Jehoiakim, are names of the same person, and signify the same thing, "2Ch 36:4". Moreover, Jerom tells us, that in the Hebrew copy of this Gospel used by the Nazarenes, he found the name Jehoiada instead of Barachias: and as to the action being done so long ago, what has been suggested already may be an answer to it, that it was the last on record in the writings of the Old Testament; and that his blood, as that of Abel's, is said to require vengeance: and Christ might the rather pitch upon this action, because it was committed on a very great and worthy man, and in the holy place, and by the body of the people, at the command of their king, and with their full approbation, and consent: and therefore, though this was not done by the individual persons in being in Christ's time, The same people; are said to slay him, and his blood is required of them: and their horrible destruction (AD 70 ) was a punishment for that load of national guilt, which

had been for many hundreds of years contracting, and heaping upon their nation.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Christian Answers Web-site: http://www.christiananswers.net/dictionary/abiathar.html
In Mark 2:26, reference is made to an occurrence in "the days of Abiathar the high priest." But from 1 Sam. 22, we learn that this event took place when Ahimelech, the father of Abiathar, was high priest. The apparent discrepancy is satisfactorily explained by interpreting the words in Mark as referring to the lifetime of Abiathar, and not to his term of office. It is not implied in Mark that he was actually high priest at the time referred to. Others, however, think that the loaves belonged to Abiathar, who was at that time (Leviticus 24:9) a priest and that he either himself gave them to David, or persuaded his father to give them.

___________________________________________________________________________________________


You raised a number of questions regarding the accuracy and reliability of the Bible, and its use in Christian life. It always seems to be, from my impression anyway, you like to ask seemingly straightforward questions, which would in fact take many hours of explanation - or a whole PhD - in reply! However, I shall try to do my limited best to answer the points you raise. I cannot pretend to be an expert, but I shall try to meet your points anyway.


You quoted two instances of supposed misquotation of the OT by the Lord Jesus given by Nigel Wright, who I understand is now the principal at Spurgeon's College. The two examples are well-worn old chestnuts, which I have seen dealt with at length before. In my opinion, Wright really should have known better than to cite them.


Although I have seen the 1 Samuel 21 passage and its alleged contradiction with Mark 2 discussed before, I do not unfortunately recall the explanation(s) given. Having spent a while looking at the 2 passages, and other related verses from 1 and 2 Samuel, my suggestion is that Abiathar was, as Ahimelech's successor, sharing the duties of the high priesthood with him, though probably not in a full capacity. Abiathar later became sole high priest after his father was killed by Saul, and became very prominent by his association with King David. The Greek in Mark 2 is a bit ambiguous and does not necessarily imply that Abiathar was officiating as high priest at the time. There were also various ways in which the concept, and perhaps the office itself, of highpriesthood could be considered in Jewish custom to have been shared - my lexicon notes that the term 'high priests' was used to denote members of the Sanhedrin who belonged to high priestly families, ruling high priests, those who had been deposed, and adult male members of the most prominent highpriestly families (this last would certainly apply to Abiathar at the time of 1 Samuel 21 of course), and even 'holders of such priestly offices as treasurer or captain of police'. The term highpriest was flexible and would, as far as I can see, have been appropriate enough for Abiathar if he was sharing duties with his father in preparation for his formal succession. A similar case occurs with Luke's reference (Luke 3:2) to the highpriesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, which has been used by enemies of the Bible as a similar example of a supposed error. Annas ceased being a formal high priest in 15 AD long before the start of Jesus' ministry, and was succeeded by his son in law Caiaphas. Yet it is clear that he continued to share many of the functions, or at least influence, of the highpriesthood with Caiaphas, hence Luke's reference to the highpriesthood of them both. Something similar was going on with Ahimelech and Abiathar I assume, and Jesus was therefore correct. It seems likely that Jesus was aware of records of the priestly offices outside of the OT scriptures in his reference to Abiathar's highpriesthood - such information would have been available to him and to the Pharisees, though not to us.


The other instance, also well known and regularly trotted out by enemies of Biblical inerrancy, is the reference to Zechariah son of Berakiah in Matthew 23. I think it is unlikely in the extreme that the Lord Jesus Christ would have confused a very important OT prophet, responsible for a book of prophecies about his coming which Jesus himself referred to (e.g. Zechariah 9.9, 13.7, Matthew 21:5, 26:31) with a minor prophet who wrote nothing in Scripture, Zechariah son of Jehoiada. Yes, Zechariah son of Jehoiada died in the Temple area, but why not Zech son of Berakiah also, even if it is not recorded in the OT text? I assume there were other Jewish commentaries and midrashic literature which could have retained an account of the martyrdom of the son of Berakiah which Jesus and the Pharisees would have been aware of - compare for example the account of the martyrdom of Isaiah, which isn't in Scripture, who was apparently sawn in two (cf Hebrews 11:37). It seems to me that the reference to Zechariah being killed 'between the temple and the altar' is more specific than the vague reference 'in the courtyard' in 2 Chronicles, which does not have to imply this specific location, and this indicates to me that Jesus was not thinking of the 2Chron text but was referring to another account external to the OT which did give this information. There are other instances in the NT where Jewish sources outside the OT are referred to (e.g. Jude 9 & 14, Hebrews 1:6, 2 Timothy 3:8 - in this latter instance Paul refers to a source giving additional more specific information about an episode in the OT, much as Jesus does in the Matthew passage) so it's not improbable or unusual. It also implies an inconsistency in Wright's view of Jesus' reference - according to Wright's approach Jesus makes a very specific reference to the location of Zech's death, even more specific than the OT reference, and then moves away from specific knowledge of the circumstances to the point of completely mistaking the person involved.


If one simply assumes that Jesus was right in referring to Zech son of Berakiah and that he was indeed killed between the temple and the altar, nothing to do with the death of the other Zech, then there is simply no error there at all. If there were other accounts of the son of Berakiah's life and death, to which we no longer have access but Jesus and the 1st century Pharisees did, which is perfectly possible, then the problem disappears.


The other major problem with Wright's view is that neither supposed misquote was 'a simple and innocent mistake'. On both occasions Jesus was in a direct and dangerous confrontation with the Pharisees. He could not possibly afford to make a 'simple and innocent mistake' under such circumstances, when his enemies were watching every word he spoke, watching closely with eyes of venom and hatred waiting to catch him in his words. In the parallel account of the same encounter with the Pharisees as Matthew 23, in Luke 11, it actually says that the Pharisees followed this speech by opposing him fiercely, and they besieged him "with questions, waiting to catch him in something he might say" (NIV: the literal translation is informative -'they lay in ambush for him to catch/hunt something from his mouth'). My lexicon, referring to this verse, (Luke 11:54) quotes a parallel Greek phrase, which it explains as 'to hunt for the words of other people to see whether they might perhaps commit errors'. In the particular context of the Matthew 23/Luke 11 passage and under the circumstances that Christ was in, Wright's assertion that Jesus made a 'simple and innocent mistake' is simply absurd. The Pharisees knew their OT inside out and they would have been able to point triumphantly to Jesus' own words to prove that he did not know his Scriptures he'd got it wrong and was not fit to teach. Bear in mind that these people really knew their Bibles - many of them would probably have been like the Rabbis in the Middle Ages who memorised every single word in the entire Old Testament. They would have spotted his mistakes instantly, without needing to go away and look it up as we would do, and they would have been down on him like a ton of bricks.


There is no need to assume an error in either instance. I think it says more about the critics of Scripture than it does about the Scriptures themselves. The Word of God judges us, not the other way round (Hebrews 4:12).


"Inerrancy of Scripture" is a complex and very wide-ranging topic, which would take at least ten PhDs to begin to define. However, broadly, my position is that the Bible is absolutely 100% without error in matters of fact, whether historical, scientific, or geographical. That is not to say one should be careless about its interpretation, as misunderstanding and misinterpretation can generate considerable errors (e.g. I think one should be extremely careful in interpreting the first 11 chapters of Genesis which I think the average fundamentalist totally misunderstands).


There is some scope for very minor error in Scripture in copyist’s errors and variations in the precise wording between different Hebrew & Greek manuscripts, but having looked at this closely for several years, I do not think this makes any noticeable difference to the text as we have it. The NT text is probably about 99.9% pure, for all practical intents and purposes. The remaining less than 1% of difference probably would not even show up in a translation most of the time. There may be some errors in the transcription of some of the numbers in the OT, although I am not sure how far this is the case, if at all. There also seem to be a couple of instances where a copyist's error in the OT gets corrected in the NT (Hebrews 11:21 might possibly be an instance of this). The Bible could also be said to contain 'error' in so far as the text is ambiguous in places as a result of the nature of human language in which the Word of God has to be carried (examples would be Heb 11:11 which can be given two different meanings referring to the faith of either Sarah or Abraham because the Greek feminine pronoun is ambiguous here, or 1 Tim 3:11 the same Greek word could refer either to deaconesses or to male deacons' wives - there are many other examples I could list.) There are grammatical errors in the Greek of the Book of Revelation for example, and there are instances of words where nobody knows what they mean - e.g. the word translated as "pure" nard in Mark 14:3, or even the word translated "daily" as in "give us our daily bread". These are examples of imperfections of language in which the Bible is couched call them errors if you like. However, apart from these categories of ambiguity or imprecision, which I think in practice are generally trivial to the point of insignificance, I accept the Bible's testimony about itself: "All your words are true" Psalm 119:160 and the text has been preserved and refined to an extremely high degree of purity (Psalms 12:6,18:30, Matthew 5:18, Luke 16:17 - in the case of these last 2 verses, probably literally true for the text of the Pentateuch, the Law to which Jesus refers).


I am well aware that one could come up with many other examples of supposed factual errors or contradictions as well as the 2 you mentioned. In fact, we would not be looking at a tiny handful of 'errors' or 'contradictions', but many thousands. There are at least several thousand instances of supposed inconsistencies or errors in the Bible. One estimate I have seen was 24,000. Would you trust a book you knew had 24,000 errors in it? Would you stake your life on it, as a Christian MUST do, knowing that it had more holes in it than a Swiss cheese? Nigel Wright does not seem to grasp the importance of the doctrine of Biblical inerrancy. If there are 2 errors, why are there not the full 24,000? If one accepts the thin end of the wedge, why not the whole wedge?


I think your letter illustrates the point I am making. Starting out from only 2 supposed errors, you then go on to suggest, or at least imply, that "the OT writers were in error", or "Jesus was in error", or the "Gospel writers were in error" - the scope for error spreads right through the Scriptures in just these 2 instances, like a metastising cancer, and cannot be confined. Do this with 100 supposed errors, or a thousand, or the full 24,000, and the Bible is destroyed.


Liberal interpreters and critics, like Nigel Wright, and the "Tom Wright" you quote who says "infallibility is a far smaller concept than truth" seem to be making excuses for their low view of the Bible. Infallibility as a concept is not as important as truth, correct, but that does not mean that biblical inerrancy is therefore unimportant or can be conveniently dispensed with to fit the critical prejudices of Wright et al, irrespective of the consequences.


I do not think I can do better than to quote a couple of sources on my shelves to illustrate firstly the perennial mistaken attitude of the critics, and secondly the corrosive and ultimately disastrous consequences of the slippery slope once biblical inerrancy is abandoned: "The objector is always apt to take it for granted that the discrepancy is real; though it may be easy to suppose a case (and a possible case is quite sufficient for the purpose) which would neutralise the objection. Of this perverseness (we can call it by no other name) the examples are perpetual ... It may be objected, perhaps, that the gratuitous supposition of some unmentioned fact - which if mentioned, would harmonise the apparently counter-statements of two historians - cannot be admitted, and is, in fact, a surrender of the argument. But to say so is only to betray an utter ignorance of what the argument is. If an objection be founded on the alleged absolute contradiction of two statements, it is quite sufficient to show any (not the real but only a hypothetical and possible) medium of reconciling them; and the objection is in all fairness dissolved..." ...”If human fallibility precludes an infallible Scripture, then by relentless logic it must be maintained that we cannot have any Scripture that is infallible and inerrant.”

All of Scripture comes to us through human instrumentality. If such instrumentality involves % fallibility, then such fallibility must attach to the whole of Scripture. For by what warrant can immunity from error be maintained in the matter of "spiritual content" and not in the matter of historical or scientific fact? Is human fallibility suspended when "spiritual truth" is asserted but not suspended in other less important matters? A faulty conception of Scriptures produces apostasy. 


This is the opinion of Harold Lindsell. He writes: 'It is my opinion that it is next to impossible to stop the process of theological deterioration once inerrancy is abandoned ...I am saying that whether it takes 5 or 50 years any denomination or parachurch group that forsakes inerrancy will end up shipwrecked. It is impossible to prevent the surrender of other important doctrinal teachings of the word of God when inerrancy is gone.' History supports Lindsell's contention. The Unitarian Universalist denomination and the first feminist movement with its doctrine of Christ < as only a man > are prime examples. (Quotes taken from introduction to Gesenius' Hebrew Lexicon by S.P. Tregelles, quoting Henry Rogers, and chapter one of "Women and the Word of God " by Susan T Foh. ) Tregelles, Rogers and Foh have put it better than I could myself. Wright's notion that the Bible is 'infallible for salvation but not inerrancy' is hopelessly wrong. It would be extremely easy to destroy every Biblical reference to the divinity of Christ using this approach.


You refer to the instance in Philippians 2:7 of Jesus' kenosis, self-emptying, apparently of divine attributes. This is an incredibly difficult theological area, about which huge amounts have been written, and argued, and I am not competent to give a satisfactory answer. However, I do not accept, for one moment, that this involved Jesus taking on the capacity to commit error. He remained fully God whilst losing his Divine prerogatives for the duration, and as such could not have either committed error or been deceived. He did take on human limitations - he needed food and sleep, he could get tired – (John 4:6) - and he could get stressed (Luke 22:44) and he gave up his omniscience (Mark 9:21).


However, the fact that Jesus had human limitations does not mean he became susceptible to error. He was still fully God. Within the human limits available to Him, he was I am sure completely without error. I do not know how he managed that, any more than I know how he managed totally to avoid committing even one little sin, but he did it. As an example of human limitations causing Christ to be subject to error, you give an example that he "may have believed the world was flat" This is a most unfortunate example to pick. Jesus was educated, and would have had enough contact with the Greek world probably to be aware that the Earth was a sphere. In the 1st Century AD, I think it is probably fair to say that most educated people in the Greco-Roman world would have known the Earth was round. The Greeks had accurately measured the circumference of the Earth, its distance to the Moon, and the circumference of the Moon. Jesus' family would probably have had exposure to Greek language, and probably culture and ideas, in their stay in Alexandrian Egypt. In any case, Jesus would have been well aware of Isaiah 40:22, so there was nothing to stop him believing the Earth was round if his Father so chose.


Regarding other points - yes, I agree that justifying the minutiae of discrepancies could be self-defeating, which is why I have not spent my Christian life investigating every possible error or discrepancy in the Bible. I have better things to do. I have investigated each instance which caused me any real concern, or which has caused me difficulties in understanding or applying a text to my life, and I have in the process covered a representative range of 'errors' and difficulties out of the possible thousands that could be cited. In almost every instance, I have been able to resolve the problem, though in some cases I am still investigating or am content simply to trust God - if we knew all the answers to everything, there would be no need for faith at all. That said the criticism of "justifying the minutiae of discrepancies" which I assume you have quoted from one of the critics, seems to imply that defending the Bible and the doctrine of inerrancy is time badly spent. I would argue that that is not so. Jesus had a high view of the minutiae of the Scriptures - Mat 5:18, Luke 16:17 attest to this - so I do not think we can be casual


I could go on at length on this topic, but as I said I have better things to do! If you wish to pursue this topic further, I would suggest checking the relevant literature defending the Bible (not something from Nigel Wright!) such as the following:

"Alleged Discrepancies in the Bible" John W Haley (Available from CLC for only £3)
“The historical reliability of the Gospels" Craig Blomberg

"Old Testament Quotations in the New Testament A complete Survey" Gleason Archer. There are many other books and commentaries in the same genre.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

Catholic FAQ: http://www.newadvent.org/faq/faq034.htm
A number of solutions to this problem have been offered by biblical scholars, one of the most interesting of which involves the meaning of the Greek phrase epi Abiathar archieros used in Mark 2:26. Your source renders this as "when Abiathar was high priest." The Greek translated "when" here is epi. Usually it conveys a sense of location, as when translated "upon." Since 18 of the 21 times Mark uses the genitive form of epi he does so with reference to location rather than time, "when" probably isn't the best rendering in Mark 2:26. Bible scholars have observed a possible parallel in Mark 12:26 where epi refers to the place in Scripture "concerning or entitled the Bush." If we translate Mark 2:26 along similar lines, then Jesus is referring his listeners to David's actions recorded in the section of Scripture "concerning" (epi) Abiathar the high priest. Because David's eating of the showbread is mentioned in the chapter preceding the section on Abiathar, and since Abiathar is the more important of the two priests in 1 Samuel, it would make sense to refer to this whole section of Scripture as "concerning" Abiathar. Such an interpretation retains the sense of epi as related to location. 

I read a book by a scripture scholar who said the Bible is inerrant only in religious matters that pertain to our salvation. He quoted Vatican II as the source of this "limited inerrancy" doctrine.
The documents of Vatican II do not limit biblical inerrancy to religious truths necessary for salvation or even to religious matters in general. The Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum), states, "Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching solidly, faithfully, and without error that truth which God wanted put into the sacred writings for the sake of our salvation" (no. 11). Proponents of "limited inerrancy" claim this last clause is restrictive: Inerrancy extends only to things pertaining to our salvation. Whether or not this is the case (such a reading isn't required by the Latin), the "limited inerrancy" position is still weak. First, even granting (though not conceding) that Dei Verbum restricts inerrancy to matters of salvation, this isn't the same as limiting it to religious or moral truths. Historical or scientific assertions made "for the sake of our salvation" would be inerrant too. Second, the theological commission at the Council stated that the term salutaris ("for the sake of our salvation") does not mean only the salvific truths of the Bible are inspired or that the Bible as a whole isn't the Word of God. (See A. Grillmeier's "The Divine Inspiration and Interpretation of Sacred Scripture" in H. Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. III, p. 213.) If the whole of Scripture is inspired, and if what the biblical writer asserts the Holy Spirit asserts, then, unless error is to be attributed to the Holy Spirit or unless the biblical authors assert only religious truths (which isn't the case--some make historical assertions, such as the historical existence of Jesus), inerrancy can't be limited to religious truths. Third, the language of Dei Verbum no. 11 is taken directly from previous conciliar and papal teaching on the subject. The footnotes to this section refer to Leo XIII's Providentissimus Deus and Pius XII's Divino Afflante Spiritu, documents which reject the idea that inerrancy is limited to religious matters. It seems unlikely the Council would be teaching a position contrary to these documents. Although inerrancy isn't limited to religious truths which pertain to salvation but may include non-religious assertions by the biblical authors, this does not mean Scripture is an inspired textbook of science or history. Inerrancy extends to what the biblical writers intend to teach, not necessarily to what they assume or presuppose, or what is not, integral to what they assert. In order to distinguish these things, scholars must examine the kind of writing or literary genre the biblical writers employ. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

http://www.heartofisrael.org/chazak/articles/wymaz.htm

The historical reference to Zechariah b.Berekiah "seems wrong"--the biblical records we have would indicate this individual to be Zechariah b.Jehoiada. The background of this question is interesting in itself. The Hebrew bible is laid out in a different order than the "Christian Old Testament." The Christian OT ends with the book of Malachi; the Hebrew bible ended with Chronicles. In the Hebrew bible, the first martyr-victim of pre-meditated violence was Abel (Genesis 4.8); the last was Zechariah ben Jehoiada (2 Chronicles 24:20-22). "Genesis to Chronicles" was to the Jew of Jesus' time what "Genesis to Revelation" would be to a Christian of today--a statement of completeness. In one phrase "Jesus was summing up the history of martyrdom in the OT. " (NIV Study Bible, notes, in.loc.) The 'problem' with Jesus' reference here is that the Zech killed in Chronicles in called the 'son of Jehoiada', whereas the Zech b. Berekiah refers to a much later prophet in Israel's history (Zechariah 1.1)--one of the very last, one of the most messianic, and one of whom we have no biblical data about the manner of his death. In this case, we have several good options--and so the challenge is picking the BEST one [any standard, semi-evangelical commentary will survey the 10 or so possible answers]. The most probable one (IMO) is also the one that makes the most sense as a 'summary of OT martyrdom'-that Zechariah b.Berekiah was ALSO killed the same way as Zechariah b.Jehoiada.This actually makes the 'time span' of Jesus' statement even broader (and therefore more in keeping with the sweeping character of His statement and the thematic context of the statement.) This is a clean 'solution' if this can be made into a plausible suggestion, but is there any evidence to suggest this possibility? Yes. 


We know from the genealogical records in the Synoptic gospels, that the writers of the NT (and the participants in the narratives of the gospels) had access to extra-biblical information that we do NOT have access to. For example, there is genealogical information preserved, that spans the gap between the close of the OT writing and the beginning of the NT era, in Jesus' family tree. Those family/legal records were not included in the NT, but only those relevant to the appearing of Jesus and, to a limited extent, to John the Baptist. If Jesus, then, refers to some of this extra-biblical material in his discussions with other 1st century Jews, we are not confined to finding it in the OT text--it would be perfectly natural to find such material. In the case of Jesus' assertion that Z.b.B was killed in the same way as Z.b.J, we actually have several strands of extra-biblical material that suggest/support this. David H. Stern mentions two: "Josephus speaks of Zechariah the son of Barach as having been killed in the temple, and Targum Yonatan assigns the same kind of death to Zechariah the prophet." 


Blomberg (BLOM:194) gives two other external data points and points out that the similarities would not be that surprising: The fact that some rabbinic traditions (e.g. the Targum to Lamentations 2:20 and the Midrash Rabbah on Ecclesiastes 3:16) also refer to Zechariah the prophet as being killed in the temple make the suggestion very attractive that Jesus is following extra-biblical tradition here. The coincidence of having two Zechariahs killed in a similar way leads many Jewish commentators to reject their traditions as also confused with error, but the coincidence is certainly not that impossible. After all, there are thirty Zechariahs in the Old Testament, prophets and priests were not infrequently murdered by their rivals and it is not clear that the locations within the temple complex referred to by Matthew and Chronicles were identical. I also find it quite probable that the force of Jesus' argument ("you have killed all the prophets up to now") would have the greatest "punch" if the last martyrdom would have been the most recent and most explicit witness to Him--and Zechariah b.Berekiah is certainly that! [Cf. The "30 pieces of silver", the "your king comes on a donkey" and "the pierced YHWH" passages!] What this would mean this that the increased clarity of the revelation provokes an increased clarity in their rejection of God's will for themselves (cf. Luke 7.30: But the Pharisees and experts in the law rejected God's purpose for themselves). And since Zechariah was a 'rebuking' prophet (!) with priestly ties, there is no particularly strong reason to doubt that he could very easily have been killed on 'holy ground,' (as his earlier namesake had been.) The passages above are often used by sceptics to argue that Jesus made mistakes (and therefore could NOT have been God--so Betrand Russell in Why I am not a Christian), but a close examination of the passages shows that this view is simply shallow exegesis, and without substance. Jesus admitted to not knowing something (in only one case that we know of), but He never claimed to know something in which we found Him to be wrong! (And for those of us who have been 'testing' His words for decades--a la Luke 6.48-49--most of us have to be honest and say He seems to know what He's talking about--whatEVER He says!)...fortunately for us... 


Another statement regarding Luther’s position: The Bible for him was not strictly identical with the Word of God. God's Word is the work of redemption in Christ, which became concrete in Scripture as God in Christ became incarnate in the flesh; and as Christ by the incarnation was not denuded of human characteristics, so the Scripture as a medium of the Word was not divested of human limitations. Hence, Luther was not subject to the slightest temptation to accommodate a gospel citation from the prophets to the text of the Old Testament. No more was he concerned to harmonize the predictions of Peter's denial with the accounts of the denial itself.

___________________________________________________________________________________________

An excerpt from a discussion of inerrancy/infallibility by Peter Jensen, Archbishop of Sydney 

(earlier part of discussion left out)

………

………

Evangelicalism, which had been so prominent in Victorian England, was itself divided. It seemed unable to face the intellectual challenge. Between the first and second wars it seemed to be, in England, in virtual eclipse. It was not until after 1945 that its fortunes revived in the U.K. and the U.S.A., where there grew a more scholarly evangelicalism. There remains at the heart of the evangelical movement worldwide however a split about its doctrine of scripture, which is a legacy of its encounter with liberalism and biblical criticism. Using the words in a contemporary sense the division is between those who wish to confess the infallibility of scripture and those who believe that the inerrancy of scripture must also be adhered to.


Discussion about the origins and significance of these words is in itself not very helpful. The point is that, for some, whereas the inspiration of scripture makes them conclude that the Bible is God's word and therefore thoroughly trustworthy and reliable in all that it sets out to achieve, they are forced by what they see as the phenomena of scripture - the way God has actually given it to us - to the view that at some minor points where its teaching on faith and behaviour is not at stake, error may have been allowed by God. The chief question is what God intended to achieve, and his intentions are not put at risk by the problem of whether Jesus was entering (Luke 18:35) or leaving Jericho (Mark 10:46) when he healed a blind man, or whether he told his disciples to take (Mark 6:8) or not to take (Matt 10:10) a staff on their journey. Scripture is not deceptive in what it is set forward to achieve.


Such a view does not necessarily entail the reconstruction of scripture to which others are prone, and it has been held by many whose names are honoured amongst evangelicals (e.g. T.C. Hammond). They would regard the major historical claims of the Bible as being within the ambit of what God intended to teach.


For others, however, this view is insufficient to guard all they hold to be essential. They favour employing the word 'inerrant' as well, to signify 'the quality of being free from all falsehood or mistake', and hence asserting that 'Holy Scripture is entirely true and trustworthy in all its intentions’ (from The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy, 1978). This would include matters scientific and historical in its scope. They would argue that the infallibilist position is too hard to maintain, being inconsistent with the purity of God’s speech and vulnerable to the possibility that other doctrines may be lost. They would also say that historical details are intertwined with doctrine in God's revelation and the idea of God's intention being to limit infallibility to faith and behaviour is impossible to sustain in fact. Dr. J.I.Packer is a prominent advocate of this position.


In thinking about this issue it is important to see that the two viewpoints are closer together than may at first be imagined. Indeed it is somewhat tragic that polarisation has occurred although it is true to say that the first position enables some people to attach themselves to evangelicalism who would not otherwise be able to do so. (On the other hand, there are 'inerrantists' who carry their views to absurd lengths and cause needless trouble through lack of knowledge about what their opinions involve). The following points should be noted:

a) Both groups are speaking of the 'original autographs' as being inspired, not any copy or translation. This means that no-one is arguing that infallible or inerrant copies of the Bible actually exist anywhere in the world today. Even scrupulously printed editions contain errors and it is impossible to believe that we can return to the original purity of the texts involved. The idea of the original autograph remains basic, however, so that in textual and exegetical work there is a concept of the original toward which we strive.
b) Both groups accept that we must interpret scripture according to its literary genre. Thus for example, either side may consistently regard Genesis 1-3 as at least partially figurative.
c) Both groups agree that scriptural writers often use approximations, hyperbole, metaphor and the other ordinary features of language. Furthermore, both agree that many descriptive passages or phrases are 'phenomenalist' rather than 'scientific', i.e., they use the common observations and turns of expression of ordinary people, such as 'the rising sun', without involving either human or divine author in error.
d) Both groups agree that in the writing of the historical sections of scripture, selection has been used, and the whole story is not necessarily told. This, of course, is a feature of all historical writing; it should be noted, too, that ancient and modern methods in writing history were not exactly the same - the footnote had not been invented, for example. Truth and fraud remain constant, but whether either is involved depends on a; number of factors. Such things as topical arrangement of material do not involve error.
e) Neither group claims to be able to explain the problems remaining. The infallibilist leaves them without worry since they are not inconsistent with his position; the inerrantist does not need to claim that he can actually reconcile all difficulties, only that, in principle, they must be able to be explained. In order to sustain his viewpoint he can point to a number of alleged difficulties from the past that have now been resolved in the light of more knowledge, and he can offer possible or probable explanations for remaining difficulties, e.g., that there were two Jerichos and Jesus could be entering and leaving simultaneously. Such an explanation cannot, by its nature, show that the Bible is not in error at this point; but it does act as a reminder that plausible (or implausible though true) explanations may, in fact, be found, and that many of our problems arise from ignorance of the ancient world and the background circumstances of an incident.

When all this is conceded and the number of 'errors' and ‘contradictions’ that remain examined much of the offence is removed. Furthermore, evangelicals will not concede that there are moral blemishes endorsed by scripture, or that miracles cannot occur. Both groups are on their guard against the view that genuine history can only be achieved by reading the story 'behind' scripture and adjusting the text to suit the reconstruction so obtained.


As far as I am concerned, however, I accept the 'inerrantist' view. It seems to me that if we adopt the opinion not only that scripture is inspired, but that it constitutes the church in covenant relationship with God, we will hesitate before attributing error of any sort to it. Scripture is God's gift through human authors and although it bears the marks of humanity, it is also, as the covenant document, not there to put to one side or pass judgment on. Our own ignorance and lack of discernment should constantly remind us of the limitations of reason. The effect of a difficulty for the inerrantist position is to stimulate continued exegetical and historical research and theological reflection in order to see whether there is not some explanation. The infallibilist may well miss out on such helpful work because he sees no need to engage in it. The view that the text is inerrant invites an appropriate response to a book, which is unique. 
Biblical Criticism


It is obvious from the brief outline given above that at the heart of the crisis over scripture in the church is the rise of modern Biblical criticism. Earlier generations of Evangelicals and Catholics (both Anglo and Roman) saw the dangers of Biblical criticism and reacted strongly. Some were very dismissive, refusing out of hand anything to do with 'Higher Criticism', 'Form Criticism' and their successors. Others were convinced that the Bible could be exonerated before such attacks and, with varying degrees of success, used the methods of criticism to show that the radical critics were wrong.

Every theological student is faced with these issues and can only avoid thinking about them at considerable loss.  The word 'criticism' has a negative, carping and judgmental ring to it; but not necessarily so. It is also,
'The art of estimating the qualities and character of literary or artistic work;

the critical science which deals with the text, character, composition and origin of literary documents’.


As such its purpose is to do justice to the work or piece of art or theatre under review and to assist other people to understand it. It may come to negative judgments (e.g. to do with origins or history, or in matters of taste), but its duty is to submit itself to the document in its own terms.


Biblical criticism is capable of being, therefore, thoroughly helpful. It can and does help us to see what Biblical books are about. There can be no doubt that progress has been made in appreciating the Bible during the last two centuries and Biblical criticism has enabled Christians to understand the nature of God's revelation in a way which has blunted the attack of non-Christians at a number of points. A proper criticism is essential to good preaching from finding the true text to understanding the genre.


The crucial point, however, is the axiom adopted by the critic. If the reader assumes from the very beginning that the Bible is a book like any other in its origin, that it is not the inspired word of God, the critical results will be vitiated (rendered null and void). Criticism can only be fruitful when it appreciates the fundamental nature of what is being reviewed. We would regard as incongruous and mirth-provoking a review of A Midsummer Nights Dream, which supposed that it was a recently discovered Gilbert & Sullivan operetta, despite the respect we may have for both styles of work when properly viewed in the light of their fundamental nature. The adoption of the historical method in approaching scripture, with its scepticism about the miraculous, its inability to assign God a place and its tendency to look for the psychological or social features by which the real truth can be constructed out of literary remains, is simply wrong-headed. It seeks a theological justification in its appeal to Christianity as a historical religion, which culminated in crucifixion; it neglects the equal truth that it is an eschatological religion in which its central figure was resurrected. The Bible is both historical and eschatological, both human and divine; true criticism must respond to both.


Not surprisingly, there has been something of a revolt against the historical critical method, even amongst scholars. 'Canonical criticism' has been invented to give grounds for the desire scholars have to continue to work with the Bible as such rather than the wider scope of Israel's literature; a German New Testament scholars, Gerhard Maier, has written on The End of the Historical-critical Method (1974); see also, W. Oddie, After the Deluge, chapter 1.


The task of Evangelicalism is to take a positive stance towards criticism without accepting the secularist pre-suppositions of many who now practice it. This can be done, and must be done as we value scripture, but it is not easily done. Some scholars are unduly sensitive to the claims of secularist critics, and spend more effort than is necessary in refuting positions based on unbelieving axioms. As well, too rigid an 'inerrantist' position leads to ludicrous exegesis and theological nonsense; too loose an ‘infallibilist’ position leads to a Christ other than the one whom God reveals in scripture.


As such its purpose is to do justice to the work or piece of art or theatre under review and to assist other people to understand it. It may come to negative judgments (e.g. to do with origins or history, or in matters of taste), but its duty is to submit itself to the document in its own terms.
Conclusion


The sheer variety of scripture may lead to bewilderment and despair. The covenantal framework enables us to grasp its unfolding more easily. But 'all the promises of God find their "Yes!" in Jesus'.


The covenant of God is ultimately the Word of God by whom he rules his church and all things. He is at the very centre of the scripture and no sentence expressed that centre more clearly than 1 Timothy 1:15,

'Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.'

Whatever else we may find in the Bible - wisdom, morality, religious experience - if we do not find this we do not have the scriptures at all. Here is the interpretative key to the Bible; and yet there is no Jesus Christ independent of the Bible. It is Christ who is the truth of scripture and paradoxically, only scripture, which can preach the true Christ.

Quotation 

'It is the acknowledgement of the Godness of God that leads to the humanization of man'     (W. Kasper).
_________________________________________________________________________________________

A vicar’s reaction to the Chicago definition of Biblical inerrancy: My initial response to the Chicago Statement is that I can agree with most of it although I really do not enjoy reading this kind of lawyer's document. I have a feeling that Article XIII "We deny that it is proper to evaluate Scripture according to standards of truth and error that are alien to its usage or purpose" may contradict Article XII "We deny that Biblical infallibility and inerrancy are limited to spiritual, religious, or redemptive themes, exclusive of assertions in the fields of history and science" since part of my argument is to ask precisely what level of truth claims ancient biography and historiography make.

Hermeneutics - Article II: Does Scripture itself ever make an analogy with Christ's incarnation? Does factual inaccuracy in documents, which may not generically claim it, equate to sin? I doubt it. Article XIII regarding genre is vital but raises hard questions about ancient historiography and biography. Article XIV then goes on to reject most of the scholarly consensus about the issues raised in Article XIII!!! It also condemns us to the tortuous task of trying to harmonise all the parallel but variant accounts in the gospels! Norman Geisler is the main proponent of this approach. Article XXII is also vulnerable even though it fudges on 6-day creation. Again the genre question arises since Genesis 1-11 is generically very different from Genesis 12f. Presumably we are required to believe in talking snakes here! Also a hermeneutical statement like this needs to define what it means by myth(olog)ical rather than just dismissing it. The term can refer to literature, which describes real events in a non-realistic way. Again most of this stuff is in principle OK. My worry is that some of it does not hang together and I'd question whether it really does amount to a Biblical view of the Bible. (But that's a huge question.) 

I passionately believe that every word of Scripture is inspired by God and therefore useful according to 2 Timothy 3. My scholarly work also leads me to the conclusion that if I'm required to take every statement as literally and historically true in the sense that the words or actions happened precisely as reported then there are issues which just can't be reconciled. Cp Mark 14:61-62//Matthew 26:63-64//Luke 22:67-70 - according to the Chicago Statement position each of these accounts should be exactly the same since Scripture must report with 100% accuracy what Jesus and his interrogator literally said. How are the actual differences in wording to be explained? My problem with inerrancy is that it seems to get more and more tortuous in its arguments when it comes to dealing with these kinds of basic exegetical issues. It seems to me that it's quite clear what the questioners meant and what Jesus meant in reply even though we may not be able to be 100% sure what his precise words were.

My Summary

I am glad that I sent out that email! Thank you to everyone who gave me their feedback, I have been impressed with the breadth and quality of the response. I have seen more in the argument for inerrancy than perhaps I thought I would, but I would say that I still hold to the view that the Bible is infallible, that it is true as far as being completely consistent with Jesus being God, and containing all that is necessary and sufficient for salvation. I have not studied all the Chicago statements and I would not dream of trying to, but I would just state that much has been written about them, which suggests the Articles may not be completely necessary and sufficient within themselves, but rather may well be open to differing interpretations. Overall, my feeling is that the best summary statement for the authority and interpretation of the Bible would be approximately as follows (based on a quote I was given):

I prefer to see the authority of the Bible not as a book of timeless truths, but as the revelation of the character of Jesus, God, Saviour, and Redeemer, especially His love, and liberating wisdom.
My summary of the arguments, varying in strength and validity, in favour of the infallibility of Scripture over inerrancy are as follows:

· Believers in inerrancy appear to be less loving, balanced, and mature, as well as being too intense and busy, compared to other Christians, which does say something for if such a contention were true, would God want such people produced as advertisements for it? (But one must not let Christian behaviour cloud doctrinal issue.)
· The Bible leaves a lot of morality un-worked out such as how to date the opposite sex with integrity, apply modern technology or medical science, and generally follow the command to love as required (or not) of us. So the claim that the Bible contains everything one would want to know about faith and behaviour could be contested. Also, Biblically correct behaviour may be confused with that which is wise personal choice.
· The reality that the Bible is not obtainable ‘as originally given’ does make the inerrancy claim rather hypothetical. Yet even after translation, we still compute it with our eyes and brain introducing error. The great danger to inerrancy is that we stop thinking and/or drink in the interpretations of teachers unchallenged. Those less knowledgeable can also be weighed down by fear of what they do not know about the Bible.
· In the original Greek, the same word is used with many different meanings. ‘World’ is used by John more than 100 times, and he moves without explanation from one of the many and varied meanings to another.
· There are two major original manuscripts (one in the Vatican and one in the British Library – definitely worth a visit), but even they have some (though not many) comments and corrections. E.g. there is no certainty as to whether ‘son of God’ is meant to be in the first verse of Mark’s Gospel; no manuscript has any punctuation between John 3:16 and 3:17 so we do not know whether the latter are Jesus’ or John’s words. This might make a significant difference in wider interpretation. (John’s Gospel may also have arisen out of several re-drafts.)
· There are many unanswered questions (e.g. the fate of those who have not heard the Gospel, why the Jews turned Jesus over to the Romans if they themselves had the power to inflict capital punishment, or even whether the crucifixion took place on a Wednesday). In claiming Biblical inerrancy one ought to be able to say nothing important, not just fundamental, is omitted, as well as the Bible being without error. Might not God anyway wish there to be unanswered important questions and believe in searching for truth as a very beneficial pursuit?
· There are many, but a decreasing number of, ‘apparent contradictions’ in the Bible and one can claim that there is an explanation to them all which we may or may not find out in this world and that assuming such a contention encourages scholarship. But to me this adds little to the argument and in fact outworking it can be a distraction from Christian living. The accusation would be: ‘how foolish to arduously refine the Gospel while missing the real predicament of life’. Some say they would drop their faith if any untruth were found in Scripture but later find themselves in a very uncomfortable position. In reality, it may well be very difficult to backtrack from the straightjacket of inerrancy to any other level of understanding such as infallibility.
· My sister repeated a psychology experiment first done in 1946 where each of two homogenous groups were shown a list of ten characteristics about someone and asked what others they thought that person would have. But one characteristic in the list was reversed in meaning for the second group. The results showed amazing consistency with those of more than fifty years ago in how we subconsciously take in particular adjectives, which can radically change our opinion of someone. Different Bible translations of 1 Corinthians 13:8a are Love never fails (NIV) and Love never ends (NRSV), which can be interpreted very differently. If just one different word in ten may radically change our understanding of a person’s character, how much more do the many translation differences occurring throughout the Bible change our understanding of the character of Jesus? Words may be a great vehicle for God to communicate, but they are imperfect and copying translated Bible passages into Word Processors often shows up grammatical and other errors.
· I hold that Scripture in the main, and Jesus in particular, seek to demonstrate God’s love and inspire us to love while being extremely limited in telling us what to believe and what to do, rather desiring us to exhibit love by exercising our freedom to think and do as we ourselves feel. I believe there is a grey area where one person through prayer and Bible reading could be led to do what for another person would be wrong. That is the Bible, running counter to inerrancy, provides for individual interpretation, understanding and much specific revelation that is particular, not universal; what is right interpretation for one person may not be for another.
· The Catholic Church preserved the Bible until evangelicals came along yet people were able to function as Christians before the general population could read and write - so why is it important to believe that the Bible is inerrant? The current Bibles also have a different order of books, particularly (in the Old Testament) from that which Jesus would have had suggesting there are different possible understandings and emphasis.
· Just as the book of Leviticus should not be interpreted too literally (as it rather provides case law, the exemplary rather than the legalistic laying down of punishments for offences), many books of the Bible contain different types of writing with varying standards, methods and styles of interpretation expected or allowed by God and the writer. This is difficult to reconcile with the idea each verse and passage has one true meaning (supplied by the writer at God’s direction). How is this so for such as proverbs, which are generally true but have exceptions?
· Since the Bible relies on interpretation that suggests it is conducive to being interpreted in different ways.
· The devil can site Scripture for his purposes, the mentally ill (and others) can self-harm taking it too literally, and inerrancy can also give great power to fallible preachers; so would God wish for His Bible to be described as inerrant? The greater risk of applying inerrancy to what is infallible rather than the reverse should be noted.
· The Bible points to Christ, not the other way around. Knowledge of Christ lies in the heart, not the head. Why would the Bible say ‘Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to know. But the man who loves God is known by God.’ (1 Corinthians 8:1b-3) if it was inerrant and gaining knowledge of it was therefore supremely valuable? Those who believe in inerrancy tend to be of high intelligence, intellectually minded, and less pastoral, which suggests that there might be an underlying bias in the idea itself. Would those who rather excel in the ‘University of Life’ be willing to agree?
· The truth is not factual correctness rather it is relationship as defined in Jesus, and by the cross. So the truth could never completely, or adequately, be represented in words, however divinely inspired they may be, since that would deny Grace. (Statements at the edge of what is true, or even beyond, may actually be ‘relational truth’.)
Further points of practical outworking which are challenging to inerrancy
Recording the Bible relied upon many copyists and small errors must have crept in along the way, so whether or not one resorts to the un-provable claim ‘as originally intended by the author’, the essence of the claim to Biblical inerrancy is diminished by the lingering doubt that typing errors may be present. There are other opportunities between the author receiving the word, and his speaking or writing it, that allow for ‘truths’ to enter or leave the text as unintended deviations from the true meaning desired by the author. We may seek this true meaning, but if it exists it may itself include the bias of the author, who may have already known a lot of the Old Testament, and in a few cases (such as John’s Gospel perhaps) a little of the New Testament. This leaves open the possibility the authors re-interpreted existing writings, thus precluding their ability to be completely unbiased.
The reader response argument - that we always have our own prejudices, pre-conceptions, biases, and weaknesses in our ability to understand properly what we read - does make a good argument against inerrancy. Why would God go to so much trouble to produce an inerrant Bible if we fallible humans will inevitably introduce error in trying to understand it? Is not the contrary, that He intended there to be differing interpretations, more likely?
We can confuse mental pressure to un-believe a supposed ‘Biblical truth’ handed down to us by clergy as an attack on the integrity of the Bible and our emotional allegiances can mean taking on board a truth that would otherwise leave us with an unpleasant feeling. A belief in inerrancy could affect our ability to approach the Bible unconditionally so hoping to learn what it has to say free from any prior bias in our outlook, knowledge, and prejudices. We may therefore appear to ‘receive’ answers to questions that the Bible does not even raise.
In many instances Scripture is difficult and obscure, requiring the Holy Spirit, Light, and Grace, to be sought through prayer and holiness of life, including the deepening of love for God, oneself, His World, and other people in order to interpret it ever more deeply and insightfully. This is not revelation by intellect. The Bible contains a language peculiar to the divine mysteries beyond the power and reason of man. Often hidden depth of meaning in a passage hardly warrants the literal sense, but admits other senses to illustrate dogma or confirm morality. God may quite willingly and deliberately, permit more than one valid understanding, or shades of grey, in the interpretation of at least some passages, for purposes one might imagine, or may be known only to Himself.
The truth is relationship (with Christ), not necessarily factual correctness, or a collection of doctrinal statements. The Bible is not a reference book, but a companion to knowing Jesus the man. God did not send a committee or a book, but rather He came Himself as a person. And when he did come, Jesus spoke many hard sayings and cryptic stories so one may suppose that clarity of our understanding was not high on His agenda. Clearly, He wanted us to come to Him - would He have said (John 5:9) ‘You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.’ Why did he say this if diligently studying the scriptures was such a fundamental and thoroughly good idea?
Belief in Scripture as an inerrant authority can be challenged intellectually by raising doubts on three levels:
1. Critical/Methodological - there is no certainty in the way one can appraise Scripture, which has a dual authorship, God AND man. A ‘Black and white’ interpretation of Scripture assumes no range of possible understanding, or intention to allow discussion.
2. Analogical - there is no certainty that natural laws have stayed constant, we even pray for God's kingdom to come, and therefore change to occur in the world, perhaps including variation in the laws of physics or nature
3. Correlational - no event can be isolated from its cause and effects so we cannot be sure in connecting ideas and events within Scripture we are interpreting correctly what God is saying – extra unintended connections arise.

Addendum: A conversation with my local vicar   (Answering three questions quite typical of my devil’s advocate style)

a) Is it right that the Bible takes complete precedence in decision-making or is there too much of a risk that a mistaken interpretation of the Bible may end up over-ruling good wisdom/an honest heart in some situations? Is the Bible only a guide to what is not untrue, rather than to what is true?

The Bible is our final authority in all matters of faith and conduct. It is the ‘fully sufficient’ revelation of God's character and purposes for us. Obviously it needs to be correctly interpreted otherwise it is like using a faulty compass! The Bible is therefore a reliable guide to the general will of God and gives advice on how to seek his specific will (e.g. through the guidance of the Spirit etc). It does not necessarily give specific answers to specific queries - e.g. should I take this job or that one (assuming neither is ethically dubious!), or should I marry this person.

b) Jeremiah 17:9 - The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it? Is there a counter-balancing statement in the Bible suggesting the heart is the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit in a human and as the 'generator' of Christ-likeness it can be trusted, or trusted to a significant degree at least by an 'older' Christian even perhaps when one's honest interpretation of Scripture is suggesting a different course of action?
Jeremiah 17:9 is best taken as a description of human beings in their natural sinful state. Ezekiel 36:26 promises a new heart and a new spirit (my comment: in verse 27 the NIV translation appears to suggest the Spirit continually moves us back into alignment with God’s will and righteousness, while our natural inclination remains to be sinful). And 2 Corinthians 5:17 says we are entirely new creations in Christ and 1 Corinthians 3:16 that we have the mind of Christ. Outside of Christ, our bias was to sin but in Christ our bias is to live righteously. The only problem is what Paul calls "the flesh" which can be defined as the learned patterns of ungodly thinking and behaviour we pick up from a fallen world. This is countered by the ongoing process of renewing the mind with God's truth (Romans 12).

c) Is the point of life, once a Christian, to become more like Christ and so more willing to be oneself and trust one's instincts, what one heart is feeling, or conversely should one never trust one's instincts and always go to Scripture. Presuming that you would not go with one of these extremes - would you be able to give me a good way of expressing the tensional balance of the various guides to Christian understanding? Where exactly does the conscience lie and to what extent can it be trusted?
Our goal is to be mature in Christ (Colossians 1:28-29, Ephesians 4:13) which I define as having the character of Christ worked out through our personality. Inevitably, this means our basic thoughts, desires, instincts, and emotions will be ever more Christ-like. Scripture is a vital tool in this maturing process and the ultimate guideline.

Ezekiel 36:26-27 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove… your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.
2 Corinthians 5:17 Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!
1 Corinthians 3:16 Do not you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?
Colossians 1:28-29 We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. To this end I labour, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.
Ephesians 4:13 until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.






