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INTRODUCTION

In 2007, the Reformed, evangelical world was shaken by the release of a book entitled The Divine Spiration of Scripture.
 Professor McGowan, then the Principal at Highland Theological College in Scotland, advocated an adjustment to the terminology with which the Church speaks of the Scriptures: divine spiration or authenticity for inspiration; recognition for illumination; comprehension for perspicuity. Beyond replacing terminology, he wanted to replace the Old Princeton doctrine of inerrancy with what he understands to be the Amsterdam doctrine of infallibility. This was the main focus and the most controversial feature of the book. 

The intention of this paper is first to summarize McGowan’s thesis with regard to inerrancy, and then to interact with and critique the proposal. Since Divine Spiration seeks to displace a theological school of thought with an alternative one, this paper will assess whether McGowan has rightly represented those schools. Thereafter, closer scrutiny will be given to the theological implications of McGowan’s thesis. Just as the controversy surrounding Divine Spiration took place within the Reformed, evangelical world, so too will the offered critique be based upon Reformed, evangelical commitments.

1. The main thesis of Divine Spiration
McGowan summarizes his thesis as it pertains to the doctrine of inerrancy thus:

…it is possible to develop a high view of Scripture, without taking an inerrantist view of the autographa…After all, if one name in one genealogy in 2 Chronicles is demonstrably mistaken, the entire inerrantist doctrine of Scripture collapses…The notion of infallibility, on the other hand, argues that Scripture is as God intended it to be but that he chose to use human authors with all the implications of that decision. In other words, to argue that the only kind of Bible God was able to give us was one with inerrant autographa is untenable.

This could be restricted to being an argument about what God hypothetically could have done. God is free to work as He chooses. He was able to give whatever kind of Scripture He chose to give. Scripture may in fact be inerrant, but we can understand that this would not necessarily be the case. It cannot be said a priori that Scripture is inerrant, then. 

McGowan’s argument is not that abstract, however, for he is not speaking about abstract Scriptures. He is arguing about particular Scriptures: the ones that were actually inscripturated. He is concerned to define the nature of the Scriptures as we have them today, but also the nature of the autographa of the Scriptures. He simultaneously argues that the autographa are hypothetical, so that it would be sterile to argue about them, yet he frames an argument for their nature.

He takes up the concept of these specific, historical autographa, and combines that with another reality, that not only were they written by God, but they were also written by human authors. The human involvement in particular leads McGowan to say that it is not apparent in any a priori fashion that these Scriptures were without error. God is able to do anything, but human beings are inclined to error. He affirms on that basis that errancy or inerrancy was possible. ‘I…reject the implication that thereby the autographa must be inerrant’.
 This a priori commitment is different to the inerrantist position, and it is this that leads ‘one…to deny the Warfieldian doctrine of inerrancy’.
 To distinguish this from the inerrantist position, in which there is a presumption only of inerrancy, this presumption of the possibility of error or non-error could be called hypothetical errancy. I will argue below that there is a fault in the assumption.

If errors in Scripture cannot be ruled out as an ‘a priori impossibility’,
 with what frame of mind should one approach a text of Scripture? The question of errancy or inerrancy is left open at the presuppositional level, and although McGowan does not state it in this way, errancy or otherwise can logically be decided only in an a posteriori fashion. 

Thus, what is the a posteriori conclusion? He moves closely to the inerrantist position, and says that if he were forced to choose between the labels ‘inerrancy’ and ‘errancy’, he would adopt the inerrantist tag. However, McGowan does not frame an argument to decide which position one should actually adopt. Instead, he writes that ‘to speak of the Scriptures as inerrant or errant is to apply an inappropriate classification to them’.

McGowan feels a strong affinity with the Scottish theologian, James Orr, and quotes him at length when defining his own position. Of the Apostle Paul, Orr writes, ‘He does not, e.g., say that it secured verbal inerrancy in ordinary historical, geographical, chronological or scientific matters. But (1) it seems at least clearly implied that there was no error which could interfere with or nullify the utility of Scripture for the ends specified…’
 

Errancy and inerrancy are inappropriate tags because what really matters is the utility of the Scriptures. There may hypothetically be errors in matters relating to the phenomenal realm (or in the Orr quote, Scripture does not say that there are no such errors), but that does not stop God achieving His purposes through the Scripture (which is McGowan’s definition of infallibility. See below). This moves close to the proposal of Rogers and McKim.
 

Whilst saying that errancy and inerrancy are inappropriate classifications, McGowan continues to speak about truth and error in Scripture. This brings the matter to the question of what is an error, which McGowan does not speak to with clarity. He does refer to the Reformers’ belief that there were ‘minor textual difficulties’.
 However, McGowan is not following Calvin here, for these are not minor difficulties relating to textual transmission, nor are they only obscure texts and grammatical oddities. Instead, these are difficulties that were present in the autographa that arose since the authors were not stripped of their human limitations ‘in knowledge, memory, language, and capability of expressing themselves…’
 These are minor difficulties caused by the authors’ lack of knowledge, by poor memory, etc.

To know more precisely what McGowan means by that, the particular texts that he cites as containing these minor difficulties need to be examined. He refers to problems in the different records of the Lord’s Prayer and Beatitudes, and to the differences in the Synoptic record of history with regard to Jairus.
 McGowan asks, ‘Must we assume that problems like this did not exist in the autographa or that explanations can be forthcoming for them all?’
 

On the Jairus texts, Mark and Luke record more detail on the exchange between Jesus and Jairus, whereas Matthew gives a (strictly inaccurate) summary version of it. McGowan is not positing error here, however, and quite helpfully resolves the tension by referring to the different writing techniques of the Gospel authors. This, then, does not help us to understand what is meant by minor difficulties arising from their human limitations (lack of knowledge, poor memory, etc.).

A more telling example that illustrates what is meant is found in the citation given at the outset of this paper. He says, ‘if one name in one genealogy in 2 Chronicles is demonstrably mistaken’, then inerrantism collapses. ‘Demonstrably mistaken’ bears consideration. With ‘mistaken’, it is presumably envisaged that an individual is said to exist or to be descended from another individual in a way contrary to the historical reality. Perhaps a father-son relationship is inverted, or a relationship is said to exist where in fact no relationship existed in the manner asserted by the genealogy, after giving due consideration to the nature of ancient genealogies. By limitation of memory or knowledge, the Chronicler was incorrect. How this would be ‘demonstrably’ the case is not stated. It signifies more than a mere allegation of a mistake. Perhaps it is in view that Chronicles was contradicted by Kings, or maybe another text within Chronicles. Otherwise, it may mean demonstrably, according to an archaeological finding. 

We realize that this is a hypothetical. McGowan does not quote an actual text that is demonstrably mistaken. Still, there is an advance in the argument here. This is not just a purely abstract, hypothetically possible error. This is a hypothetically probable error. Its probability is evidenced from the fact that it should convince the inerrantist not to continue holding to his or her position.
 This is doubt, moving close to a denial, of the full veracity of Scripture. It is presumed that error actually exists.

That which can hypothetically be conceived of as being in error in the Scriptures (and can be presumed to exist) is of a very limited kind. It is not conceived that major doctrines or historical facts may be in error. McGowan can only conceive that error may exist in incidental matters, especially relating to small points of history. This is not a hard phenomenal-noumenal divide, but a division even within the phenomenal into the major and minor.

This, then, is a partial inerrancy position (without meaning to say that it is a hardened partial errancy position). He does not remain aloof from the question of truth (which would be to abandon the law of non-contradiction), for the affirmation is that the Scriptures are inerrant in a limited way. Scripture is inerrant in spiritual and important historical matters, but likely to be in error on smaller details. 

This is not an over-reading of the book, for in the comment that has attracted the most attention, it is written, ‘Having freely chosen to use human beings, God knew what he was doing. He did not give us an inerrant autographical text, because he did not intend to do so.’
 The point of the statement is not to say that God did not give ‘us’ today the autographa, which is the focus of McGowan’s thought in other parts of the book. The emphasis of the sentence is not on the word ‘give’, and ‘us’ is not a particular community in the 21st century. 

Instead, the emphasis is on ‘not...inerrant’, and the ‘us’ is generic or universal: the people of God across all time, or maybe even humankind as a whole. It is a statement about the nature of the autographa themselves. It is about the documents that were written by the ‘freely chosen...human beings’. These documents were not inerrant because they were written by those ‘human beings’. 
That the focus is on the autographa themselves is evident in the next paragraph on p. 124, too. ‘In other words, I am arguing that Scripture is as God intended it to be, in his gracious providential overruling, but reject the implication that thereby the autographa must be inerrant.’ This particular statement ‘rejects the implication’ that the original manuscripts of Scripture must be truthful at every point, whereas the preceding statement denies not only fails to affirm inerrancy, but overtly denies it. ‘He did not give us an inerrant autographical text...’

2. The view of inerrantism in Divine Spiration
The place to start analysing this is to look at McGowan’s understanding of the inerrantist position, noting that there are several inaccuracies and omissions.

2.1 What is inerrancy?

At no point in Divine Spiration does McGowan define what inerrantists mean by inerrancy. A. A. Hodge and Warfield, and the Chicago Statement on Inerrancy of 1978, are referred to, but their chief definitions are not cited. It is possible that this was a mere oversight in the presentation of the thesis, but in fact is does seem to be an omission that has an impact upon the substance. The effect is that inerrantism is caricatured, as will be demonstrated over the next several points.

2.2 Is Hodge a rationalist on inerrancy?
The only point at which McGowan determinedly interacts with the writings of the Princetonian school is in his critique of the theological methodology of Charles Hodge. Charles Hodge has received considerable denunciation from various quarters for claiming a scientific methodology for his theologizing. Without going into great detail on the matter, it can be agreed that Hodge was a child of his age, and influenced by modernism. McGowan makes much of this, arguing that since Hodge’s theological prolegomena was compromised, therefore the later-developed Princetonian doctrine of inerrancy must necessarily be rationalistic. Inerrancy is a tainted doctrine.

In response, McGowan has here committed a logical fallacy. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc. It confuses subsequence with consequence. What is particularly extraordinary is that McGowan is making the allegation not merely that the one work of Hodge’s Systematic Theology is tainted, or that all of Hodge’s writings are affected. It should be remembered at this point that it was not Charles Hodge who is credited with giving the classic definition of the doctrine of inerrancy, but his son, A. A. Hodge, in conjunction with Benjamin Warfield.
 McGowan’s criticism must then be that the entire Princetonian tradition has been derailed. 

This belies the fact that the Old Princetonian tradition as a whole has had influences upon it more substantial than Charles Hodge, namely the pre-modern John Calvin, and that it would not be long until, at the new Westminster Seminary, the influences of Dutch thought (particularly Bavinck should be noted, considering the affinity McGowan feels in that direction) would be introduced through Cornelius Van Til, considerably adjusting the tradition’s prolegomenal approach.  

The allegation of modernist corruption is easy to make, but it much harder to demonstrate. For the sake of brevity, let it suffice to simply point out what it is that Charles Hodge and the Old Princetonian tradition was affirming. They were affirming nothing other than the existence of divine revelation. Hodge believed in miracles! The noumenal world was not unknown, because God speaks and acts. This defies the modernist frameset, since it is a faith position, believed on the basis of the authority of Scripture itself. The ‘scientific methodology’ in regard to the doctrine of Scripture was that of biblically informed theologizing, not untamed human reason. By faith, the tradition eventually settled upon speaking of inerrant autographa, even though their existence was not subject to empirical verification (not a weakness in the system, but a strength, contra McGowan). Tellingly, McGowan is unable to point to a passage in Charles Hodge’s writings where the Princetonian seeks to establish his doctrine of Scripture on the basis of empirical evidence.

Having failed to cite Charles Hodge or any inerrantist in detail, a host of inaccurate allegations are made, including the following.

2.3 Do inerrantists subscribe to human omniscience?
McGowan believes that inerrantists claim that the biblical writers were stripped of their limitations with regard to history, genealogies, etc. The problem with a generalization is that it may be true of some individuals, but it is not true of the Princetonian or American evangelical mainstream.
 These particular inerrantists overtly deny that the human authors were granted omniscience. The position is that, negatively, they were so superintended by the Spirit that they avoiding recording errors in the things they affirm to be true (and avoided recording lies, too), so that, positively, they were led to record that which was only truthful, and necessary for faith and salvation (which includes necessary facts of history and science). The authors no doubt personally held to numerous errors, but they were led away from recording them. Much of what is recorded is truth that stems from the author’s own experience and thinking, as each one responds to the prior revelatory acts of God (so we can speak of Paul’s theology, or Peter’s theology), but there are moments in which the limits of their knowledge are surpassed, for instance in foretelling the future (speaking beyond what they could know by human deduction). Hence, the Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy says in Article IX, ‘that inspiration, though not conferring omniscience, guaranteed true and trustworthy utterance on all matters of which the Biblical authors were moved to speak and write.’

2.4 Are inerrantists dictationists?
McGowan connects the inerrantist position to the dictation theory of inscripturation, as though these two things are normal and even necessary corollaries. This, McGowan believes, is a particularly strong point against the doctrine of inerrancy. The dictation theory is obscurantist, and self-evidently untenable and to be rejected. 

In the first place, it should be cautioned that in speaking of revelation, one is speaking of something that is inherently mysterious. It is to speak of miracle. One ought to be careful of being dogmatic about what did and did not happen. 

Secondly, inerrantists who stand in the Old Princetonian trajectory are not dictationists. A. A. Hodge says that ‘the very substance of what they write is evidently for the most part the product of their own mental and spiritual activities.’ He says this is true except for a ‘comparatively small element’ of dictation for such things as prophecies (fore-telling is presumably meant). He repudiates ‘verbal’ inspiration, if a mechanical theory is meant by that.
 

Thirdly, then, there is no basis for concluding that being an inerrantist will necessarily mean that one will eventually adopt a dictationist position. The debate between infallibilists and inerrantists is about what can be deduced from the divine and human authorship of Scripture, but is not rightly framed as an organical versus mechanical view of inspiration.
 

2.5 Is inerrancy simplistic?
Given the above caricature of the inerrantist position, it is no surprise to discover that Divine Spiration alleges that it is only infallibilists who are sensitive to the literary-social-historical conventions of the day in which the authors of Scripture were writing. However, inerrantists are not by definition literalists or unaware of the human dimension of Scripture. Such sensibilities were built in to the original presentation of the doctrine by A. A. Hodge and Warfield. A. A. Hodge speaks of the need to interpret texts in their ‘natural and intended sense’, overagainst an ‘absolute literalness’.
 

McGowan claims the inerrantist position is disproved by the Jairus texts (see above). However, this is no challenge to the inerrantist formulation. Matthew does not mean to say that the event actually occurred in the precise fashion that he has it. Neither does the text of Scripture mean to assert that the sun will one day sprout wings (Mal. 4:2). That the ‘sun rose’ on Jacob is not given as a validation of a particular theory on the workings of the universe (Gen. 32:31).    

2.6 Is inerrancy too complicated?
Whilst inerrancy is said to be simplistic, the claim is simultaneously made that it is also too complicated. The numerous clarifications of the Chicago Statement are said to undermine the doctrine. 

McGowan is correct if he means to say that when theologizing is done well, it ought to be open to ready communication. This is to remember that theology is to be done in the service of the people of God. However, surely McGowan does not mean to deny a level of sophistication to theological thought? In fact, in comparison to McGowan’s own book, which runs to 214 pages, the Chicago statement runs to a mere twelve pages, and so should be applauded for its brevity. The use of the ‘death of a thousand qualifications’ quote is unfair. 

With regard to the Chicago statement, the reality is that it starts with a preface, then moves to a very short summary statement of a mere five points in five sentences, then 29 articles of affirmations and denials, and then moves to exposition, which is the lengthy part. The clarifications show sophistication in the understanding of how the Bible communicates—the contrary of the allegation that inerrantists give no thought to the humanness of Scripture. The statement also deals with more than inerrancy, so it is not as though it took twelve pages just to explain the one word. The Chicago statement is both succinct, and expansive. 

2.7 Do inerrantists fail to recognize the authorship of God? 
The generalization is made that inerrantists recognize Scripture as Scripture because it is inerrant, whereas infallibilists would rather look to the authorship of God.
 The point is presumably that inerrantists want to prove that Scripture is Scripture by appeal to the empirically verifiable facts. If that were the inerrantist position, then McGowan would be right to bring the insights of Bavinck to bear. However, it is a generalization, and the Princetonian tradition rejects the trap of subjecting the Scripture to human reason. As John Frame puts it, ‘Although inerrant autographs play a major role in inerrantist thinking, they are never the basis of biblical authority. For an inerrantist (as, I think, for McGowan), the authority of Scripture is based on its inspiration/spiration.’

2.8 Is inerrancy only a theological deduction?
McGowan repeatedly says that inerrancy is not a biblical category, but only a theological deduction drawn from an understanding of the truthful nature of God in connection with the ‘God-breathed’ statement of 2 Timothy 3:16. First, it is noted that if inerrantism was but a theological deduction, it disproves the above-mentioned allegation that inerrantists are empiricists. In any case, this is not the only plank supporting the inerrantist position, although it could be taken as a sufficiently sturdy plank. This matter is particularly important, considering that McGowan’s argument is about a priori commitments, but more will be said on this below.
2.9 Did Calvin envisage errant autographs?
McGowan argues that the Princetonian tradition is at odds with the thought of its leading light, John Calvin. Whilst it would be possible to discuss at length Calvin’s view of Scripture, in the interests of brevity let it suffice to point out that the claiming of Calvin to the hypothetic or presumptive errancy position is problematic. First, Calvin at times speaks as though he were a dictationist. ‘...the Law and the Prophets are not a doctrine delivered according to the will and pleasure of men, but dictated by the Holy Spirit.’
 The general consensus is that Calvin is not advocating a dictation theory of inspiration, but that there is such a correspondence between what God wanted expressed on the page of Scripture and what actually emerged through the pens of the prophets, that it was as though dictation had been employed. McGowan mentions this statement of Calvin, but does not engage with it nor let it impact his thesis. 

Secondly, the link from Calvin to McGowan is drawn from the oft-recited allegation that the reformer is dismissive of difficulties in the text of Scripture. This is to follow the Rogers and McKim thesis.
 This, however, is not Calvin. In the face of difficulties in the text of Scripture, he can offer various brief avenues of resolution. He does not always reach a firm conclusion, but tellingly, on several occasions, he posits that an error may have crept in during textual transmission.
 He refused to accept that there could have been error in the original. 

In sum, the view of Iain Campbell seems to be correct, that Divine Spiration ‘is raising a man of straw’.


3. Bavinck on Scripture

Instead of looking to the American Princetonian school of thought, McGowan seeks to identify with a European perspective on Scripture, namely the Amsterdam tradition. In particular, he claims to have adopted the same position as Herman Bavinck. However, there are a number of points at which the positions of Bavinck and McGowan do not align, unless Bavinck is being viewed through a Barthian lens (as per the later Berkouwer’s approach). 

First, Bavinck does not conceive that there may hypothetically be errors in Scripture because of the limitations of the human authors. He did not believe that the ‘Bible contains a fallible element in the sense that it reflects the cultural and historical limitations of the writers…We cannot affirm that the propositions in the Bible are a priori infallible’.
 He did believe that ‘mere preservation from error’ does not exhaust what is meant by inspiration, but that is not a denial of preservation from error.

McGowan points to two places in Bavinck to support hypothetic or presumptive errancy. First, McGowan writes thus (p. 158):

Above all, the organic view [as Bavinck calls his position] takes seriously the work of the human authors of Scripture in a way that inerrantists often fail to do. Aspects of Scripture that the inerrantists ‘explain away’ pose no problem for Bavinck. He goes so far as to say that ‘the guidance of the Holy Spirit promised to the church does not exclude the possibility of human error’. Such a claim could never be made by an inerrantist.

No inerrantist could claim that of the Scriptures—but neither did Bavinck. The passage that McGowan cites from Bavinck is not on the authorship of the Scriptures, but on the nature of Church tradition. The dichotomy that Bavinck speaks of implies that he sees apostolic authorship of the Scriptures as inerrant, overagainst the fallible and errant tradition of the Church. To give the context to the quote, Bavinck writes the following:

The dogma that the church confesses and the dogmatician develops is not identical with the absolute truth of God itself. Not even the Roman Catholic Church dares to make that claim. For though it confesses the infallibility of the pope, it makes an essential distinction between papal infallibility and apostolic inspiration; it stands by the matters themselves but not the exact words and therefore does not literally elevate dogma to the level of the Word of God. In Catholic theology there is thus room left for the question of how far the truth of God has found fully adequate expression in the church’s dogma. On the basis of Protestant assumptions, however, this is much more the case, for here the guidance of the Holy Spirit promised to the church does not exclude the possibility of human error.

The other citation that McGowan refers to is Bavinck’s handling of the Synoptic problem. Bavinck writes, ‘Inspiration was evidently not a matter of drawing up material with notarial precision…the Holy Spirit only aimed to bring about for the church an impression which completely corresponds to what came forth from Jesus.’
 

This does not support hypothetic errancy, or undermine the inerrantist position. Warfield would agree with the statement. The only way this speaks against inerrantism is if inerrantists have a simplistic attitude to the way the Scriptures communicate its truth. 

Furthermore, Bavinck was not here countering the inerrantist position, but the critics of the Bible who point to its contradictions. That the Bible was not written according to the ‘rules of contemporary historical criticism’ does not mean that ‘the historiography of Scripture is untrue or unreliable’.
 He at no point speaks of errors, hypothetic, presumptive or actual, in the autographa. There are, however, defects and corruption in the ‘apographa’. 
 

Bavinck defends the Scriptures in ways similar to inerrantists. He qualifies that there is a difference between the ‘truth of citation’ and the ‘truth of the thing cited’.
 He offers some direction for how to solve the Synoptic problem, but writes, ‘There are intellectual problems (cruces) in Scripture that cannot be ignored and that will probably never be resolved’.
 He does not make the next move of positing error in the light of difficulties he cannot resolve. The functional, organic view is worded distinctly but is not different to the position of all inerrantists.

McGowan appears to have adopted a similar reading of Bavinck that which Berkouwer takes. Bavinck says that ‘[h]istorical, chronological, and geographical data are never in themselves, the object of the witness of the Holy Spirit’.
 In context, he is arguing that the Spirit is ‘not the cognitive source of Christian truth’, which is rather found in the principium externum. Furthermore, the Spirit does not give assurance, ‘in a scientific sense, of the supernatural conception and resurrection of Christ.’ The Spirit only gives assurance of the ‘divinity’ of these things (in other words, assured faith, not appeased autonomous reason). Bavinck then says it would be wrong to say that assurance of divinity applies only to ‘that which is religious-ethical’, but applies also ‘of facts and deeds’. Berkouwer reconfigures this, writing that the Spirit ‘does not supply direct certainty…regarding the historical, chronological, and geographical data “as such” ’, nor an ‘a priori certainty regarding Scripture’, but He binds us to Jesus Christ.
 Where Bavinck has ‘by Christ to Scripture and by Scripture to Christ’,
 Berkouwer seems to have by Christ, to Christ. 
4. Presumed incidental errors

Moving beyond the issue of McGowan’s grasp on historical theology, what are the theological implications of this thesis? Bavinck warned against the ‘split between ‘that which is needed for salvation’ and the incidentally historical’ ’.
 It is a dangerous divide. Whilst McGowan cautions against a Bible within the Bible,
 it is difficult to see that he has not taken his stand close to the position Bavinck cautions against. The dangers of this are many.

First, there are hermeneutical implications of hypothesised incidental errors. If it is hypothesised that such could exist, if it appears reasonable that such would exist, and if we can even imagine what such a mistake would look like, then the result will very likely be that such is found to exist. The position will meet its expectations. We read according to our presuppositions. McGowan expresses himself cautiously about actual errors; others will be more forthright. 

Secondly, once errors are found, more will follow. There is no historical or theological principle that will limit the hermeneutic to finding a mere handful of incidental errors. ‘Error’ will be proclaimed instead of a concerted effort to understand the text. 

Thirdly, the definition of incidental is subjective. Who decides what is incidental? By what criteria is the decision made? The Scriptures apparently treat at least some historical points lightly, so why not conclude that history generally is irrelevant? Why should I not conclude that all phenomenological data in the Scriptures is incidental, and the book’s purpose is theological, not historical? Many have done precisely that. Minor textual difficulties cannot be asserted as a matter of faith, as though that would inhibit the problem, for it is not an assertion based on faith, but reason. Reasonably speaking, there may be errors because the Bible was written by humans. Reasonably speaking, then, why should I assume that the authors only made small mistakes? The same principle that finds that there are minor textual difficulties will go on to find major textual difficulties.

Fourthly, how do I know if there is an actual error in Scripture? An a priori commitment to openness on the inerrancy question leads logically, even if not actually, to a critical reading of the Scriptures, which returns then to the objectivist-sounding subjectivity of the Enlightenment. 

Of course, this is not to suggest that McGowan himself is in any way endorsing a return to the pre-Barthian days of Liberal criticism (far from it), but a mere declaration that the path will not be taken may prove to be intellectually unjustifiable. Why should there not be a return to the heady days of the historical-critical method? Do the critical criteria for Gospel authenticity need to be employed? Are we again searching for the historical Jesus? To put it in different terms, how do I know when it is God speaking (the one who speaks the truth) and when it is just the human authors speaking (the ones who may have got it wrong)?

Fifthly, why should anyone believe any part of Scripture, if some of it is wrong, or likely to be wrong, or hypothetically wrong? It is a strikingly discordant note within the hypothesis. It says we should trust the divine author of Scripture, whilst simultaneously maintaining an a priori doubt about the human authors of Scripture. The net result is simply doubt. This does present the Church with very real apologetical problems, in its attempts to proclaim to the world that she has a divine message.

Sixthly, this would lead to dividing theology from history. The theology is important, for it is recorded without error, whereas the history is less important. However, in Scripture, the history is theological, and the theology is historical. Theological significance does not sit above the historical detail of Scripture, as though allegory is needed, or a Bultmannian programme of demythologizing. It resides in the historical detail: in the fact that it actually happened (not just in its literary impact, either). None of the detail is unimportant, then, since it is the record of God’s acts within history. More simply, it has all been inscripturated, and therefore we affirm that all the details are significant.
 I might not be able to see the significance of a particular date or event recorded in Scripture, but who am I?

Seventhly, this will become a function over form argument. Some facts of Scripture may be or are wrong, but God is still able to use the Scriptures to achieve His purposes (not that it would be clear what those purposes would be, if theology is being separated from history). McGowan writes, ‘Through the instrumentality of the Holy Spirit, God is perfectly able to use these Scriptures to accomplish his purpose.’
 Should we not affirm that His purpose in the Scriptures is in part to convey the truth of all the assertions contained therein? From the infallibilist definition, then, the entire truthfulness of Scripture can be affirmed. 
Eighthly, why should only hypothetical errors of a historical kind be mooted? Reasonably, if the authors were but human, they made theological mistakes as well. Not only may Genesis 1–3 be mistaken, but Romans 5 may be in error. The history of Adam is but a myth, and so the doctrine of Christ as the second Adam is also a myth (again recognizing that McGowan in no way wants to advocate such a move).

The hermeneutical stance of hypothetic or presumptive errancy thus has radical implications. McGowan rejects that it is the case, but the logical conclusion is that the resurrection itself would need to be reassessed. We now have an a priori commitment to the possibility of error, even with the resurrection accounts. Matthew, Peter and John were certainly limited in their ability to assess whether Jesus actually died (how could they measure brain function?). Perhaps there is some higher theological message in the resurrection accounts, so that God is able to achieve His purposes despite the minor error, but this certainly destroys the traditional understanding of the resurrection. The resurrection will only be believed by a posteriori, evidentiary argumentation.

5. Infallibility defined

Infallibility has come into English theological usage from the Latin, infallibilitas, which comes from the word fallere, ‘to deceive...to put wrong, lead astray, cause to be mistaken.’
 Infallibilitas thus generally means, ‘not liable to err or be deceived’,
 or otherwise, ‘no ability to be mistaken’. Used adjectivally of truth (i.e. the Westminster Confession’s ‘infallible truth’), the sense would be ‘unerring truth’, or ‘truth that is unable to be mistaken’. In other words, it is truth that never ceases to be truthful (cf. WCF 18.2, ‘infallible assurance’, is an assurance that has not been mistaken, that is not based on error but on the Scriptures, a certain assurance). 

Although moving away from its general meaning, some understand ‘infallible truth’ in a functional sense: the truth that never disappoints or fails to achieve its (saving) purposes. In this case, the Scriptures are thought of more in terms of being trustworthy than truthful.
 Infallible is being used here of a wider theological paradigm, rather than truth as truth in particular. It would be clearer if ‘infallible’ were attached to the words ‘purpose’ or ‘function’: the infallible function of Scripture.
 

McGowan focuses on the functional aspect, but refers ‘infallible’ more particularly to the purposes of God in the Scriptures rather than the Scriptures themselves (i.e. infallibility is predicated of God’s purposes rather than the Scriptures). ‘Scripture is as God intended it to be’.
 Again, ‘Scripture…is as God intended it to be…Through the instrumentality of the Holy Spirit, God is perfectly able to use these Scriptures to accomplish his purpose.’
 This soundly remembers that the Scriptures are not effective independent of their author. 

There is a difficulty here, in the lack of specificity with regard to what the purposes of God are. All of history is as God intended it to be. All things work together for good. What, then, is unique about the Scriptures in comparison to everything else that results from God’s providence? Also, if the purposes of God were specified (to save through the Spiritually effective communication of the truth that sets free), would it not lead back to an endorsement of the inerrancy position, as indicated above, so it would be seen that infallibility and inerrancy are not mutually exclusive?
6. Doubt leads to denial

As we have observed, McGowan raises a typical argument against the inerrantist position, which is that it is falsifiable. It is always susceptible to calamity if even one error is proven to exist in the Bible. However, this is only another way of expressing doubt about the full veracity of Scripture. 

Christian doctrines are not framed to suit the eventuality that they might be proved wrong. Can we fathom such an approach being adopted with regard to the sinlessness of Christ? Theology is fides quaerens intellectum, faith seeking understanding (or per fidem ad intellectum, through faith to understanding).

For my part, I do not think that it is intellectually dishonest to say that to this point in time, to my knowledge the Bible has not been proved to be in error (in the sense of internally inconsistent and implacably contradicted by empirical—subjectively interpreted—data). Many alleged inconsistencies have been resolved. Others remain unresolved. I do not know if some difficulties are irresolvable. 

Still, inerrantism is a faith position. My faith position is that the Scriptures never will be proved to be in error, and that, even though none of us has the capacity to prove it, the Scriptures are truthful in all that they affirm to be true. I do not seek to evaluate, prove or verify the truth claims of Scripture by appeal to any allegedly higher standard of truth, but instead I believe, proclaim, defend and demonstrate the truth of the Scriptures in terms of what the Scriptures claim truth to be.

In this way, inerrancy is a faith position, and it is the presumptive errancy doctrine that is rationalistic, since it: (a) will not accept inerrancy unless it is demonstrated to be true according to phenomenological demands (the autographa would need to be examined); or (b) fears that the truth of the Scripture will be empirically disproved; or (c) has concluded that there are likely to be errors in Scripture because that is the nature of human writing.

7. What is now always has been

McGowan relies heavily on his doctrine of the providential preservation of the Scriptures through the ages. The argument is that by the plan of God we do not have an inerrant, original autograph extant today, therefore it is clear that there never was the need of one in God’s plan for the Church. ‘In other words, what was the point of God acting supernaturally to provide an inerrant text providentially if it ceased to be inerrant as soon as the first or second copy was made?’

(a) This indicates again that the position is not a theoretical argument about whether it is possible for there to be errors in Scripture. The position works from the assumption that errors are the case. 

(b) It is not an argument drawn from Scripture. It proceeds on the basis of empirical data (in the phenomological realm: an errant text in the present
) and reason (in the noumenal realm: not simply arguing that what is now has always been, but claiming to know God’s plan and the Church’s needs). This is natural theology. 

(c) To restate it, it places the ordo salutis above the historia salutis, defining the foundational events of redemption history according to the things belonging to the period of the application of that redemption. What would happen if the argument were applied to Christ? Since we do not have Christ physically with us today, was there ever any need for Him in the historia salutis? What is now is not the same as what has been in the past. 

(d) It overplays the extent of errors in textual transmission, and underplays the value of textual criticism. It can well be argued that instead of preserving the autographa, God entrusted the Scriptures to the care and scholarship of the Church. In this way, we can turn to the words of the Westminster Confession, which says that the ‘immediately inspired’ original manuscripts have been ‘kept pure in all ages’ (WCF 1.8, making its case not on empiricist or rationalist grounds, but quoting Matthew 5:18, ‘not one jot or tittle shall pass from the law’). 

8. God, the author

Although it is asserted that the human authorship of the Scriptures introduces the possibility of error, the link between the book and the Divine author remains. The Spirit of God hovered over the waters, and brought the world to the state of being ‘very good’. It was a sinless world, because God was its first cause, and second causes were not involved. Sin certainly entered the world, through second causes, but God is not the creator of sin. In the same way, a direct line is drawn from God to Scripture. The Bible is God-breathed, coming out of the mouth of God, ‘immediately inspired’, or spirated as McGowan puts it. God is its author to such an extent that 2 Timothy 3:16 does not have human authors in view, and 2 Peter 1:20–21 dares to limit the role of the human will in inscripturation. However the human dimension in the project of inscripturation is categorized, it cannot be conceived of as being the abandonment of the project solely to second causes.
 God is the author.

God cannot by definition (according to the way that He defines Himself in His revelation to us) be the author of error. This is the heart of the matter. When faced with these particular words, which are the very words of God, we are required to presuppose that those words are true. If they were the words of human authors as McGowan proposes, then errancy is a consideration. Given the connection of the words to the Divine author, positing error is to pit the will of God against the truth of God.

The truth of the Word of God is to be an a priori belief, demanded of us by our sovereign. It is not a position arrived at by framing an a posteriori argument. As the Westminster Confession says, the Scriptures are to be received because of the authority of God the author, ‘who is truth itself’ (WCF 1.4). 

It is the presupposition of all of theology that the Triune God exists and has revealed Himself, but there are various implications built in to that presupposition that it is God who has spoken, including that His words are unified, authoritative, comprehensible, necessary, and truthful. Truth is one aspect amongst several implications, but is equally as significant as the authority of God’s word, considering its place in the Fall. As Eve learned, doubt and disbelief are not to be entertained with regard to the words of God. 

It is not presumptuous to assume this, but the opposite is the case. Anything but an a priori assumption of truthfulness is unworthy of who our God is. This a priori is not to deny the human authorship of Scriptures, contra Berkouwer.
 It is to not lose sight of authorship by the Deity, who is truth, omniscient and master of all the facts of history. Whilst in scholastic fashion we may frame arguments about what God hypothetically could and could not do, once we are confronted specifically with the Scriptures, we are confronted with its Divine authorship and all that that entails, and all other musings must cease. McGowan has tried to set us free from subjecting God’s Word to evidence, but has not gone far enough.

Is my desire for epistemological certainty the driving force behind my inerrantism?
 On the one hand, inerrantism hardly provides freedom from doubt. Instead, the book becomes more of an affront to fallen humanity, and less under my control. Inerrantism raises the moral stakes, as it were. It demands greater faith, a frightening degree of faith for autonomous man. In my natural state, I find it easier to believe that Scripture has error rather than entire truth, and I would rather accept its truth because I have verified it by reason rather than bowing before it as the voice of my Creator. Furthermore, there remain highly complex issues of textual transmission and hermeneutics. In particular, how do I know that I have risen above my own subjectivity in my interpretation of the infallibly true Scriptures? 

On the other hand, I cannot deny the desire for certainty, but neither can I condemn it, because it is the creaturely converse to the divine truthfulness. As the heart cries out for the God who exists (and He does!), so too does it cry out for His truth.

The awareness that God speaks truth alone in the Scriptures arises in the following ways.

1. First, there is general revelation. Truth is found in the Scriptures, but it is not confined to the Scriptures. (a) We would expect a quality of truthfulness to pertain to special revelation as pertains to general revelation. God uses creational means to convey the truth that God exists and is the creator, and we do not excusably hypothesize the possibility of error in this. (b) Part of the truth that general revelation teaches is of the truthfulness of God. It is an instilled awareness in every human heart that God defines reality and morality—that He defines truth—even though they ‘suppress the truth in unrighteousness’ and exchange ‘the truth of God for the lie’ (Rom. 1:18, 15). We intrinsically know the ‘invisible things of Him’ and the ‘divine nature’ (Rom. 1:20). Every human knows that therefore it is wrong to lie, even though they become deceivers and boasters (Rom. 1:29–31). Upon hearing the inscripturated words of God, we are creationally conditioned to assume its trustworthiness and its truthfulness.     

2. Secondly, there is the testamentum of the Spirit. The gifts of faith and repentance from the Spirit of holiness and truth lead me to turn back from the lie to the truth. Through the Spirit, I know that it is my Master’s holy and truthful voice speaking in the Scriptures. Bavinck writes, ‘But Scripture acquires certainty as God’s own Word with us by the testimony of the Holy Spirit…The same Spirit who spoke through the mouths of the prophets must work in our hearts to persuade us that they faithfully proclaimed what had been commanded by God.’
 Drawing on Calvin, he adds, ‘The testimony of the Holy Spirit…establishes believers in relation to the truth of God. It is he who makes faith a sure knowledge that excludes all doubt.’
 The Westminster Confession puts it that ‘our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth and divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit…’ (1.5). There is a Spirit-given a priori commitment to the unqualified truth of God’s Word. How could the awareness of the truthfulness of Scripture come about in a solely a posteriori fashion? If it is not given by the Spirit, it could never be arrived at by some other means. What other means could there be? The Spirit brings me to bow before the authority and truthfulness of the God who has spoken and speaks in His Word, and doubt as to His authority and truthfulness is unbelief. This is a continuing witness that works ‘by and with the Word in our hearts’.

3. Thirdly, there is Scripture itself (that which the Spirit has given to us and by which the Spirit works in our lives and in the Church). The Scripture (the God who speaks in Scripture) mandates no other approach other than that of a priori belief in its truthfulness. It issues no call to validate the Scripture’s truthfulness by framing an a posteriori argument. As Calvin has it in his Institutes I.7, the desire to validate the ‘authority’ and ‘credibility’ of the Scriptures is insulting to the Spirit, and is an attempt to subject the ‘truth of God’ to the will of man.
 Furthermore, God gives no indication in the Word that it is valid to believe that the prophetic role impinges upon the veracity of God’s revelation. The Bible never calls into question any previously revealed incidental details. Everything in Scripture thus expects its readers to assume its truthfulness, and everything in Scripture heads towards asserting its truthfulness.
 

9. Human means

Means were used in the writing of Scripture. As Bavinck observes, the Scriptures were written ‘through’, not ‘by’ the prophets.
 In the language of the Westminster Confession, ‘God, in His ordinary providence, maketh use of means, yet is free to work without, above, and against them, at His pleasure’, and above and against them He did work (WCF 5.3). 

The trend today is for evangelicals to give full place to the human authorship of Scriptures. If anything, it is overplayed.
 Still, this aspect of Scripture must be affirmed and given place in the Church’s hermeneutics. It is the case that we trust in the Divine author and the human authors (and thus John sets himself forth as a witness: John 21:24; 1 John 1:3).

However, it must not be imagined that there is an equivalent degree of causation here.
 There is an order, and, contrary to Herman Ridderbos, it is not the human over the divine.
 Bavinck warns that this reality of ‘secondary’ human authorship must not be used ‘to undermine the authorship of the Holy Spirit, the primary author’.
 Putting that thought into the current climate, the presupposition of human limitations ought not to undermine the a priori commitment to the truthfulness of God. Bavinck then compares Scripture to the incarnation, in words that are indicative of what his position truly is:

This organic view has been repeatedly used, however, to undermine the authorship of the Holy Spirit, the primary author. The incarnation of Christ demands that we trace it down into the depths of its humiliation, in all its weakness and contempt. The recording of the word, or revelation, invites us to recognize that dimension of weakness and lowliness, the servant form, also in Scripture. But just as Christ’s human nature, however weak and lowly, remained free from sin, so also Scripture is “conceived without defect or stain”: totally human in all its parts but also divine in all its parts.

Both the recording of the Scriptures and the human nature of Christ have servantile weakness and lowliness, but not moral sin, defect or stain (noting that Bavinck seeks to avoid applying a moral category to the inanimate object that is Scripture, for the sinlessness applies to the actions of ‘recording’ and ‘conceiving’ of the Scriptures). That which should be said of Christ should be said of the writing of the Scriptures. ‘Without sin’ is not necessarily symmetrical with ‘without defect or stain’, and implies that something beyond sinlessness has been accomplished (and indicates that Bavinck is not thinking of the possibility of sinless error). The overall effect is to say that despite what we would expect to be the result of the finitudinal dimension, the pure, infinitudinal dimension had its way. The result is not only fully infinitudinal in origin, but still fully finitudinal in origin, which can only mean that Bavinck does not think that to err is necessarily human. 

The incarnation analogy is under duress at the moment, yet it can profitably be pursued by removing its analogous elements. The apostles and prophets were the agents of the Messiah, writing at His command. It is as though the incarnate Christ wrote the Scriptures. However, ‘as though’ is insufficient. Even in its spirated nature, there is humanness to Scripture, since the Author, the Spirit of God, proceeds from Father and Son, but also proceeds functionally from the ‘powerful Son of God’, the resurrected Messiah, the second Adam who became life-giving Spirit. Incarnate in exaltation, not humiliation, Jesus sends the ‘Spirit of truth’, who comes to the disciples, bringing them to remember all that he had said to them (John 14:17–18, 26). Scripture is not a book of the fallen world, but from the restored world sent back into this world; of the resurrection and ascended Christ and His Spirit, not of the flesh.
 It is His book, in His divinity and His incarnation.
    

10. What language shall we use?

How should we speak about the Scripture, then? The infallibilist tag, by itself, is too open to misunderstanding. In McGowan’s construction, it proceeds from a presupposition of doubt. Packer’s observation of Berkouwer is relevant here, that in rejecting ‘inerrancy’, ‘he neglects apologetics, and leaves himself short of terminology for affirmation to a sceptical world that the Bible is true.’
 

The word ‘inerrancy’ works well, despite the difficulties of knowing just what that means when applied to the different genres of Scripture, and of knowing precisely what the shape of the autographs of some particular books would be. Still, if we must alter the language with which we speak of Scripture, it is a shame that we cannot, if possible, (a) speak positively rather than negatively, of what Scripture is rather than what it is not; and (b) speak in Biblical terms of the Scripture. 

McGowan confesses that if it were not for the history of the doctrine, he would personally opt for the word, ‘authenticity’, to express what is meant by infallibility.
 This has certain advantages over ‘inerrancy’, which implies to some that there is a standard of truth external to the Scriptures that is being used to judge it.
 ‘Authenticity’ could be taken to strongly affirm that the Scriptures (originally and across the ages) are from God, which surely is the vital point (‘God-breathed’ says it even more cogently, but it is difficult to turn that into a noun). 

Still, there is a high likelihood of confusion in the use of ‘authenticity’. The word ‘authentic’ applies very well to the conformity of the original language texts we have today to the original manuscripts. The Westminster Confession thus uses the term ‘authentical’, in a paragraph that essentially argues along inerrantist-type lines. 
 Since the extant Hebrew and Greek texts conform to the ‘immediately inspired’, pure texts, they are from God and are the authority in all matters of controversy. 

McGowan’s use of authenticity omits the concern for the relationship of the apographa to the autographa, however, and focuses on the authenticating ministry of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit ‘authenticates it to our hearts’.
 This conforms to the powerfully-deployed Reformational doctrine of the self-authenticating nature of Scripture. Calvin argues that the secret, inward testimony assures us that the Scripture is from God, thus setting the Scripture free from subjection to human reason (ecclesiastic authority).
 Authenticity could thus be thought of as a statement about what the Scriptures are, or the ministry of the Spirit imparting the knowledge of what the Scriptures are.
Because of the overt teaching of the Scriptures about itself and because of the philosophical climate in which we live, more can and should be said, not by way of substantive addition to ‘God-breathed’ (autographa) and ‘authentical’ (apographa), but by way of explicating what it means that the authoritative book of Scripture proceeds from God. The concern of ‘inerrancy’ is to express one of the implications of that God-breathedness, and so to communicate specifically one of the Bible’s chief distinctions from other literature. The focus is placed on this particular point because of the emphasis truth receives in the Scriptures, and also because of the philosophical climate of the day. Other implications could just as easily be emphasised, including unity, comprehensibility and infallibility, all of which are built in to the fundamental presupposition that God has spoken.

There is language used in Scripture about Scripture, as many across the alleged inerrantist-infallibilist divide have noted, namely the language of ‘true’ and ‘truth’. The Apostle John uses these words in a variety of ways in his Gospel, but he does close his book by saying that his testimony is ‘true’ (John 21:24, assuming Johannine authorship). What is his testimony about? He does not only write a collection of theological truths, but he writes of the things that ‘Jesus did’ (and so 21:25, there are ‘other’ things that Jesus did). Thus, John is partially saying that he has written the truth about the historical life and ministry of Jesus (cf. 19:35). These things actually happened (cf. 1 John 1:1–4, ‘we have heard/seen/looked/handled’), and the Spirit has led him to recite these truths (John 16:13). When Jesus says, ‘Your word is truth’ (17:17), this cannot be removed from being in some respects a statement of all the Scriptures, including those yet to be written. John 14:17–18, 26 has already been referred to: the one who guides the disciples in remembering Jesus’ ministry is termed ‘the Spirit of truth’. The Scriptures as written by the apostles and prophets claim to be truthful in what they teach. Note that, contrary to McGowan’s assertion, inerrancy is not derived only by theological extrapolation from 2 Timothy 3:16. God is truth, and did not will into existence in His God-breathed book that which is contrary to His own nature. The Scripture is true in all that it teaches.

CONCLUSION

Although there may be various stimulating aspects to the book, The Divine Spiration of Scripture, the central thesis has been seen to be flawed. It proved to be a serious methodological weakness in the work to not seek to define the position which was being countered. The book’s representation of the Old Princeton and New Amsterdam schools of thought has been seen to be inaccurate, to the level of the reckless caricaturing of the former, and the outright misquoting of Herman Bavinck. The main thesis itself, which moves between saying that God could hypothetically have given errant autographa of Scripture, to the affirmation that the autographa were not inerrant, has been seen to be theologically problematic. 

The conclusion is that the doctrine of hypothetical or presumptive errancy does not offer a productive, or even new, direction in understanding the Scriptures. When faced with the very words of God, the assumption of truth is demanded. The true Christ gives us true Scripture, by which He truly imparts Himself to us: the truth that sets us free. 
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