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Introduction 

 
 

The apostle Peter, writing near the end of his life and in full awareness of the false teachers threatening the church 

he had helped to plant, grounds his defense of the apostolic message in a direct personal appeal: 

 

“For we did not follow cleverly devised tales when we made known to you the power and 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty… And so we have 

the prophetic word made more sure, to which you do well to pay attention as to a lamp 
shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star arises in your hearts; 

knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, 
for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit 

spoke from God.” 

2 Peter 1:16, 19–21, NASB 1995 

 

Peter’s warning about “cleverly devised tales” is not merely a first-century pastoral concern. It is the description 

of a recurring pattern in the history of the church’s engagement with Scripture: the persistent attempt to replace 

the apostolic testimony, grounded in eyewitness encounter with the risen Christ and inscripturated in the God-

breathed Word, with alternative accounts of what the Bible is and what authority it carries. These alternatives are 

always, in Peter’s phrase, cleverly devised: they arrive not in the form of open rejection but in the form of 

sophisticated intellectual frameworks that claim to honor the Bible while effectively undermining its authority. 

This lesson traces the history of those cleverly devised frameworks from the seventeenth century to the present. 

Understanding this history is not an exercise in academic curiosity; it is essential for the pastor and believer who 

must recognize the intellectual sources of the challenges they face, understand why those challenges are 

ultimately inadequate, and hold their ground with the confidence of those who know the Word that stands forever 

against every attack of human reason and cultural fashion. 

We will examine the pre-Enlightenment consensus that the church maintained for fifteen centuries, the 

Enlightenment turn that introduced reason as an autonomous judge over Scripture, the specific historical-critical 

methods that arose from that turn, the liberal redefinition of inspiration by Schleiermacher, the Fundamentalist-

Modernist controversy in American Protestantism, the ambiguous response of Karl Barth’s neo-orthodoxy, the 

evangelical inerrancy battle that produced the Chicago Statement, and the ongoing challenge of postmodernism’s 

assault on the possibility of objective textual meaning. Lesson 24 will then develop the positive case for the 

doctrine of Scripture we have established throughout this course. 
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I.   THE PRE-ENLIGHTENMENT CONSENSUS: SCRIPTURE’S 
UNQUESTIONED AUTHORITY 

 
 

For the first fifteen centuries of the church’s history, the authority of Scripture was not seriously questioned from 

within the Christian tradition. Debates about specific interpretations, canonical boundaries, and the relationship 

between Scripture and tradition were real and sometimes intense, but the foundational conviction that the Bible, 

as the Word of God, carries divine authority and is without error in what it affirms was the nearly universal 

consensus of the church across every major tradition. 

The church fathers (Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Athanasius, Augustine) held this conviction with varying degrees 

of sophistication but with remarkable consistency. Augustine’s famous statement that he yields unquestioning 

belief to the canonical books alone expresses a conviction that pervades patristic thought: the Scripture is in a 

category entirely apart from all other human writing, and its authority is therefore absolute. The medieval 

theologians (Anselm, Aquinas, Bonaventure) built their systematic theologies on the foundation of scriptural 

authority, treating the Bible as the highest principle from which all theological argument proceeds. The Reformers 

recovered and sharpened this conviction, producing confessional statements that defined Scripture as the only 

infallible rule of faith and practice. 

The pre-Enlightenment consensus does not mean that the church never encountered challenges to biblical 

authority. Gnosticism in the second century, Marcionism’s rejection of the Old Testament, and various heretical 

movements throughout the medieval period all represented attempts to undermine or distort the biblical text. 

But these were challenges from outside the mainstream of Christian thought, rejected by the church as heretical. 

The challenge that the Enlightenment introduced was of a different character: it arose from within the intellectual 

culture of European Christianity, employed the tools of scholarship rather than open rejection, and claimed to 

honor Scripture while subjecting it to the judgment of autonomous human reason. 

 

II.   THE ENLIGHTENMENT TURN: REASON AS THE 
AUTONOMOUS JUDGE OF SCRIPTURE 

 
 

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries witnessed one of the most consequential intellectual revolutions in 

human history: the rise of Enlightenment rationalism, with its confidence in human reason as the supreme and 

autonomous arbiter of truth. The Enlightenment did not deny that there was truth; it relocated the source of 

access to truth from divine revelation to human rational inquiry. Reason was no longer the servant of revelation; 

it was its judge. 

 

A.   Baruch Spinoza and the Founding of Biblical Criticism 

The philosophical foundation for the critical approach to Scripture was laid by Baruch Spinoza in his Tractatus 

Theologico-Politicus, published anonymously in 1670. Spinoza argued that the Bible must be interpreted by 

precisely the same principles (rational analysis, historical investigation, literary study) applied to any other human 

document. No special hermeneutical principles are warranted by the Bible’s claimed divine origin, because that 
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claim is itself subject to rational evaluation. Spinoza also argued that Moses could not have written the Pentateuch 

(since it describes his own death), that the historical books of the Old Testament were compiled from multiple 

earlier sources, and that Scripture’s authority is limited to its ethical teaching rather than its historical and 

metaphysical claims. 

Spinoza’s work was formally rejected by both Jewish and Christian authorities of his time. But its method, the 

application of rational-critical analysis to Scripture without the presupposition of divine inspiration, became the 

founding framework of historical-critical scholarship. Every subsequent development in critical biblical studies 

builds on the methodological foundation that Spinoza established: treat the Bible as you would treat any other 

ancient document, and let reason be the judge of what it actually says and whether it is reliable. 

 

B.   Johann Salomo Semler and the Protestant Accommodation 

The critical method entered Protestant biblical scholarship most decisively through Johann Salomo Semler (1725–

1791), a German theologian who is often credited with founding the discipline of historical-critical biblical studies 

within a Protestant framework. Semler introduced a distinction that would prove enormously consequential: the 

distinction between “the Word of God” (the spiritually edifying content of Scripture) and the Bible as a whole 

(which he regarded as a historically conditioned, culturally limited human document that could contain errors and 

contradictions). 

Semler’s distinction allowed critical scholars to maintain a formal reverence for Scripture while subjecting it to the 

full range of rationalist critique. The Bible’s spiritual authority could be affirmed while its historical claims were 

evaluated, and found wanting, by the standards of rational investigation. This move of separating the Bible’s 

spiritual authority from its historical reliability is the structural precursor of every subsequent liberal and neo-

orthodox position. It is also, as we have seen in Lesson 8, theologically incoherent: a book that errs in what it says 

about history cannot be trusted as an infallible guide in what it says about God. 

 

III.   THE RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM: WELLHAUSEN 
AND THE JEDP HYPOTHESIS 

 
 

The nineteenth century witnessed the systematic development of historical-critical methods into a 

comprehensive academic discipline for the study of the Bible. The most influential product of this development 

was the Documentary Hypothesis: the theory that the Pentateuch was not written by Moses but was compiled 

from four distinct source documents by later editors. 

 

A.   The Development of Source Criticism 

The idea that the Pentateuch contained different literary sources was not original to the nineteenth century; 

earlier scholars had noticed textual features (duplicate narratives, variation in divine names, differences in style) 

that they attributed to different underlying documents. But it was Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) who gave the 

Documentary Hypothesis its canonical form in his Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel (1878). He argued 

not merely that multiple sources underlie the Pentateuch but that these sources could be dated and that their 
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dating revealed the true history of Israelite religion, a history very different from the one the Old Testament itself 

presents. 

Wellhausen’s reconstruction portrayed Israelite religion as an evolutionary development from primitive animism 

through polytheism to ethical monotheism, with the sophisticated Mosaic law code not as the foundation of 

Israel’s religion but as a late Priestly invention designed to legitimate the priestly establishment of the post-exilic 

period. The Moses of the Documentary Hypothesis is a legendary figure who did not write the Pentateuch; the 

religion of Israel evolved over centuries and found its supposedly authoritative expression only in the writings of 

late priestly editors. This reconstruction, accepted with enthusiasm by liberal scholarship, effectively dismantled 

the Old Testament’s own account of Israel’s history and the Mosaic foundation of its religion. 

 

B.   The Extension to the New Testament 

Historical-critical methods were applied to the New Testament with equal vigor in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792–1860) and the Tübingen School treated the New Testament documents 

as products of the conflict between Petrine (Jewish) and Pauline (Gentile) Christianity, dating most of them well 

into the second century. David Friedrich Strauss’s Life of Jesus (1835) subjected the Gospel narratives to a 

thoroughgoing mythological analysis, dismissing the miraculous elements as later legendary accretions. Rudolf 

Bultmann (1884–1976) carried this program to its logical conclusion, arguing for the “demythologization” of the 

New Testament: the stripping away of the first-century mythological worldview to recover an existential message 

that could be recast in modern categories. 

The historical-critical program, whether applied to the Old or New Testament, operates on the same foundational 

presupposition: the Bible is a purely human document produced by the same historical, cultural, and literary forces 

that produce any human religious text. The doctrine of divine inspiration is not a theological presupposition that 

governs interpretation; it is itself a historical claim subject to critical evaluation, and one that rational investigation 

finds unwarranted. 

 

IV.   SCHLEIERMACHER AND THE LIBERAL 
REDEFINITION OF INSPIRATION 

 
 

While historical criticism was developing as the dominant academic approach to the biblical text, a parallel 

movement was redefining the theological concept of inspiration itself. The architect of this redefinition was 

Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), often called the father of modern liberal theology. 

Schleiermacher’s theological project was driven by the apologetic goal of making Christianity credible to “the 

cultured despisers of religion,” the educated European contemporaries who found orthodox Christianity 

intellectually untenable. His solution was to relocate the foundation of religion from external revelation to internal 

religious experience, specifically, the feeling of absolute dependence on the infinite that he identified as the 

universal religious consciousness. 

For Schleiermacher, the Bible’s authority and inspiration are not grounded in the objective truth of its claims or 

the supernatural production of its text; they are grounded in the elevated religious consciousness of its authors. 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Bibliology  |  Lesson 23  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 6 

The prophets and apostles were inspired in the sense that their religious experience was of unusual depth and 

purity; Scripture records that experience and, by doing so, can evoke similar experiences in subsequent readers. 

Inspiration is not the Spirit’s superintendence of the production of an authoritative verbal deposit; it is the 

intensity of a religious feeling. 

Schleiermacher’s redefinition evacuated the doctrinal content of Christianity from its foundational position and 

replaced it with religious experience as the seat of authority. The inevitable consequence was that any doctrinal 

claim that conflicted with the educated modern consciousness could be set aside as an expression of culturally 

limited religious feeling rather than binding divine revelation. The atonement, the bodily resurrection, and the 

final judgment could all be reinterpreted as expressions of the religious consciousness of first-century Jewish 

culture rather than as normative divine revelation. Liberal theology followed this trajectory throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, progressively revising or abandoning the historic doctrines of 

Christianity in response to the demands of the modern critical consciousness. 

 

V.   THE FUNDAMENTALIST-MODERNIST CONTROVERSY 

 
 

By the early twentieth century, the accommodation of liberal theology and historical criticism had penetrated the 

major Protestant denominations in America and Europe to a significant degree. Denominations that had been 

founded on orthodox Protestant confessions were being staffed by ministers trained in universities and seminaries 

where historical criticism was the academic norm and liberal theology was the theological fashion. The conflict 

between the historic faith and the liberal revision came to a head in the decades between 1900 and 1935, in what 

became known as the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy. 

 

A.   The Fundamentals 

The evangelical response to liberalism’s advance was signaled by the publication of The Fundamentals (1910–

1915), a series of ninety essays by conservative scholars defending the historic doctrines of Christianity, including 

biblical inerrancy, the virgin birth, the substitutionary atonement, the physical resurrection, and the bodily return 

of Christ. The essays were widely distributed and represented a broad coalition of conservative scholars from 

various denominations who recognized the theological stakes of the liberal revision. 

The Fundamentals gave their name to the Fundamentalist movement, though the original usage of the term 

carried a dignity and scholarly seriousness that its later popular connotation obscures. The first Fundamentalists 

were not anti-intellectual; they were fighting for the intellectual integrity of the historic Christian faith against 

what they correctly recognized as a reversion to a rationalism incompatible with biblical Christianity. 

 

B.   The Denominational Battles 

The theological conflict erupted into open denominational warfare in the major Protestant bodies. In the 

Presbyterian Church USA, J. Gresham Machen (1881–1937) provided the most intellectually rigorous defense of 

historic orthodoxy in his Christianity and Liberalism (1923). He argued that what the liberals were teaching was 

not a revised form of Christianity but a different religion entirely, one that shared the vocabulary of Christianity 
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while replacing its substance with a Schleiermacherian religiosity incompatible with the apostolic gospel. Machen 

was ultimately defrocked and went on to found what became the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. 

Similar battles occurred in Baptist, Methodist, and other denominations, with broadly similar results: the liberal 

establishment retained control of the major denominational institutions and seminaries, while conservative 

minorities founded alternative institutions (Dallas Theological Seminary, Westminster Theological Seminary, 

Wheaton College, and others) committed to the historic doctrine of Scripture. By the mid-twentieth century, the 

major Protestant denominations had been substantially captured by liberal theology, and the institutional 

expression of historic evangelical Protestantism had moved to the newer conservative institutions. 

 

VI.   KARL BARTH AND NEO-ORTHODOXY: THE BIBLE AS 
WITNESS TO THE WORD 

 
 

The theological landscape of the mid-twentieth century was shaped by the towering figure of Karl Barth (1886–

1968), whose Church Dogmatics constitutes one of the most ambitious theological projects in the history of 

Christian thought. Barth reacted against both Protestant liberalism (which he regarded as the capitulation of 

theology to human culture) and Protestant orthodoxy (which he regarded as a rationalist ossification of the living 

Word). His neo-orthodoxy offered an alternative that, while containing profound theological insights, ultimately 

failed to provide a stable ground for the authority of Scripture. 

 

A.   Barth’s Contribution 

Barth’s recovery of the sovereignty and freedom of God, his insistence that theology must be grounded in divine 

revelation rather than human experience or reason, and his Christocentric reading of all of Scripture and theology 

were genuine and significant contributions that rescued twentieth-century Protestant theology from the 

immanentism of liberalism. Barth took the Bible with extraordinary seriousness and produced exegetical work of 

remarkable depth and theological richness. 

 

B.   Barth’s Failure 

But Barth’s doctrine of Scripture represents a fundamental departure from the Reformation position. For Barth, 

the Bible is not itself the Word of God; it is the witness of human beings to the Word of God, which is Jesus Christ. 

The Bible becomes the Word of God in the moment of divine encounter, when God, in His sovereign freedom, 

chooses to speak through the human words of the biblical text. In itself, the Bible is a fallible human document; 

in the moment of encounter, it mediates the divine Word. 

This distinction between the Bible as witness and the Bible as Word has several fatal consequences. First, it denies 

the objective, permanent authority of the written text in favor of a subjective, episodic encounter that varies with 

God’s sovereign choice. The Bible’s authority is not consistently present in the text; it is mediated through the text 

in unrepeatable moments of divine decision. Second, it retains the higher-critical conclusion that the biblical text, 

in itself, contains human errors and limitations, thus conceding the central claim of liberalism while attempting to 

preserve some form of biblical authority. Third, it provides no stable ground for the church’s preaching or 
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theological development, since the text that becomes the Word in one moment of encounter is not guaranteed 

to carry that authority in any subsequent moment. 

Barth’s neo-orthodoxy was enormously influential in twentieth-century Protestantism, and its influence helped 

arrest the most extreme consequences of liberal theology. But it could not ultimately provide what the evangelical 

tradition requires: a stable, objective, textual authority grounded in the divine inspiration of the written Word 

rather than in the episodic sovereignty of a divine encounter mediated through a fallible human text. 

 

VII.   THE INERRANCY CONTROVERSY AND THE CHICAGO 
STATEMENT 

 
 

The mid-twentieth century evangelical movement in America sought to distinguish itself from both the intellectual 

defensiveness of Fundamentalism and the theological accommodation of liberalism, engaging the culture with 

intellectual seriousness while maintaining the historic doctrine of Scripture. But the influence of neo-orthodoxy 

and the rising academic prestige of historical criticism created pressure within evangelicalism itself to soften or 

redefine the doctrine of inerrancy. 

 

A.   The Evangelical Drift 

Harold Lindsell’s The Battle for the Bible (1976) documented with painful specificity the drift away from inerrancy 

within evangelical institutions. Seminaries that had been founded on explicit commitments to inerrancy had 

quietly revised their confessional standards to permit limited infallibility positions. Faculty members who denied 

inerrancy in various forms had been retained and promoted. Students trained at these institutions had carried the 

revised doctrine into the churches and denominational structures. The drift was real, documented, and 

consequential. 

The pattern Lindsell identified followed the same trajectory as the earlier mainline Protestant drift: begin with a 

seemingly modest intellectual accommodation (allow for minor historical or scientific errors in Scripture while 

affirming its spiritual authority), and discover that the accommodation has no stable stopping point. Every 

subsequent revision of the doctrine opens the door to the next revision, until the position has traveled so far from 

the original that it is functionally indistinguishable from the liberalism the evangelicals had originally defined 

themselves against. 

 

B.   The Chicago Statement 

The evangelical response to the inerrancy controversy reached its definitive expression in the Chicago Statement 

on Biblical Inerrancy, produced at a summit of nearly three hundred evangelical scholars in October 1978. The 

Chicago Statement provided a comprehensive, carefully nuanced, and theologically rigorous definition of 

inerrancy that addressed both the attacks from liberal scholarship and the distortions from within evangelicalism. 

The Statement affirms that Scripture, being God’s own Word, “is without error or fault in all its teaching” and that 

inerrancy means the Bible “is true and reliable in all the matters it addresses.” It carefully distinguishes inerrancy 

from precision (the Bible is accurate but not required to meet standards of modern technical precision), from 
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exhaustiveness (the Bible is sufficient but not required to address every question), and from the transmission of 

copies (inerrancy applies to the autographs, not to every subsequent copy). The Chicago Statement remains the 

most authoritative evangelical definition of inerrancy and the standard against which subsequent evangelical 

discussions of the doctrine are measured. 

 

VIII.   THE ONGOING CHALLENGE: POSTMODERNISM 
AND THE EROSION OF TEXTUAL AUTHORITY 

 
 

The most recent phase of the attack on scriptural authority does not take the form of either the rationalist criticism 

of the Enlightenment or the experiential subjectivism of Schleiermacher. It takes the form of postmodernism, the 

broad intellectual and cultural movement that challenges not only the authority of Scripture but the possibility of 

authoritative textual meaning in any text. 

Postmodernism, in its various forms, holds that meaning is not inherent in texts but is produced by readers. On 

this account, texts do not carry determinate meanings that careful interpretation can recover; they are open to 

multiple, equally valid readings that reflect the perspective, power interests, and cultural location of the 

interpreter. On this view, the claim that the Bible has a single authoritative meaning that governs its interpretation 

is itself a power claim: the imposition of one reading community’s perspective over others in the name of an 

objectivity that is itself a cultural construction. 

Postmodernism’s impact on biblical interpretation has been significant in academic biblical studies, where it has 

reinforced reader-response approaches, ideological criticism (feminist, postcolonial, queer readings of the text), 

and a general skepticism about the possibility of recovering authorial intent. In the broader culture, it has 

contributed to a widespread assumption that all interpretations of Scripture are equally valid expressions of 

personal or communal perspective, and that the church’s claim to preach the authoritative Word of God is a form 

of cultural imperialism. 

The evangelical response to postmodernism must engage it at the appropriate level. Postmodernism contains 

genuine insights about the limitations of human perspective and the ways in which interpretation can be distorted 

by power and cultural interest. But its conclusion, that no interpretation is more faithful to the text than any other, 

is self-refuting: the claim that all interpretations are perspectival is itself a perspective that claims to see things as 

they really are. And the doctrine of Scripture provides resources that postmodernism lacks: the conviction that 

the divine Author of the text stands behind its meaning and has provided the Spirit to illumine it for those who 

receive it in faith and submission. 
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Key Text (NASB 1995) 

 
  

“For we did not follow cleverly devised tales when we made known to you the power and 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of His majesty… And so we have 

the prophetic word made more sure, to which you do well to pay attention as to a lamp 
shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star arises in your hearts; 

knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, 
for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit 

spoke from God.” 

2 Peter 1:16, 19–21 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 

 
 

The 
Enlightenment 

The intellectual movement of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that elevated human 
reason as the supreme and autonomous authority over all claims to truth, including religious 
and theological claims. The Enlightenment’s application to Scripture produced historical 
criticism: the treatment of the Bible as a purely human document subject to the same 
analytical tools applied to any ancient literature, without the presupposition of divine 
inspiration or authority. 

Historical 
Criticism 

A family of academic methods that approach the biblical text as a purely human historical 
document, evaluating it by the same standards applied to any ancient literature without the 
presupposition of divine inspiration. Historical criticism includes source criticism (identifying 
supposed sources underlying the text), form criticism (identifying oral forms behind the text), 
redaction criticism (analyzing editorial shaping of the text), and historical criticism proper 
(evaluating the text’s historical reliability by modern academic standards). 

Baruch Spinoza 
(1632–1677) 

The Dutch philosopher whose Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1670) is often regarded as the 
founding document of modern historical criticism of the Bible. Spinoza argued that the Bible 
must be interpreted by the same rational and historical principles applied to any human 
document, that Moses did not write the Pentateuch, and that Scripture’s authority is limited 
to its ethical teaching rather than its historical or metaphysical claims. 

Johann Salomo 
Semler (1725–
1791) 

A German theologian often credited with bringing Enlightenment principles into systematic 
Protestant biblical scholarship. Semler distinguished between “the Word of God” (the 
spiritually edifying content of Scripture) and the Bible as a whole (which he regarded as a 
historically conditioned human document), effectively introducing a distinction between 
biblical authority and biblical inspiration that would prove enormously influential in 
subsequent liberal theology. 

Friedrich 
Schleiermacher 
(1768–1834) 

Often called the “father of modern liberal theology.” Schleiermacher relocated the source of 
religious authority from the external Word of God to the internal religious experience (the 
feeling of absolute dependence on God). For Schleiermacher, inspiration was not the Spirit’s 
superintendence of the human authors’ production of an authoritative text but the religious 
consciousness of the authors as expressed in their writings. Scripture’s authority was thus 
made derivative from and dependent on its ability to evoke religious experience. 

Neo-Orthodoxy The twentieth-century theological movement associated primarily with Karl Barth (1886–
1968) that reacted against both Protestant liberalism and Protestant orthodoxy. Neo-
orthodoxy affirmed the unique witness of Scripture to Jesus Christ but denied the equation of 
the Bible with the Word of God. For Barth, the Bible becomes the Word of God in the moment 
of divine encounter; it is not in itself the inerrant, authoritative Word but a fallible human 
witness through which God may choose to speak. This distinction between the Bible as witness 
and the Bible as Word became enormously influential in twentieth-century Protestant 
theology. 

The 
Fundamentalist-
Modernist 
Controversy 

The theological conflict within American Protestantism in the early twentieth century (c. 
1900–1935) between Fundamentalists (who defended the historic doctrines of Christianity, 
including biblical inerrancy, the virgin birth, the physical resurrection, and the substitutionary 
atonement) and Modernists (who sought to reconcile Christianity with modern historical-
critical scholarship and liberal cultural assumptions). The controversy resulted in major 
denominational battles, institutional splits, and the founding of distinctively fundamentalist 
and distinctively modernist institutions. 
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The Chicago 
Statement on 
Biblical Inerrancy 
(1978) 

A landmark document produced by nearly three hundred evangelical scholars at a summit in 
Chicago, providing a comprehensive, carefully nuanced definition of the doctrine of biblical 
inerrancy in response to the inerrancy debate within American evangelicalism. The Statement 
affirms that Scripture, in the original autographs, is without error in all that it affirms, while 
carefully qualifying the scope of inerrancy and addressing common misunderstandings. It 
remains the most authoritative evangelical definition of inerrancy. 

Postmodernism The broad intellectual and cultural movement, emerging in the late twentieth century, that 
challenges the Enlightenment’s confidence in reason, universal truth, and objective meaning. 
Postmodernism holds that meaning is socially constructed, that truth claims are perspectival 
rather than objective, and that texts do not carry determinate meanings that can be recovered 
by interpretation but are open to multiple equally valid readings. Applied to Scripture, 
postmodernism challenges both the objectivity of the text’s meaning and the possibility of 
authoritative biblical interpretation. 

Harold Lindsell 
and The Battle for 
the Bible (1976) 

Harold Lindsell was a scholar and editor of Christianity Today who published The Battle for the 
Bible in 1976, documenting the widespread departure from inerrancy among evangelical 
institutions, seminaries, and denominations over the preceding decades. The book catalyzed 
the evangelical inerrancy debate, contributing directly to the Chicago summit of 1978. 
Lindsell’s argument was that the departure from inerrancy was not a minor theological 
adjustment but a decisive step on the road to theological liberalism. 
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Practical Application 

 
 

A.   For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the attacks on Scripture’s authority documented in this lesson are not merely intellectual 

curiosities but the contemporary expression of a spiritual hostility to the Word of God that is as old as the serpent’s 

question in the garden: “Has God indeed said?” (Genesis 3:1). Every intellectual framework that relocates 

authority from the divine Word to human reason, human experience, or the reader’s perspective is, whatever its 

academic sophistication, a variation on this primal challenge to the Word’s supremacy. 

We must also believe that the church’s response to these challenges has not been merely defensive but 

constructive. The Fundamentals, the Chicago Statement, and the sustained work of evangelical scholarship across 

the past century represent the church’s faithful engagement with the intellectual challenges of its age. They were 

not a retreat from intellectual engagement but a principled refusal to purchase intellectual respectability at the 

cost of doctrinal faithfulness. The doctrine of Scripture we have established in this course is not a naïve pre-critical 

position; it is the carefully argued, historically informed, theologically serious position of scholars who have 

engaged the critical tradition and found it wanting. 

B.   For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

The history of attacks on Scripture’s authority should produce in us not anxiety but a clarified appreciation for 

what is at stake. The attacks have been relentless, intellectually sophisticated, and institutionally powerful, and 

the Word has not returned empty. The grass has withered, the flower has faded, but the word of our God stands 

forever. Every generation of the church has faced its own version of the cleverly devised tales, and every 

generation that has held to the prophetic word, the lamp shining in a dark place, has found it sufficient for the 

darkness of its own moment. 

Let this history also produce in you a deep respect for the scholars, pastors, and confessors who held the line in 

their own generation at great personal and professional cost. J. Gresham Machen sacrificed his denominational 

career and ultimately his place in the Presbyterian establishment for the sake of the historic faith. The signatories 

of the Chicago Statement staked their reputations on a doctrine that their academic peers regarded as 

intellectually untenable. Their faithfulness is the inheritance we receive when we affirm the same doctrine in our 

own generation. 

C.   For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

1. Know the history. The pastor and teacher who is ignorant of the intellectual history surveyed in this lesson is 

poorly equipped to recognize the forms in which those same intellectual challenges appear in contemporary dress. 

The Enlightenment’s confidence in autonomous reason reappears in every generation’s assumption that the Bible 

must be evaluated by the standards of contemporary scholarship. Schleiermacher’s relocation of authority to 

religious experience reappears in every movement that grounds biblical interpretation in personal spiritual 

encounter. Know the sources of these challenges so you can identify them when they appear in new forms. 

2. Engage the challenges intellectually and charitably. The attacks on biblical authority are not stupid; they are 

often the work of brilliant people motivated by genuine intellectual concerns. Dismissing them without 

engagement is not faithfulness; it is intellectual laziness dressed in theological confidence. Read Machen’s 
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Christianity and Liberalism. Study the Chicago Statement and the literature that produced it. Engage the 

arguments of the critics seriously enough to understand why they are wrong and what the faithful response to 

them is. 

3. Teach the history to your congregation. The people in your pews are exposed daily to popular-level versions of 

the intellectual challenges this lesson has surveyed: in documentaries, in university courses, in news media, and 

in the broader cultural assumption that the Bible is a human document whose authority is relative to the 

perspective of its readers. Equip them with the intellectual history that enables them to recognize these challenges 

and respond to them faithfully. 

4. Hold the Chicago Statement’s definition of inerrancy. The Chicago Statement represents the evangelical 

community’s best collective work on the definition of inerrancy, produced by scholars who had engaged the full 

range of critical challenges and who understood the theological stakes. Use its formulations, its careful 

qualifications, and its affirmations and denials as the framework within which you articulate and defend the 

doctrine of Scripture in your own context. 

5. Pay attention to the prophetic word. Peter’s counsel in 2 Peter 1:19, “you do well to pay attention as to a lamp 

shining in a dark place,” is the appropriate response to every intellectual era that presents its challenges to 

Scripture as though they were the final word on the matter. Every era’s cleverly devised tales will pass; the 

prophetic word remains. Pay attention to it. 

D.   For Every Season of Life 

For the student encountering historical criticism for the first time in an academic setting: The methods and 

conclusions of historical-critical scholarship are not the neutral findings of objective inquiry; they are the product 

of specific philosophical presuppositions, namely the Enlightenment assumption that supernatural inspiration is 

not possible and the rationalist assumption that reason is the final court of appeal. Engage the scholarship 

seriously, learn what the critics are saying and why, but do not mistake academic consensus for theological truth. 

The history of biblical scholarship is strewn with confident critical conclusions that were later overturned by new 

evidence or better interpretation. 

For the believer who has been told that only uneducated people believe the Bible is the Word of God: The history 

of this lesson tells a different story. The defenders of biblical authority, from Machen to Warfield to the Chicago 

Statement scholars, were among the most rigorously educated theologians and biblical scholars of their 

generations. The choice between the historic doctrine of Scripture and the critical alternative is not a choice 

between faith and scholarship; it is a choice between two different sets of philosophical presuppositions, each 

with its own intellectual tradition and each demanding a comprehensive commitment. 

For the pastor navigating the pressure of academic culture in her congregation: Some of the most intellectually 

sophisticated people in your congregation may have been exposed to historical criticism in university courses and 

may carry genuine questions about the Bible’s reliability. Engage those questions honestly, with the theological 

seriousness they deserve. The doctrine of Scripture we have established in this course is not a capitulation to 

intellectual pressure; it is a carefully argued position that can hold its own in the full range of intellectual 

engagement. Model the engagement you want your congregation to practice. 
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Study and Discussion Questions 

 
 

Opening Question 

1. Before studying this course, what was your understanding of why some people doubt the Bible’s authority? 

Has the historical survey in this lesson changed or deepened your understanding of the intellectual sources 

of those doubts? Which of the movements surveyed do you see most actively at work in the contemporary 

culture around you? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

2. Read 2 Peter 1:16–21. What two grounds does Peter give for the reliability of the apostolic testimony? How 

does each ground address a different type of challenge to biblical authority? What does the description of 

the prophetic word as “a lamp shining in a dark place” communicate about the Word’s relationship to the 

intellectual challenges of every era? 

3. Read 2 Timothy 3:1–9. What characterizes the “difficult times” Paul describes? What specific attitude 

toward truth does he identify in verse 8 (“men who oppose the truth”), and how does this relate to the 

intellectual attacks on Scripture surveyed in this lesson? 

4. Read Jude 3–4. What specific threat does Jude identify as the occasion for his appeal to “contend earnestly 

for the faith once for all handed down to the saints”? How does Jude’s description of the false teachers 

relate to the historical figures and movements surveyed in this lesson? 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

5. The lesson identifies Spinoza’s Tractatus (1670) as the founding document of modern biblical criticism. What 

was the key methodological move Spinoza made, and why was it so consequential? How does his 

presupposition differ from the presupposition of the grammatical-historical method developed in Lesson 

19? 

6. Explain Schleiermacher’s relocation of religious authority from the external Word to internal religious 

experience. What specifically is wrong with this move, both epistemologically and theologically? How does 

it relate to the sufficiency doctrine established in Lessons 12 and 13? 

7. The lesson identifies Barth’s neo-orthodoxy as an ambiguous response to liberalism, containing genuine 

insights but failing to provide a stable ground for biblical authority. What are the genuine insights, and 

where specifically does Barth’s doctrine of Scripture fail? How does his distinction between the Bible as 

witness and the Bible as Word relate to Semler’s earlier distinction? 

8. What are the genuine insights of postmodernism that the evangelical response must acknowledge? And 

where does postmodernism go wrong in its application to biblical interpretation? What resources does the 

doctrine of Scripture provide that postmodernism lacks? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

9. J. Gresham Machen argued that liberal Christianity was not a revised form of Christianity but a different 

religion. On what grounds did he make this claim? Do you find it overstated, appropriate, or understated? 

How would you apply his argument to the contemporary evangelical scene? 

10. The lesson describes the drift from inerrancy within evangelical institutions as following a predictable 

pattern: a modest initial accommodation, followed by progressive revision with no stable stopping point. 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Bibliology  |  Lesson 23  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 16 

Where do you see this pattern operating in contemporary evangelical institutions or churches you are 

familiar with? What would arrest the drift? 

11. The lesson argues that postmodernism’s claim that all interpretations are equally perspectival is self-

refuting. Work through this argument carefully. Is it a compelling refutation? What additional resources 

does the doctrine of Scripture provide for engaging postmodernism’s challenge to textual authority? 

12. The lesson closes by noting that the Word that has faced two thousand years of cleverly devised attacks has 

not returned empty. What does the history of this lesson teach you about the relationship between the 

church’s confidence in Scripture and the intellectual challenges of any given era? How should the pattern of 

the Word’s endurance shape the posture you bring to the challenges of your own generation? 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Bibliology  |  Lesson 23  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 17 

Prayer Focus 

 
 

Spend time in prayer as a group, thanking God for the faithfulness of the scholars, pastors, and confessors in every 

generation who held the line for the authority of Scripture at great personal and professional cost: for Machen, 

for the Fundamentalists, for the signatories of the Chicago Statement, and for the countless unnamed believers 

who simply held to the prophetic word when the intellectual culture of their era told them it was untenable. Ask 

the Lord to give your generation the same clarity, courage, and intellectual seriousness: the ability to recognize 

the cleverly devised tales of your own era for what they are, to engage them with the rigor and charity they 

deserve, and to hold to the lamp shining in a dark place with the confidence of those who know that the word of 

our God stands forever. Pray for the seminaries, universities, and churches where the battle for the Bible is still 

being fought in your generation, that the Spirit would raise up faithful defenders of the Word who are as 

intellectually serious as they are theologically courageous. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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