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Making Sense of Inspiration: 

Some Notes for the Nervous 

by 

Paige Britton 

First, a quiz: 

1. True or False:  The Gospel of John was written by John son of Zebedee, one of the Twelve. 

2. True or False:  A section of the Book of Proverbs was previously published in Egypt. 

3. True or False:  Studying the human origins of the Christian Scriptures threatens the 

doctrines of inerrancy and divine inspiration, and should be avoided by believers. 

 If you find yourself feeling certain of the first statement, startled by the second, and ambivalent 

about the third, you are not alone.  And if my raising these issues at all puts you on your guard, you are 

in good company.  Most of us in the church operate with long-held assumptions about biblical 

authorship, gained from who knows what sources in our past, and we do not readily welcome the 

suggestion that we (or our sources) might be mistaken.  Even to consider that a different John may have 

penned the Gospel that bears his name disrupts our confidence in the knowledge we thought we had 

about the Scriptures.  If we are wrong on this count, we wonder, what other shaky assumptions have we 

been harboring?  Perhaps we would rather not find out.  And what is this about the Proverbs apparently 

borrowing material from Egyptian sources?  Doesn’t such an admission threaten the confession that the 

Bible is divinely inspired, in part and in whole? 

 

 With questions like these, we are teetering at the edge of the discipline of biblical textual (or 

“critical”) studies, the scholarly pursuit of the human origins of the Scriptures.  Driven at times by a 

concern for orthodoxy, and at other seasons by a desire to deny any supernatural involvement 

whatsoever in the production of the biblical texts, the search for human “fingerprints” on these writings 

has occupied Christians and others since the beginning of the church.  For devout believers, this search 

can seem a mixed blessing.  On the one hand, for example, we are grateful to those in the ancient 

church who weeded out the non-apostolic contenders to the New Testament canon; on the other, we 

face the ever-present reality of intellectual powerhouses who feel no need for the biblical God and who 

delight in exposing the ordinariness of our sacred texts.  The verbal assaults of the latter group can make 

us wonder whether it is quite safe to venture into the investigation of the human origins of the 

Scriptures at all. 

 

 The threats of secular scholarship notwithstanding, most of us do recognize, if only implicitly, 

the value of knowing at least something about the people who wrote the books of our Bible.  For one 

thing, we are frankly curious about what life was like “back then,” and for another, we would like to feel 

able to trust our sources and recommend them as trustworthy to others outside the church.  Yet we 
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may not realize how dependent we are, even for this basic information, on the work of scholars in the 

fields of archaeology and biblical studies; nor how much of our “knowledge” about biblical authors 

comes from church traditions, both ancient and medieval, or the theories and conjectures of more 

contemporary academics.  At our historical distance from the original texts, it is often the case that we 

must finally rely on the opinions of those who most persuasively fit together the jigsaw pieces of the 

biblical text and its world. 

 

 For this reason, believers who are called to these fields of study and who write and teach with 

integrity are a boon to the church.  Not only can they speak with expertise about texts, artifacts, and 

time periods, but they offer their observations and analyses in the context of submission to God and his 

Word.  Two contemporary scholars who have recently attempted to do justice to the biblical jigsaw 

puzzle, within the context of biblical faith, are Peter Enns and Richard Bauckham, whose books form the 

backbone of this survey of the implications of biblical textual studies for ordinary believers. 

 

Incarnation and Eyewitnesses 

 Richard Bauckham, professor of New Testament at the University of St. Andrews in the UK, is 

the author of Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony (Eerdmans, 2006). Peter 

Enns wrote Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problems of the Old Testament (Baker 

Academic, 2005) while an associate professor of the Old Testament at Westminster Theological 

Seminary in Philadelphia .  Some of the ideas expressed in this book proved controversial enough for the 

board of Westminster Seminary to dismiss Dr. Enns from his position in 2008, after an extensive two-

year discussion of the issues.i  As of the date of this article, Dr. Enns is engaged in various speaking, 

writing, and teaching opportunities, continuing the conversation he began in his book.ii 

 

 Both of these books treat the subject of how biblical texts came to be, at the human end of 

things, though the authors approach the topic from very different angles and for different purposes.  

Among the chief differences between the books, we can note the following: 

 Enns’ book is primarily concerned with the Old Testament, although he also treats New 

Testament writers’ use of the Hebrew Scriptures and Second Temple periodiii interpretive 

traditions.  Bauckham concentrates his attention on the four Gospels, defending the 

possibility that each is based on eyewitness accounts. 

 

 Enns assumes an evangelical readership that is sufficiently aware of the scholarly issues to 

be perplexed by them, and writes with the friendly tone of a professor walking his students 

through these things for the first time.  Bauckham’s book, a daunting but rewarding 500-

page read, will likely best appeal to academics and other readers dogged enough to 

persevere through dense (but fascinating) presentations across a variety of disciplines. 
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 At times Enns’ arguments do seem to challenge traditional Protestant doctrines of the 

inspiration of Scripture, as well as some conservative conclusions about Old Testament 

authorship.  On the other hand, Enns also commendably wishes to correct many 

unnecessary evangelical fears regarding issues in biblical textual studies, openly intending to 

encourage in his readers a robust faith that deals reasonably with the realities of the text 

and its historical context.  Less immediately concerned to nurture such faith in his readers, 

Bauckham makes thorough use of secular and extrabiblical studies and sources to support 

his points.  However, rather than also challenging any evangelical understandings about the 

inspiration of the Gospels by way of these resources, Bauckham’s work ultimately offers a 

further strong defense of the believing confession that these texts are reliable witnesses to 

the claims of Jesus. 

 Because Peter Enns’ Inspiration and Incarnation has recently been at the center of theological 

tension at a Reformed seminary, it will likely be more familiar to WRF readers, and so of the two we will 

treat it in more detail.  Richard Bauckham’s book, though too dense to describe thoroughly in this 

venue, will provide us with a framework for understanding the task of the critical scholar, which we can 

then apply to Enns’ work.  Interacting with both of these books should give us a sense of the work that 

believing scholars are called to do, in light of the demands of academic discourse, the unavoidable facts 

of new archaeological discoveries, the needs and mission of the church, and the Bible’s own claims 

about itself.  At the same time, wrestling a bit with these issues may well prompt us to reflect more 

carefully on our sources of information and our own prior assumptions about the human components of 

biblical inspiration. 

 

I will supply a note to the nervous at this point:  For many of us who hold to a high view of 

Scripture, there is something that seems almost indecent about delving into the details behind the texts 

that we have received.  We worry that if we look too closely at the human end of the process of 

inspiration, we will lose our grip on the already incredible-sounding claim that this text, unlike all others, 

comes to us from God himself.  We know that if confidence in divine authorship is lost, so, too, is any 

sense of divine authority.  We fear that if the Bible looks “too human,” too much like any other ancient 

text, we will be forced to admit to our scholarly accusers that our emperor has no clothes; so we would 

rather not look.  Part of us very much wants to “pay no attention to that man behind the curtain.”iv 

 

But the biblical God is not disconcerted by new archeological discoveries or scholarly theories, 

and neither should we be.  Both Bauckham and Enns invite the church to draw back the curtain, as best 

we are able, and look.   

 

“That Man behind the Curtain” 

 What no one denies is that at some time, somewhere, someone – or perhaps it was many 

someones? – wrote the Gospel of Matthew.  For the ancient and medieval church, the author was 

unquestionably Matthew the tax collector, although nowhere in the text itself is this claim asserted.  
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This early tradition met no significant challenge until the nineteenth century, when German theologians 

began toying with the theory that the material in the Gospels represented the gradual accretion of 

layers of oral retellings by the Christian community.  According to this theory, the very early church 

collectively added details to the traditional stories about its hero, Jesus, motivated by a need to make 

him larger than life so as to justify their own existence.  By peeling away layers of later tradition, 

accomplished by identifying certain key ideas in the texts, one could finally arrive at the original stories 

on which the Gospel accounts were based and meet the “historical Jesus.”v 

 

 Needless to say, this is not an orthodox reading of the Gospels.  How, though, is one to argue 

that it is not a necessary reading?  With what weapons does one come against what has become the 

entrenched liberal approach to these biblical texts?  The stories told in Matthew and the other Gospels 

sound quite incredible.  On what grounds should we argue that readers may trust them? 

 

 Enter Richard Bauckham, with a veritable arsenal of reasons that one may have confidence that 

the Gospels bear reliable testimony to the Son of God.  Seemingly from every possible angle, he 

counters the assertion that the Gospels are many stages removed from the eyewitnesses of the events 

they record.  Ultimately, Bauckham places the burden of proof on those who doubt that these accounts 

are trustworthy, advocating an approach to the texts that exercises a fundamental, but not uncritical, 

trust – as summed up in the words of Paul Ricoeur: “First, trust the word of others, then doubt if there 

are good reasons for doing so.”vi By supplying firm evidence that the Gospels are based on eyewitness 

testimony, a form of communication that assumes and requires trust, Bauckham challenges readers to 

grapple with the possibility that these texts are reliable examples of “documented memory,”vii on which 

our knowledge of any remote historical event depends. 

 

 Below, I have listed some (!) of the weapons in Bauckham’s arsenal of argument, along with a 

brief, highly simplified summary of each.  Note the breadth of these topics, and their wide temporal 

range, too, as Bauckham engages sources both ancient and modern: 

 

1. Genre redefinition.  Bauckham begins by asserting that the Gospels should be read as 

testimony, rather than (as some would have it) as early Christian constructions that 

effectively obscure the “historical Jesus.”  If his ensuing case for such a redefinition of the 

Gospels’ genre is sound, then biblical scholars of all stripes must take seriously the 

reasonableness of reading the Gospels “as precisely the kind of text we need in order to 

recognize the disclosure of God in the history of Jesus.”viii 

 

2. Ancient expectations for historiography.  Using material from the Christian writer Papias 

(early 2nd century) and the historian Josephus, Bauckham establishes what would have been 

considered “best practice” for the historian at the time the Gospels were composed.  This 

included an expectation that the historian be either an eyewitness himself or have access to 
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individual witnesses of the events being described.ix  (Of the four Evangelists, Luke is the 

most explicit in his affirmation of this expectation in his prologue; see Luke 1:1-4.) 

 

3. Models of oral tradition.  Since the 19th century, it has been assumed by many influential 

biblical scholars that the Gospels were the products of anonymous, corporate retellings of 

basic traditions about Jesus that grew more fanciful with each subsequent performance.  

Recent studies of societies in which oral tradition plays a significant part have shown, 

however, that both fictional and historical material is passed along with only a limited 

degree of flexibility, the essential elements being preserved rather than changed by those in 

the community who are in a position to judge the retellings authoritatively.  Additionally, 

Bauckham emphasizes that the short span of time between the events of Jesus’ ministry and 

the written records of the Gospels places these writings in the category of oral history, 

which is transmitted within the lifetime of the participants, rather than the distant-past 

category of oral tradition, which has moved beyond contact with eyewitnesses (who could 

have verified or corrected a retelling).x 

 

4. Names in the Gospels.  Bauckham’s study of the unexpected occurrence of named figures in 

the Gospels is worth the price of the book.  Why do we know Bartimaus’ name, or Jairus’, or 

the name of the high priest’s servant (Malchus)?  Contra those who would explain these 

names as later additions made by the church in order to personalize the narratives, 

Bauckham demonstrates that later Gospels often dropped names that had been included in 

earlier accounts – suggesting that these specific individuals would no longer be recognized 

by readers.  During the earliest days of the church, on the other hand, believers would have 

recognized the names of these figures, and may even have heard some of their testimonies 

firsthand.xi 

 

5. Names in Palestine.  Relying on a recently published lexicon of the Palestinian Jewish names 

in use around the time of Christ,xii Bauckham presents compelling evidence that the names 

mentioned in the Gospels are authentic products of their time and place.  In other words, 

they could not have been invented and inserted by later believers (who would, Jew and 

Gentile alike, have been products of their time and place, the Hellenistic world of the early 

church outside Palestine). 

 

6. Literary structure.  Bauckham carefully notes the use of literary devices in the Gospels that 

point to the identification of probable eyewitness sources.  For example, there are the 

inclusios of Peter’s appearance at the beginning and end of Mark and Luke,xiii and also of the 

anonymous / “beloved” disciple in John.xiv  Other literary sources from the same general 

time period are examined to support the idea that this deliberate structuring of the 

narrative has the purpose of focusing attention on a particular source of information.xv 
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7. Word choice.  A careful study of Mark’s text reveals a pattern in the verbs used when 

characters are moving from place to place.  In many cases, first a plural “they” verb is given; 

then a singular “he” verb is used for Jesus’ actions (e.g., “They came to the other side of the 

sea…And when he had stepped out of the boat…,” Mk. 5:1-2).  This verbal pattern “gives 

readers or hearers a perspective on events from within the group of disciples,”xvi strongly 

suggesting that Mark has merely changed an eyewitness’s “we” verb to the third person 

“they” form when transcribing the events.  Other evidence internal to the Gospel is used to 

build the case that this eyewitness source was Peter.xvii 

 

8. Memorization in the ancient world, and modern studies in the psychology of memory.  

Both ancient and modern sources support the understanding that the verbal retelling of 

past experiences is characterized by both inflexible and flexible elements, as well as by the 

teller’s interpretation of the events being recalled.  In other words, while the ancients did 

have effective methods of ensuring that disciples memorized a teacher’s words verbatim, 

such strict controls were not considered necessary when narrating historical events.  This 

degree of legitimate flexibility in retelling narratives (while yet preserving the essentials) 

serves to explain variations in Gospel accounts of the same event.  Further, modern studies 

confirm that while specific details (such as dates) typically fade from eyewitness memory, 

the “gist” of a salient event generally remains unchanged.  Bauckham appeals to 

extrabiblical and modern sources to make the additional point that the witness’s 

interpretation of an event has always been both an expectation of historiography and a 

feature of eyewitness recall, thus countering the argument that any theological 

interpretations in the Gospels are necessarily later additions.xviii 

 

9. Holocaust narratives.  The most startling and powerful approach in Bauckham’s book is 

saved for the final chapter,xix in which the oral retellings of Holocaust survivors are 

presented as examples of testimony about a “uniquely unique event,” something so “other” 

– in this case, so horrific – that “we could scarcely begin to imagine *it+ if we had not the 

testimonies of survivors.”xx Admitting that “the comparison is hazardous,” Bauckham 

nevertheless offers the suggestion that the history of Jesus is likewise “at the limits” – in 

fact, it is the inverse of the evil perpetrated during the Holocaust; and that at both extremes, 

we are dependent on eyewitness testimony to know anything about these events at all.  

Bauckham explains: 

 

The Holocaust discloses what we could not otherwise know about the nature of 

evil and atrocity and the human situation in the modern world, but only to 

those who attend to the testimony of the witnesses…The history of Jesus 
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discloses God’s definitive action for human salvation, but only to those who 

attend to the testimony of the witnesses.xxi 

 

 In summary, although we still do not know with certainty whether a Jewish tax collector is the 

man behind the first Gospel, Richard Bauckham’s careful research and analysis offer the persuasive 

argument that it is reasonable to trust what the writers of all four Gospels have reported.  In fact, it is 

only by “*taking+ the Gospels seriously as they are” xxii – that is, as the testimony of eyewitnesses – that 

we can know anything true about the life of Jesus.  Delving into the enigma of the men behind the 

“curtain” of history, the eyewitness sources of our Gospels, can thus be a valuable and instructive 

endeavor. 

 

Making Sense of Jesus and the Eyewitnesses 

But wait a minute.  Isn’t there something missing from this discussion?  In all of the above, was 

the Holy Spirit ever mentioned?  Isn’t divine inspiration more significant than the prevalence of names in 

first century Palestine?  And why do we need to appeal to secular research on eyewitness memory to 

validate our Gospels?  Isn’t it clear from the text of John’s Gospel that the Spirit would bring to the 

disciples’ memories the things they would need to recall?xxiii  Does a failure to mention God’s sovereign, 

intimate involvement in the production of these Gospels suggest that the memories of these 

eyewitnesses were just as shaky as anybody else’s? 

 

To answer such questions reasonably, we need to consider two things that should concern us 

whenever we read (or hear) material about the text of the Bible: First, what are the author’s implicit or 

explicit doctrines of Scripture and inspirationxxiv? That is, what does the author believe about the nature 

of Scripture (is it God’s authoritative Word, or just another human project?) and how it came to be (to 

what extent did God superintend its production?).  Second, we wish to know with what purpose or 

intentions the author has written.  In this section we will explore the range of possibilities for both of 

these important factors with regard to Bauckham’s book, before turning to a related discussion of Peter 

Enns’ Inspiration and Incarnation. 

 

Everyone who speaks or writes about the Bible does so with certain presuppositions in mind 

about what the Bible is.  These presuppositions may be as general as vague impressions, or as specific as 

studied convictions; they may never be articulated, or they may find formal expression in established 

confessions or personal statements.  That there exists a range of points of view about the Bible is clear 

from the traditional distinction between “high” and “low” views of Scripture, in which a “high” view 

indicates a belief in God’s sovereign involvement as the origin and superintendent of the writing of the 

Scriptures, and a “low” view holds that the Bible is a merely human document.  Obviously, holding a 

“low” view is hardly compatible with an attitude of submission to the Bible as God’s authoritative Word, 

whereas a “high” view reflects a believing humility before the God who claims to reveal himself, his Son, 

and his will in Scripture. 
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Even among those who tend toward a “high” view of Scripture, all of whom would affirm that 

this text is ultimately inspired by God, disagreement exists regarding the extent of this inspiration and 

the form that it takes.  Many evangelicals will be familiar with the debates over the inerrancyxxv and 

infallibilityxxvi of the Bible – debates which do not always necessarily pit conservatives against liberals.  In 

some cases, believers who share generally conservative convictions may disagree about whether the 

Bible does or does not intend to speak on historical or scientific topics with precision and accuracy (or 

with what degree of precision and accuracy it addresses these topicsxxvii).  On a popular level these 

discussions generally arise with regard to creation and the flood, harkening back to the challenges 

introduced into evangelicalism by The Origin of Species and the dawn of paleontology in the 1800’s.  

 

Of course, the century that brought us Darwin and the dinosaurs also ushered in the age of 

“higher criticism” in the study of Scripture, fueled by the atheistic intellectual climate of the time and 

some tantalizing new archeological discoveries (most notably, examples of ancient Near Eastern 

parallels to the Genesis creation and flood accounts).  This brings us back around to the theme of our 

inquiry: what shall we make of the study of the human origins of Scripture?  Richard Bauckham certainly 

found an investigation of the human element useful for his arguments, both in terms of identifying the 

actual sources of the Gospel accounts and as a means of contextualizing and comprehending the role of 

the eyewitnesses.  In what spirit, though, did Bauckham apply this information, and for what purposes? 

 

Regarding Bauckham’s personal convictions as to the nature and inspiration of Scripture, we 

must frankly admit that we are not directly enlightened by the text of this book.  Short of inquiring of 

the author directly, or perusing his other works for clear statements, we will have to be content to make 

an educated guess here.  So, what should we expect of a Christian scholar’s book about the Bible, and 

what do we find in Bauckham’s work? 

 

At the risk of sounding reductionistic, here is a brief list of expectations compatible with a 

conservative evangelical doctrine of Scripture.  Such a doctrine will uphold a) God as the source of the 

written material; b) the authority, inerrancy,xxviii and infallibility of the written material; and c) the 

significance of the written Scriptures for knowing God through Jesus his Son.  Additionally, a historically 

orthodox understanding of inspiration will defend the idea of God’s intimate involvement in the process 

of inscripturation, so that we may confess that every word of the Bible is God-breathed,xxix even while 

we acknowledge (with wonder!) the diverse voices and contexts of the human authors who were carried 

along by the Holy Spirit as they wrote,xxx and the diverse ways in which the inspiration probably took 

shape.xxxi  If we cannot make this confession of plenary verbal inspiration, we are left with the dubious 

task of judging which parts are truly of God, and which parts are merely the contribution of the human 

writers. 
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If we were to judge the worth of Jesus and the Eyewitnesses based on the explicit presence of 

the above criteria, Bauckham’s book would receive a failing grade.  He makes no mention at all of a 

divine superintendence of the Gospel writers, let alone of God’s interest in conveying his thoughts to us 

in specific words.  He makes much, of course, of the human context, form, and strategies behind and 

within the Gospel projects.  Does this mean that Baukham presents to us a Bible that is merely a human 

product?  

 

Not at all.  In point of fact, Bauckham’s book simply is not concerned to articulate a doctrine of 

Scripture at all.  Rather, it is relentless in its confrontation of the reader with the Jesus of testimony, as 

opposed to the “Jesus-of-Church-fabrication.”  Even further, it is part of the brilliance of the book that it 

leaves aside questions of the inspiration and authority of the Gospels.  Instead, the reader is brought 

face to face at every turn with refutations of the human arguments that might be used as excuses for 

dismissing the Jesus of the Gospels.  That human arguments are employed to devastate those human 

arguments that set themselves up against God’s truth should be for us a matter of celebration, not 

censure!  In exposing to view the “Jesus of testimony,” Bauckham uses the world’s own weapons to 

expose the flimsiness of the world’s reasons to avoid him.xxxii 

 

That Bauckham may do this successfully – without, by the way, contradicting any of the above 

elements of an orthodox understanding of Scripture’s nature or inspiration – reflects well on his 

strategic pursuit of different authorial priorities.  Before leaving this discussion, I would like to name 

these priorities, roughly in the order in which they apparently factored into the writing of this book.   

 

1. Polemical Concerns:  Refuting the arguments of secular or non-orthodox biblical scholars.  

(While these scholars may not have been in Bauckham’s mind as his primary audience, it is their 

conclusions about the Gospels that he primarily intended to challenge in his work.) 

 

2. Professorial Concerns:  Instructing and equipping students (and others) to deal knowledgeably 

with the material in the Bible, its historical context, and rival attempts to explain its texts.  

 

3. Apologetic Concerns:  Providing non-believers with sound reasons to take the biblical texts 

seriously.  (Rather than advancing evidentialist arguments for theological topics, Bauckham’s 

scholarly work potentially removes obstacles so that non-believers may give the Gospels a 

chance to speak for themselves.)  

 

4. In-house Apologetic Concerns: Challenging believers in general to consider new ways of thinking 

about the biblical texts in their contexts.  (I see this concern especially in Bauckham’s work on 

the authorship of the Gospel of John.  See “Coda for the Curious” at the end of this essay.) 
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5. Pastoral Concerns:  Writing to bolster the faith of readers.  (I see this as the overall concern of a 

work that holds up the integrity and the claims of the Gospels.) 

 

6. In-house Polemical Concerns:  Engaging and challenging the scholarly work of other believers.  

(Although not a strong component of Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, when necessary Bauckham 

outlines and critiques the work of other Christians.  In this setting, such critiques do not have a 

very “polemical” feel, but have the goal of giving the theological or philosophical background for 

Bauckham’s own further proposals.) 

 

These categories will hopefully help us now to make sense of Inspiration and Incarnation. 

 

Making Sense of Inspiration and Incarnation 

 Interacting with Peter Enns’ slim volume three years after its publication also entails wading 

through a quickly growing body of literature about the book and its ideas.  Most of this paper (and 

electronic) trail has been produced by past and present Westminster students, WTS faculty and 

administration, Enns’ scholarly peers at other institutions, and Enns himself.  Ranging in form from blogs 

to reviews to chapters in books, much of this commentary betrays the writers’ intense emotional 

engagement with the issues, or at least a suggestion of the strain of keeping such emotions in check.  

The most dispassionate – and the most devastating – scholarly critique that I encountered comes from 

D. A. Carson,xxxiii and the most complimentary reaction from WTS alumna Susan Wise Bauer, currently a 

professor of Ancient Literature at the College of William and Mary.xxxiv  Dr. Enns is certainly realizing his 

wish to continue the conversation he began in his book, though it would be understandable if he felt 

rather dismayed by the tone that some of the discussion has taken. 

 

 Whence all the emotional heat?  Undoubtedly, there is more than one source, though these 

could all be summed up in the biblical concept of the “overflow of the heart.”xxxv  Strong love for a 

troubled treasure of a seminary; strong affection for an admired professor; strong feelings about Enns’ 

ideas, one way or another; a strong desire to protect the flock – or liberate it from benighted thinking; 

and a strong calling to defend the Scriptures from what one perceives to be heterodox or inadequate 

teaching – all these sentiments are stirred up by Enns’ book, and then again by its reviews.   

 

 Realizing in advance that no attempt to do justice to I&I will quite please everybody, I would like 

to use the observations gathered from a reading of Richard Bauckham’s work to try to make sense of 

Peter Enns’ offering.  Perhaps organizing a review of Enns’ ideas within a framework of possible 

authorial priorities will serve to highlight the very real strengths of the book, as well as those areas that 

are of concern to many of Enns’ academic peers.  Additionally, a curious feature of readers’ reactions to 

I&I should be noted at the outset of this discussion:  different groups of people seem to react to the book 

along different but rather predictable lines of thought and emotion.  Whether this is a phenomenon that 

points to weakness of presentation on Enns’ part or to the obtuseness of some of his readers may be a 
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matter of opinion; or it may be helpfully explained in part by a close look at Enns’ strategies for 

communicating his ideas with different groups of readers in mind. 

 

 Before beginning, let me briefly describe the contents of Inspiration & Incarnation for readers 

who are as yet unfamiliar with it.  (For those who desire a more thorough sketch, a helpful 

comprehensive summary is found in D. A. Carson’s review.xxxvi)  In I&I, Enns targets three areas of biblical 

studies that tend to trouble the minds of students of the Bible:  the degree of resemblance between Old 

Testament accounts and ancient Near Eastern (ANE) mythological and political writings; the appearance 

of theological contradiction between different Old Testament passages; and the New Testament writers’ 

remarkable interpretations of OT selections, coupled with their use of Second Temple period exegetical 

methods and oral traditions.  Enns’ message throughout the book is that we should not fear (or try to 

avoid seeing) the “earthly garb” of our sacred text, but embrace it as evidence of God’s accommodating 

love for his people – even as he condescended to become clothed with humanity in order to save his 

own.  In I&I  Enns also calls for something of a “Copernican revolution”xxxvii in our thinking about “what 

the Bible is,”xxxviii a challenge which, as we shall see below, raises more questions than it answers. 

 

 Four authorial priorities seem especially to have guided Enns’ writing: first pastoral and 

professorial concerns, and then both apologetic and polemical concerns directed toward a Christian 

audience.  The first two of these priorities are so closely intertwined that we will consider them 

together. 

 

1. Professorial and Pastoral Concerns: (Instructing and equipping students (and others) to deal 

knowledgeably with the material in the Bible, its historical context, and rival attempts to explain 

its texts; bolstering the faith of readers.) 

 

In contrast to Richard Bauckham, Enns very openly identifies his intended audience in I&I, so 

that it is not difficult to see where he has made various authorial decisions regarding the structure and 

tone of his book in order to accommodate these readers.  His main concerns are both pastoral and 

professorial: he writes for “people who know instinctively that the Bible is God’s word, but for whom 

reading the Bible has already become a serious theological problem, perhaps even a crisis…*I&I is 

written for] Christians who love and want to hold on to their Bibles, but who also feel the weight of 

certain kinds of evidence.”xxxix  Enns clearly takes seriously the task of welcoming non-academic 

newcomers into his field of study, and he tries to do so without placing any stylistic or overly academic 

stumbling blocks in their way.  He avoids freighted theological jargon, footnotes, and extended 

interaction with alternate scholarly theories, and he speaks sympathetically of the theological angst 

believers can experience when confronted with the results of archaeological and critical textual studies.  

As a bonus, a fine glossary at the end of the book introduces theological, ANE, and Second Temple terms 

and documents in an accessible manner. 
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 True to form, this professor not only tries to meet his students where they are, but he also 

works to bring them along to a new place of understanding.  His burden is that they would appreciate 

rather than fear the humanness of God’s inspired Scripture, and that they would see it as something 

akin to (but not exactly like) the Incarnation of the Son.  In other words, when the cultural 

embeddedness of our Scriptures is pointed out by non-believers, we need not stick our heads in the 

sand so as to avoid seeing it, but instead we may rejoice that our God came so close to a fallen world 

that he would cause something to be written that “fits” its cultural environment.   

 

To give his readers an idea of what he means by the “incarnation” of inspiration, Enns briefly 

sketches a broad sampling of typically nervous-making examples, including the creation and flood myths 

of the ancient Near East, political writings from the time of Israel’s kings, and the NT writers’ use of OT 

passages and their appropriation of Jewish oral traditions into their texts.  Always he is intent to call 

attention to the way the similarities between the extrabiblical data and the biblical texts, or the tensions 

within the texts, resonate with this theme of incarnation, so that the very “ordinariness” that others 

have despised may become for his readers something to celebrate.  Enns is thus offering what he sees as 

a corrective focus on what theologians sometimes call the phenomena of Scripture, or, in Enns’ words, 

“how the Bible behaves,”xl over against our personal or formally summarized (doctrinal) expectations for 

its behavior. 

 

Audience & Assumptions 

Unfortunately, affirming these ANE similarities, as well as the “ordinariness” of Scripture and the 

“human” phenomena of the Bible, can be theologically and psychologically problematic for readers, 

especially if these elements are not balanced by thoughtful descriptions of God’s intimate involvement 

in the production of the Bible.  Since the publication of his book, Enns has been criticized by some 

reviewersxli for failing to address adequately the role of God in inspiration.  In response, Enns has 

appealed to his explicitly stated intention to write for a particular audience, explaining that 

 

because of the nature of the book there are things I leave unstated.  Perhaps most importantly, 

in view of the necessary corrective focus on the human element of Scripture, I have chosen not 

to set out a fuller exposition of its divine element.  Of course, this is not where the target 

audience has a problem.  My readers are evangelicals, and so I assume they already believe that 

the Bible is God’s Word, a belief I also affirm at the outset of the book.xlii 

 

This clarification of Enns’ assumptions about the beliefs of his audience is helpful, but unfortunately it 

also begs the question of just how much readers may fill in the blanks regarding Enns’ unstated views.  

Do his assumptions also extend to evangelical understandings of authority, inerrancy, and the direct, 

divine inspiration of every word of Scripture?  Let’s examine each of these possibilities in turn. 
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a. Authority.  Despite the publisher’s unfortunate inference to the contrary,xliii Enns is not 

challenging (or “reconsidering”) Scripture’s authority in I&I.  If anything, Enns strongly 

affirms an evangelical sense of Scripture’s authoritative role in the life of the church, while 

yet wishing to retool a traditional doctrine of inspiration until it better accommodates the 

phenomena of Scripture.  One could – and one should – question whether a traditional 

doctrine of Scripture’s authority will withstand much of an adjustment to a traditional 

understanding of its inspiration; but one need not doubt Enns’ sincerity when he writes 

affirmatively of holding “a high and healthy view of Scripture as God’s word,” or when he 

explains that “the Bible really does have authority if we let it speak.”xliv  

 

b. Inerrancy.  Out of sensitivity to his intended audience, many of whom have felt disillusioned 

by what they perceive to be pat answers given by the church in response to their questions 

about the Scriptures, Enns avoids using the term “inerrancy” in I&I apart from a brief 

mention near the end of the book.xlv (For the same reason, he makes no mention in I&I of 

formal doctrinal statements such as the Westminster Standards.xlvi)  But his forays into ANE 

mythology and Second Temple interpretive traditions in particular – coupled with his 

repeated insistence that Christian doctrine is “provisional”xlvii and should regularly face 

scrutiny and revision if necessary – leave open in I&I the question of the historicity of certain 

parts of the Bible, and raise concerns in the minds of some readers.   

 

For example, despite his reconfiguring of the term “myth” to lessen its impact on 

readers accustomed to thinking of “myths” as “religious fictions,”xlviii Enns offers no 

forthright assertion that, say, Adam and Eve were real historical figures. Even if the genre of 

the initial chapters of Genesis (1-11) is something like myth, are these chapters still 

conveying information about real events?  Enns leaves this an open question.  Additionally, 

while Enns seems reticent here to offer an opinion on who authored the book of Genesis,xlix 

his analysis of the Israelites’ situation after the Exodus casts doubts on the conservative 

affirmation of Mosaic authorshipl (and, by implication, any Scriptural references that assume 

Moses was the penmanli).   

 

Later, in his discussion of the Second Temple interpretive approaches that likely 

influenced the NT writers, Enns highlights instances where Jewish oral tradition appears in 

the text (such as the statement that angels mediated the giving of the law at Mt. Sinailii). 

Here, Enns explains that such interpretations were commonly-assumed understandings of 

biblical passages that would have already been familiar to the writer’s intended audiences.liii  

While he celebrates how God condescended to use this element of the writers’ historical 

context in the production of the Scriptures, Enns is content in this setting to leave the 

question of the historical veracity of these statements to one side.liv 
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Because of these open questions in I&I about whether the Bible can be trusted to 

tell us what really occurred in the far-distant past, and because of some ambiguity in the 

book as to which evangelical doctrines Enns thinks ought to be renovated (and in what 

directions), Enns has received many queries and challenges from readers and reviewers.  

Regarding the issue of inerrancy, he writes on his website: 

 

Yes, I&I “denies” an inerrancy that says, for example, historical background 

information should play a marginal role, if any role, in coming to grips with what 

Scripture is; or that says that theological tension and diversity are unbecoming 

[to] a text authored by God; or that the NT authors would never have used the 

OT in such oddly Jewish ways, since God is the author.lv 

 

In other words, Enns believes the term “inerrancy,” as it is typically defined by evangelical 

believers today, is much too narrow (or as Enns puts it, “severely overqualified”).lvi  Enns’ 

definition leaves room for what he dubs the “messiness” of Scripture,lvii an epithet he has 

adopted to refer to all the ways the Bible doesn’t behave quite the way contemporary 

readers might expect it to.  Why should all the tensions in the Scriptures be “harmonized” 

away?  Why not let them stand, and see what this tells us about God and his Book?  Why 

should we adopt contemporary expectations for the historicity of narratives, when ancient 

expectations were so different?  Why should we continue to judge the Bible’s “inerrancy” 

“in a manner that is comfortable and familiar with particular cultural conventions (i.e., 

western, logical, philosophical, etc.)”?lviii 

 

One might well ask, however, whether we have not entered foggy epistemological 

territory if we cannot trust that certain straightforward statements included in our Bibles 

refer to actual events and figures in history.  For how can we confidently know anything at 

all from Scripture, if we cannot be certain that the words we read in historical narratives are 

meant to convey reality?lix  In that case, perhaps all the historical events and figures in the 

Bible are up for grabs.  With regard to the NT alone, as we saw in our discussion of Richard 

Bauckham’s book, there are plenty of biblical critics who gladly identify the birth narratives 

in Matthew and Luke, the miracles reported in the Gospels and Acts, and the resurrection 

itself as being in exactly the same general category that Enns uses to explain (for example) 

the inclusion of the names “Jannes and Jambres”lx in the text of 2 Timothy:  these are simply 

the fruit of a religious community’s tradition of oral speculation and addition,lxi and thus they 

do not necessarily refer to historical reality. 

 

Whereas Enns holds these instances of Jewish oral tradition up to us as evidence of 

God’s delight in involving humanity in the production of his Word,lxii others are just as happy 

to confront us with what they see as the Christian community’s production of a farce.  The 
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difference between these readings seems simply to be the prior commitments of those who 

make them, Enns’ to an “instinct” that the Bible is God’s Wordlxiii (so this usage of ahistorical 

tradition by NT authors is acceptable), and the non-conservative critics’ to the opposite.  

Regardless of Enns’ appeals to God’s sovereignty over the inclusion of Jewish oral traditions 

in the NT, if these straightforward statements refer to nothing more substantial than 

rabbinic imagination, then readers (both past and present) are seemingly being invited (by 

God!) to trust in falsehoods.  An exploration of the specific doctrinal implications of Jewish 

oral traditions appearing in the NT is obviously needed, and is one of the open questions 

regarding inerrancy in I&I. (Interested readers are directed to the End Notes at this point for 

some further discussion. lxiv) 

 

c. Plenary Verbal Inspiration.  I do not wish to read into I&I something that is not there, as I 

would do if I were to construct an argument from silence, along the lines that I&I does not 

seem to support the notion of plenary verbal inspiration.  (Yet if this conclusion were, in 

fact, true, in all fairness I would not wish to read into I&I the opposite.)  As it is, in the 

absence of a clear revelation of Enns’ thoughts on the matter, I can only note that the lack 

of reassurance in this area will leave some readers with a vague feeling of disquiet as they 

finish the book.   

 

Whether or not it was intended to do so, Enns’ presentation can convey the impression 

that, while the Bible is “ultimately” from God,lxv and its marvelous diversity was entirely 

according to his plan, the divine superintendence stopped short at the level of general ideas, 

and then the human writers did the best they could to communicate these concepts in the 

verbal clothing of their time and place.lxvi  One might say that the language of divine agency 

is almost entirely absent from passages that speak of the verbal composition of the texts,lxvii 

and that (with two brief exceptions) only human agents are depicted choosing the actual 

words that were recorded.  

 

At one level, it is not wrong to speak of human agency when we talk about the specific 

words and materials chosen for the biblical text.  The Bible was produced via “dual 

authorship,” and Enns rightly contends that we ignore the reality of the human writers and 

their contexts to our detriment.  Certainly we saw that an exclusive concentration on the 

human authors’ contribution served Richard Bauckham’s purposes in Jesus and the 

Eyewitnesses.  But in light of Enns’ openness about his target audience, as well as his 

pastoral concerns and expressions of faith in Christ, readers of I&I may well wonder at the 

distance the Primary Author of the Bible seems to have kept between himself and the final 

product, as implied by Enns’ presentation.  Granted, I&I is a book about the “what” of the 

Bible, not the “how” of inspiration; but this is nevertheless an area of ambiguity that 

unfortunately invites more than one possible theological reading.lxviii 
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(Some specific examples of Enns’ preference for speaking of human agency over divine 

superintendence are provided at this point in the End Notes.lxix) 

 

Ambiguity & Audience 

 Other reviewers have also commented that I&I seems “ambiguous” or unclear about various 

topics such as those explored above,lxx though, interestingly enough, these reviewers’ responses to 

perceived ambiguity in the book range in tone from aggrieved to approving!  Evidently it is not always 

considered wrong to leave blanks to be filled in.  This is apparently the conclusion of Michael 

Eschelbach, who writes in a short review in JETS: 

 

Finally, this book raises some very significant questions – questions which Enns presses the 

reader to resolve.  Does a biblical scholar need to accept (not just be familiar with) the 

conclusions of modern critical research in order to be taken seriously as a scholar in the 

academic world?  Are we reasonably compelled to accept that the Bible is dependent in some 

way on the materials of surrounding nations that preceded it?....May we consider things to be 

true that are related only conceptually through “myth” (pp.49-53) and story, or is it necessary 

that truth at all times correspond with reality?...The reader must decide.lxxi 

 

Eschelbach concludes with the recommendation that I&I be used to facilitate “important discussions 

about inspiration and Scripture within the church and within the classroom.”  Here the blanks left in 

Enns’ book resonate with potential for Christian education, certainly one of Enns’ own professorial 

concerns. 

 

One wonders, however, just how this discussion would go down in some of our less 

cosmopolitan churches.  (When was the last time your adult Sunday school program offered a 

comparative studies class on Ancient Near Eastern Literature, or explored Second Temple Era rabbinic 

writings?)  Even if we agree these are worthwhile topics to discuss in the church setting, I&I actually may 

not be the best jumping-off point for many of the non-academic evangelicals for whom Enns writes, 

simply because of the ambiguities in its presentation.  Since every reader of I&I will need to “fill in the 

blanks” in various ways, some amount of previous knowledge is necessary – and many believers do not 

yet have this.   

 

In fact, I would suggest that what we might call the reader’s “epistemological moment” – that is, 

the reader’s position of prior knowledge and experience – plays a striking and significant role in his or 

her reading of I&I.  Further, I would suggest that Enns’ intended audience of non-academics is really 

made up of two subgroups, each characterized by a fairly predictable sort of reaction to the book.  On 

the one hand, there are those who will become intellectually engaged in the conversation Enns has 

started, and on the other, there are those who will react by becoming emotionally wrought and 
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intellectually paralyzed.  In either case, I believe the reader’s reaction corresponds to the degree to 

which he or she has been exposed to academic discourse (especially from Christian writers) prior to 

reading Enns’ book. 

 

Among those in the first group (those who are motivated to intellectually engage with I&I), 

different individuals may respond to Enns’ ideas with approval, caution, or dismay.  But these readers 

already possess the understanding that evangelical Christian scholars do not hold a uniform opinion 

about all things; so they reach for another book, or find a review, and begin the thoughtful exercise of 

analyzing, comparing, and evaluating.  These readers may also have enough familiarity with theological 

issues to recognize the conceptual gaps left in I&I and begin to fill them in – or, if not, they at least have 

an idea where to begin digging for possible answers. 

 

Those in the second group, the emotionally wrought/intellectually paralyzed readers, are ill-

prepared to handle Enns’ challenges to their preconceived notions about the Scriptures, let alone his 

frequent suggestions that evangelical doctrines (as currently articulated) are inadequate for the tasks 

and data at hand.lxxii  They lack a sense of perspective that would remind them that Enns is writing 

within a tradition that reflects many ways of putting together the “jigsaw puzzle” of the Bible and its 

world.  They may have a vague awareness that something is absent from the presentation in I&I, but 

they probably cannot name it, and almost certainly they cannot supply out of their previous knowledge 

what is missing. These readers may well find Enuma Elishlxxiii a startling new piece of data to absorb; they 

will likely experience the pervasive ambiguities of Enns’ book as something far more troubling.   

 

What to make of this speculation about reader reactions?lxxiv  For starters, I do not think that 

Enns needs to be held responsible for the immature reactions of some of his readers.  Certainly the ideal 

would be that the “weaker” brethren would gain the intellectual sturdiness needed to deal reasonably 

both with extrabiblical evidence and with professors who would like them to engage it (and to 

reconsider an evangelical doctrine of Scripture to boot!).  Of course, helping readers to deal reasonably 

with these things is one of the intentions of Enns’ book.  But given the epistemological situation of some 

of his potential readership, it is too much to expect I&I to deliver this sturdiness – particularly when such 

sturdiness is really a prerequisite for reading I&I to begin with.   

 

Perhaps a medical metaphor would be helpful here:  I&I is strong stuff, and should not be taken 

on an empty stomach.  Though it is intended for non-academic newcomers to the fields of theology and 

biblical studies, true beginners (no shame to them) would benefit by reading this book in concert with a 

couple of others, if only to help themselves develop a sense of perspective about the work of believing 

scholars in these areas of study.  Two titles that would neatly complement Enns’ offering are Tremper 

Longman’s How to Read Genesislxxv and the recently published Three Views on the New Testament Use of 

the Old Testament.lxxvi Longman’s book was published in the same year as I&I and covers similar biblical 

territory for a similar audience; the “three views” in the other book are presented by Walter Kaiser, 
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Darrell Bock, and Peter Enns himself, affording an opportunity to hear Enns’ voice alongside others in his 

field of study.  (Pastors, teachers, and professors may want to keep these titles in mind as they 

encounter those readers of I&I who have found themselves bereft, bothered, and bewildered by it.) 

 

2. In-house Polemical Concerns  (Engaging and challenging the scholarly work of other believers.) 

 

If too little knowledge is problematic for some readers of I&I, others who bring to their reading 

very much knowledge about this field of study face another kind of challenge.  Enns’ secondary 

audience, his fellow academics, also must fill in blanks where I&I has left open questions.  Many (though 

not all) of these readers have recognized in the book traces of the theological systems that they have 

spent their lives refuting, and have reacted strongly – the more so because they recognize I&I’s potential 

influence on its primary intended audience. 

 

Interestingly, there is not really a uniform set of criticisms leveled against the book by its 

scholarly readers, aside from a general dissatisfaction with the incarnational metaphor as it is employed 

by Enns, as well as with the dearth of assurance in I&I about God’s involvement in the process of 

inspiration.lxxvii  Otherwise, these reviewers offer a veritable laundry list of criticisms that range from 

charges of heterodoxy to complaints about tone and style, in addition to their scholarly engagement of 

specific passages in I&I.  The “slippery slope” idea is sometimes present in these reviews, in the sense 

that the implications of the book’s teaching might lead a reader into theological liberalism, neo-

orthodoxy, postmodernism, or some combination of the above.  Because certain things are not spelled 

out in the book, it is argued, Enns’ readers may well come away with their doctrine of Scripture revised 

in a dangerous direction – that is, away from traditional orthodox formulations and confessions, and 

toward human-centered explanations.lxxviii 

 

However – on a more hopeful view – it is possible that where things seem to be ambiguously or 

inadequately stated in a fellow believer’s writing, a “charitable” or generous reader might legitimately 

supply the missing orthodox teaching and overlook the lack.  This is the approach taken at one point by 

Tremper Longman in his brief review of I&I for Modern Reformation.  Noting that he “got confused in 

*Enns’+ discussion of whether or not the church should read the Old Testament in a similar way” (i.e., 

following the apostles’ example), he offers the possible interpretation that Enns means 

 

…we do not live in the Second Temple period (and I would add are not writing literature which, 

in his terms, is fully divine as well as fully human) so that we can make similar connections to 

those that the New Testament authors make.  At least I hope that’s his final position, because I 

think that is the correct one.lxxix 

 

Longman’s guess as to Enns’ position offers an orthodox interpretation of this issue, but it is still, as he 

admits, only a guess.  Perhaps one could objectively call this a more “charitable” read than the decidedly 
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troubling conclusions mentioned above, but I would once again question how far a reader may take the 

assumption that all blanks in I&I’s presentation should be filled with traditional evangelical 

interpretations.  If Enns truly holds alternate convictions on some issues, it would hardly be “charitable” 

to read into I&I what he does not mean, any more than it would be “charitable” to assume an alternate 

interpretation where his unexpressed convictions are actually quite traditional! 

 

I do wish to tread with deference here, because I recognize that these issues must still be a 

sensitive area in the hearts of the WTS community (and perhaps the general Reformed community as 

well).  But if I may use the term without its pejorative sense, I wonder whether many of the responses 

from Enns’ scholarly peers might not be characterized as reactionary – in that these readers are reacting 

not only to the troubling ideas or problematic theological implications that they perceive in I&I, but also 

to the tone with which these ideas are conveyed.   

 

At least one reviewerlxxx has remarked on the way Enns takes to task in I&I not only 

fundamentalist biblicists who ignore the human dimension of Scripture and the relevant historical data, 

but also an anonymous group of evangelical scholars who have done a poor job of allowing the 

phenomena of the Bible to influence their doctrine of Scripture.  At various points in his book, Enns 

characterizes these thinkers as being motivated by a desire to protect “older doctrinal commitments” by 

giving selective attention only to favorable extrabiblical evidence, as well as exercising “special pleading” 

in their commentaries and even “intellectual dishonesty” in their arguments.lxxxi  Allusions to those who 

seek to control “what can or cannot come into the conversation” and who “rule over private kingdoms 

already well established, who in their arrogance have closed their hearts and minds to the continued 

work of God’s Spirit” are as startling as they are puzzling.lxxxii Elsewhere Enns defends his lack of specific 

identifying citations by appealing once again to his intention to write primarily for non-academic 

laity.lxxxiii  Nevertheless, his comments are “in-house” polemics with a decidedly polemical tone. 

 

One can scarcely be surprised if some of these scholars, perceiving that they may be the target 

of these comments, react almost as strongly as the disciples did to Jesus’ cryptic statement about his 

betrayer.  Only, in this setting, the emotions involved are not so much dismay and horror at the thought, 

as they are indignation at the insult.  I find D. A. Carson’s review particularly interesting in this regard.  

Given what I assume to be his personal distance from the tensions at WTS, it is surprising how many 

indications he gives that I&I has gotten under his skin.lxxxiv  It seems that the text alone (rather than the 

text experienced in its immediate historical context) is sufficient to impress on him that Enns’ argument 

exhibits something of an “’angry young man’ syndrome,” and that his book “projects itself into the 

position of correcting everybody.”lxxxv  

 

One wonders, in light of this apparent pattern of tone-and-reaction, whether the necessary 

theological conversation that has followed I&I might not have accomplished more for good and been 

less strained had Enns begun from a different stance with regard to his academic peers.  It is a delicate 
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thing to balance force of conviction, “prophetic untimeliness” (to borrow Os Guinness’ phraselxxxvi), and 

“outdoing one another in showing honor”lxxxvii in academic discourse. I would venture the judgment that 

in I&I, Enns has not got the balance quite right.lxxxviii 

 

3. In-House Apologetic Concerns  (Challenging believers in general to consider new ways of 

thinking about the biblical texts in their contexts.) 

 

Little did Copernicus know, way back when he first made public his universe-rocking 

conclusions, that he would be lending his name to many a paradigm shift in future generations.  Enns 

mentions Copernicus’ original “revolution” only in his introductory chapter,lxxxix but the idea of 

prompting a significant shift in Christian thought reverberates throughout the book.  Arguably, Enns’ “in-

house apologetic” concerns – i.e., challenging Christians to think in new ways about the Bible and a 

doctrine of Scripture – are more important to him as an author than engaging the work of his academic 

peers, discussed above.  But I have chosen to consider this authorial priority last because, as I hope to 

demonstrate below, the paradigm shift Enns envisions in I&I seems to involve both of the above 

intended audiences, though in different ways. 

 

Let’s begin by noting what the metaphor of a “Copernican revolution” implies, and then we will 

end by considering what Enns may intend by alluding to the original at the outset of his book.  (Note 

that Enns does not himself use this phrase; I have adopted it here for the sake of discussing I&I’s call for 

a paradigm shift in Christian thinking.) 

 

First, a Copernican revolution suggests that there is a “Copernicus,” someone who has done the 

thinking and can point the way forward.  I doubt that Enns has the hubris to identify himself alone as 

such a figure; while his presentation may have aspects to it that are peculiar to his own way of thinking 

and labeling things, he acknowledges (in a general way) his indebtedness to other thinkers, and offers to 

his readers the titles of many of the books that have influenced his ideas.  It is much more likely that he 

sees himself as one spokesman for a loosely associated group of evangelical thinkers, past and present, 

who share the desire to allow the phenomena of Scripture to have more influence on our conception of 

what the Bible is.   

 

What is less clear in I&I is whether the intended audiences are to be the objects of the 

revolution, or fellow revolutionaries.  A Copernican revolution suggests a radical transformation of 

something, whether that be popular thought systems or church doctrines.  Are the readers of I&I to be 

purged of untenable fundamentalist conceptions about the Bible, or are they to join with Enns in 

developing a new doctrine of Scripture that replaces “older formulations,” in order to better 

accommodate the evidence of God’s accommodating authorial choices?xc   
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In a document produced in early 2007, Enns and his colleagues on the Hermeneutics Field 

Committee at WTS vigorously defended I&I against a number of criticisms leveled by colleagues from 

another committee.xci  One point Enns’ committee takes pains to make is that  

 

the importance of keeping the lay focus of the book before us is again made plain: those for 

whom the human element of Scripture presents a problem, i.e., those who have a “non-

incarnational” notion of Scripture, are in view here. And yes, these readers—as well as anyone 

else who devalues the humanity of Scripture—need their doctrine of Scripture improved.xcii 

 

The same writers also ask whether the critics “really think that what is in view here is an overhaul of 

Christian doctrine?”  Here it seems that the “Copernican revolution” sponsored by I&I may be reduced 

to reteaching the flock, improving individuals’ personal doctrines of Scripture, rather than taking on 

formal doctrinal statements.  If this is the only intention present in I&I, then the amount of negative 

scholarly response to the book’s professorial and “’in-house apologetic” concerns seems out of place. 

 

 However, reteaching the flock is a somewhat anticlimactic explanation for what Enns has 

introduced as a revolutionary idea (along the lines of Copernicus!), and it does not satisfactorily explain 

certain comments made in I&Ixciii and in Enns’ further writing on this topic since the book’s publication.  

A sense of dissatisfaction with what is often simply called “doctrine” is pervasive in these sources, 

several of which are intended principally for academic audiences.xciv  I would suggest that even though 

I&I truly does intend the reteaching described above (in keeping with Enns’ professorial concerns), it 

also presses past this goal to finger, if only obliquely, the larger issue of doctrinal reformulation, thus 

implicitly involving the evangelical academic community.  In doing so, I&I unfortunately adds to an 

already difficult read the task of determining whether the reader should consider herself under 

reconstruction, conscripted for battle, or under attack as a defender of an outmoded doctrinal fortress.   

 

    Unlike Copernicus, Enns is working and writing within a contemporary evangelical Protestant 

framework.  Strong convictions and stung pride can make for “messy” public discourse; but in this 

setting we do not literally burn one another at the stake for offering divergent viewpoints.  As Enns 

continues to speak and write and clarify his thinking for his oft-confused readership, perhaps his 

“Copernican revolution” will take the form of a distinct new school of thought within evangelical 

scholarship.  In the end, it seems that Inspiration and Incarnation is just too small a vessel to hold all that 

Enns really wants to say, without leaving holes in the deck for many of the rest of us to fall through.  This 

book, then, is not the final answer (either from Enns or from evangelicalism) to the question of how to 

think about the humanity of the Scriptures; but for now, it is a beginning – and, as Chaim Potok 

acknowledges for all of us, “all beginnings are hard.”xcv 

 

Coda for the Curious 
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 As we close this discussion, here are some answers to the introductory quiz for readers who 

have been wondering.  (These are not the only answers available, but they are a beginning.) 

 

1. True or False:  The Gospel of John was written by John son of Zebedee, one of the Twelve. 

False – perhaps.  While not every conservative scholar agrees, many commentators see 

evidence within the Gospel of John that indicates that the “Beloved Disciple” may have been 

someone other than John son of Zebedee, and thus was not, in fact, one of the Twelve.  

Richard Bauckham’s extensive argument cannot be repeated here, but it includes the idea 

that the authorship of this Gospel is carefully concealed until the very end precisely because 

the writer was less personally well-known in the early church, and therefore had first to 

establish credibility through his testimony in the text before identifying himself.  It is also 

suggested that during the first centuries after the death of those who knew the Beloved 

Disciple personally, the author of John’s Gospel and John son of Zebedee became one in the 

minds of the church. xcvi  

 

2. True or False:  A section of the Book of Proverbs was previously published in Egypt. 

True.  The Instruction of Amenemope, which closely corresponds to Proverbs 22:17-24:22, 

predates the biblical text.  But, as Peter Enns points out, this fact is only threatening to our 

doctrine of Scripture if we insist that all “revelation” must comprise completely new 

material.xcvii  Although the practical wisdom of the Instruction originally had its place in 

Egyptian life and thought, set within the Hebrew canon its worth changes dramatically:  in 

its new context, it is considered true wisdom in light of the fear of the Lord.xcviii 

 

3. True or False:  Studying the human origins of the Christian Scriptures threatens the doctrines 

of inerrancy and divine inspiration, and should be avoided by believers. 

False.  While Peter Enns’ offering on this topic in Inspiration and Incarnation has proved 

problematic and troubling for some readers, we should not conclude that this proves a point 

about the dangers of biblical scholarship.  Rather, an examination of Enns’ authorial 

priorities has hopefully demonstrated that in I&I Enns seems to have achieved only mixed 

success in meeting his goals for his different intended audiences.   

Regarding the ideas he puts forth in his book, Enns’ emphasis on granting the 

phenomena of the Bible more influence on an evangelical doctrine of Scripture should be 

heard in the context of a larger, necessary conversation about how our speaking God 

communicates in Scripture, interweaving text and context.  Enns’ challenge to evangelical 

thought on the matter of the human origins of Scripture should be analyzed, compared with 

other explanations, and evaluated for its own merits and deficiencies – but his challenge 

should, indeed, be heard.  Enns is correct when he says that he is not the only one asking 

questions about the Bible, and that the church has not always served the questioners well. 
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The penultimate word goes to Richard Bauckham. In an interview with Modern Reformation 

after the publication of Jesus and the Eyewitnesses, Bauckham comments on the different intellectual 

climates found in Britain and North America: 

 

Scholarship – evangelical, conservative, more liberal, whatever terms you use – is not so 

polarized in Britain, where people recognize the scholarly credentials of those with whom they 

disagree and yet still participate in conversation.  My impression of the New Testament 

scholarly world in America is that people read what is written by those with whom they’re going 

to agree, and that they are often quite contemptuous of others.  I don’t think that’s a climate in 

which to do good scholarship.xcix 

 

 Believers who sincerely desire to make sense of things like inspiration will do well to heed this 

observation.  Do we personally contribute to a climate in which questions can be freely asked and 

answers can be freely offered, or do we not?  Whether we are non-academic laypeople just beginning to 

venture into theological or biblical studies, or pastors with the responsibility of a flock in mind, or 

students and professors up to our earlobes in books, we are all, at all times, called to speak carefully, 

honestly, and irenically about what we learn, notice, and think – “speaking the truth in love,” as Paul 

puts it in Ephesians.  Why?  Because this is part of our participation in God’s “incarnational”c project.  

The inspired Word has the last word: 

 

In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world so 

that we might live through him.  In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us 

and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.  Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to 

love one another.  No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and his 

love is perfected in us.   

1 John 4:9-12 (ESV) 

 

Soli Deo Gloria. 

 

This essay is offered in honor of RE Greg Donovan: scholar, teacher, and friend. 

 

 

Paige Britton earned her B.A. in English from Haverford College (PA) and her M.A. in Special Education 

from Millersville University.  She attends Faith Reformed Presbyterian Church (PCA) in Quarryville, PA 

with her husband and two kids.  Paige may be reached at paige.britton@gmail.com.  

  

                                                           
i
 Let me clarify at the outset that I have no opinion to offer regarding the seminary’s action or how this decision 

was carried out.  My purpose here is simply to interact with the contents of Peter Enns’ book.  (Still, as will be 
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evident later in this essay, this is a book that is by now very noticeably bound up in its historical context; and some 

mention of what it has meant to WTS people is as relevant as a discussion of what it might more generally mean to 

readers who encounter it at other times and places.) 

 
ii
 Dr. Enns is also a member of the World Reformed Fellowship.  His website, www.peterennsonline.com, provides 

a current schedule of his speaking and teaching engagements and tracks some of the scholarly discussion sparked 

by Inspiration and Incarnation (which I will usually shorten to its nickname, I&I, in this article).  I last accessed Enns’ 

website during the week of Jan. 13, 2009. 

 
iii
 Scholars use the term “Second Temple period” to refer to the broad sweep of time between the destruction of 

Solomon’s temple (587/586 BC) and the destruction of the Second Temple in AD 70 (built in 516 BC).  For 

Christians, this period includes the post-exilic biblical texts, the years between the OT and NT, and the writing of 

the NT canon.  See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), p.184.  Enns 

elaborates on the hermeneutical environment of this time period in Chapter Four of his book. 

 
iv
 Pardon the allusion to an American cultural icon!  This is what the charlatan wizard says in the movie version of 

The Wizard of Oz when Toto reveals him behind the curtain of his broadcasting booth.  (The parallel here with the 

human authors of the Bible is simply that ordinary people, obscured now by a curtain of history, had a hand in the 

writing of the Scriptures.) 

 
v
 And a bit later in history, the “hidden treasure” in the Gospels was assumed by many scholars to be not the 

historical Jesus, but the communities which produced the texts.  See Richard Burridge’s discussion in “About 

People, by People, for People: Gospel Genre and Audience,” in The Gospels for All Christians, ed. Richard 

Bauckham (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), pp.113-145. 

vi
 Quoted in Richard Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), p.479. 

 
vii

 This is my own term; Bauckham uses Ricoeur’s phrase “archived memory” on p.488. 

 
viii

 Bauckham, p.5.  Cf. pp.1-11, 264-289. 

 
ix
 See Bauckham, pp.12-38, 114-124. 

 
x
 See Bauckham, pp.30-38, 240-263, 290-318. 

 
xi
 Later in the book, Bauckham makes the fascinating suggestion that some of the unnamed figures in the Gospels, 

such as the disciple who cut off Malchus’ ear (Mark 14:47), were kept anonymous in the text precisely because 

they, too, were eyewitnesses – and, being very much alive at the time of writing, they would have been in trouble 

with the establishment had they been named!  That some of these figures are then named in John’s Gospel, the 

latest of the four, implies that in John’s day the necessity of protecting these particular witnesses was past.  See 

Bauckham, pp.39-66 for a discussion of named figures, and pp.183-201 for an elaboration of the idea of 

“protective anonymity” in the Gospels. 

 

http://www.peterennsonline.com/
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xii

 This lexicon was compiled by the Israeli scholar Tal Ilan in 2002.  See Bauckham, pp.67-113, for discussion. 

 
xiii

 See Mark 1:16; 16:7 and Luke 5:3; 24:34.  In both cases, Simon Peter is the first- and last-named disciple in the 

Gospel, indicating his prominence in the story.  Bauckham’s argument from sources contemporary to the Gospels 

is that this placement of Peter is an example of the literary form of inclusio, and indicates a deliberate authorial 

decision. 

 
xiv

 See John 1:35-42; John 21:20-25.  In an even more sophisticated way, the author of John’s Gospel creates 

another inclusio that surrounds the inclusio of Peter’s name!  Bauckham sees in this Johannine inclusio an 

indication of the authorship of the Gospel.  (See the final section of this essay, “Coda for the Curious,” for more 

details about the authorship of the fourth Gospel.) 

 
xv

 See Bauckham, pp.123-154. 

 
xvi

 Bauckham, p.168. 

 
xvii

 See Bauckham, pp.155-182; 202-239.  See also pp.358-383 for more details on word choices in the Gospel of 

John. 

 
xviii

 See Bauckham, pp.319-357. 

 
xix

 See Bauckham, pp.472-508. 

 
xx

 Bauckham, p.493. 

 
xxi

 Bauckham, p.500. 

 
xxii

 Bauckham, p.506. 

 
xxiii

 See John 14:26. 

 
xxiv

 Perhaps it is more traditional to subsume “inspiration” under the general heading of “doctrine of Scripture.”  I 

have separated the two here in order to better view both the “what” and the “how” of this general doctrine. 

 
xxv

 Inerrancy is defined by Alan Cairns as “the unique quality of Scripture by which it was given by God to His 

chosen penmen in a state that was free from all error of every kind.” (See The Dictionary of Theological Terms, 

Greenville, SC: Ambassador/Emerald International, 2002, p.232.) 

 
xxvi

 Infallibility is defined by Cairns as “That quality of the Bible, the inspired word of God, by which it is free from 

error, authentic in its writings, reliable in its revelation, and authoritative in all its communications.  In other 

words, infallibility means that the Scripture, whether considered in its totality or any of its parts cannot fall short of 

being true, whatever the subject under consideration may be” (232).  (I chose Cairns’ definitions for their brevity 
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and precision; I believe they are representative of the general evangelical understanding of these terms, although 

some evangelical theologians may nuance the terms differently and perhaps more clearly differentiate between 

them.) 

 
xxvii

 Note, for example, the conclusion of the PCA’s 2000 Advisory Committee on Creation, charged with 

investigating competing viewpoints regarding a six-day creation in light of the intentions of the Westminster 

divines:  “The fact is that the Church, while affirming with one voice the creation of all things visible and invisible 

by the triune God, has not come to a unity of position on the matter of the nature and length of the days, as she 

has with regard to such doctrines as the Trinity and the Person of Christ…We believe that this is the reason that 

this committee has not been able to reach unanimity.” (See http://www.pcahistory.org/creation/report.html .) 

 
xxviii

 Scotsman A. T. B. McGowan points out that an insistence on “inerrancy” as a criterion for orthodoxy is mainly a 

North American phenomenon, born of the “Battle for the Bible” in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century.  North 

American evangelical scholars who are dissatisfied with the term face an uphill battle if they wish to distance 

themselves from it, because such a move is often perceived by other evangelicals to be a rejection of an orthodox 

confession of the faith.  See A. T. B. McGowan, The Divine Spiration of Scripture (Nottingham, England: Apollos, 

2007) for an in-depth discussion of this issue. 

 
xxix

 2 Timothy 3:16.  Theopneustos, “God-breathed,” was inaccurately translated “inspired” in the King James 

Version of the Bible in 1611, and we have been stuck with this term as our “common currency” ever since.  See A. 

T. B. McGowan, The Divine Spiration of Scripture (Nottingham, England: Apollos, 2007), pp.38-43, for a discussion 

of the history of the term. 

 
xxx

 See 2 Peter 1:21. 

 
xxxi

 A confession of plenary verbal inspiration does not preclude God’s use of a variety of secondary causes as he 

sovereignly guided the writers of Scripture.  For example, we can point to Luke’s historical research, John taking 

direct dictation from Christ, the Spirit’s quickening of the disciples’ personal memories, and Paul’s preparation, as a 

student of Gamaliel, for knowledgeable wrestling with OT texts as NT instances of the interweaving of the earthly 

and the supernatural in the production of the Bible.  (Cf. Luke 1:1-4; Rev. 2:1, 8, etc.; John 14:26; Acts 22:3.) 

 
xxxii

 As a parallel example of this strategy, consider Christian author Philip Johnson’s defense of his approach in 

Darwin on Trial, 2
nd

 Edition (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p.14: 

“…I am not concerned in this book with addressing any conflicts between the Biblical accounts and the 

scientific evidence…My purpose is to examine the scientific evidence on its own terms, being careful to 

distinguish the evidence itself from any religious or philosophical bias that might distort our interpretation 

of the evidence.” 

 
xxxiii

 “Dispassionate” being a relative term; even the imperturbable Carson found himself feeling “had,” “got at,” 

and “irritated” by I&I.  See D. A. Carson, “Three Books on the Bible: A Critical Review” (www.reformation21.org, 

April, 2006). 

 

http://www.pcahistory.org/creation/report.html
http://www.reformation21.org/
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xxxiv

 See Susan Wise Bauer, “Messy Revelation: Why Paul would have flunked hermeneutics,” Books and Culture, 

May/June, 2006, available online at http://www.christianitytoday.com/bc/2006/003/3.8.html.  Bauer’s review 

cleverly plays with the idea of Paul scandalizing the faculty of, say, Westminster, with his OT exegesis.  Her 

approval of Enns’ approach is so strong that she goes beyond his words in I&I to state that “Scripture, like the 

Incarnation itself, is a scandal:…It is loaded with problems and imperfections…I…stand face-to-face with the Old 

Testament and its excessive, contradictory, harsh, alien texts.” 

 
xxxv

 Cf. Matthew 12:34 (NIV), “Out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.” 

 
xxxvi

 D. A. Carson, “Three Books on the Bible: A Critical Review” (www.reformation21.org, April, 2006). 

 
xxxvii

 Enns refers to Copernicus as “one of many examples that could be given where evidence outside the Bible, in 

this case scientific, affected how we view the Bible,” but he does not himself use the phrase “Copernican 

revolution.”  See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.14.   

xxxviii
 Enns uses the phrase “what the Bible is” as a user-friendly term for Scripture’s essence, ontology, or nature.  

See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp. 15, 41, 48, 67, etc. 

 
xxxix

 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.15.  I have followed Enns’ preference regarding capitalization in the 

phrase “God’s word.” 

 
xl
 See, e.g., Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.169. 

 
xli

 See, e.g., D. A. Carson, “Three Books on the Bible” (www.reformation21.org); G. K. Beale, “Myth, History, and 

Inspiration: A Review Article of Inspiration and Incarnation by Peter Enns (JETS, June 2006; accessed online at 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176285). 

 
xlii

 Peter Enns, “Response to G. K. Beale’s Review Article of Inspiration and Incarnation,” (Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society, June, 2006, accessed online at 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176284/pg_1). 

 
xliii

 The first line of the blurb on Baker Academic’s I&I endorsements page reads, “This study from Peter Enns is an 

important reconsideration of evangelical perspectives on scriptural authority, particularly in light of recent Old 

Testament scholarship” (emphasis added).  I have to think that the writer of this sentence has blurred in his or her 

mind the distinction between Scripture’s authority and the various views held regarding its inspiration.   See 

http://www.bethanyhouse.com, clicking on the title of Enns’ book for details. 

 
xliv

 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.46, 106.  The phrase “if we let it speak” admittedly begs the question 

of whether the Bible “has authority” even if we ignore it, but I don’t want to read too much into Enns’ wording 

here. 

 
xlv

 Peter Enns, Incarnation & Inspiration, p.168. 

 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/bc/2006/003/3.8.html
http://www.reformation21.org/
http://www.reformation21.org/
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176285
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176284/pg_1
http://www.bethanyhouse.com/
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xlvi

 Of course, Enns’ commitment to the Westminster Standards as a professor at WTS became the focus of scrutiny 

after the publication of his book, and readers can easily find his opinions and defenses in this regard online, 

beginning with his website (www.peterennsonline.com). 

 
xlvii

 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.14, 49, 66, 108, 168. 

 
xlviii

 Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.40, 50. 

 
xlix

 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.87. 

 
l
 See Enns’ discussion regarding the likelihood that the patriarchs and the freed Israelite slaves would ever have 

written anything down, pp.50-52.  See also “Myth, Scripture, and Ancient Literature” by Dr. Paul Gilchrist, on the 

World Reformed Fellowship website (www.wrfnet.org), for an alternate view of the same biblical wanderers.  Dr. 

Gilchrist does not identify whose work he is refuting, but his comments are especially relevant to pp.50-52 of I&I. 

 
li
 E.g., Joshua 8:32; Luke 24:27.  Most references to Mosaic authorship in the NT more specifically quote from or 

allude to the other four books of the Pentateuch, but “Moses” can stand for all five of the books of the Jewish 

Torah.  For a balanced introductory discussion of possibilities regarding the authorship of Genesis, see Tremper 

Longman, How to Read Genesis (InterVarsity Press, 2005), pp.43-58.  Longman sees room for editing from another 

hand as well as for older traditions informing the author, but concludes that “Moses had a foundational 

connection with the production of the book of Genesis and the Pentateuch as a whole” (p.57). 

 
lii
 See Galatians 3:19. 

 
liii

 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.122-123, 149, 151. 

 
liv

 However, in another venue, also defending these references to Jewish oral tradition in the NT, Enns writes 

dismissively that any appeal to a real but unrecorded historical event behind these traditions seems “to be based 

on an assumption that the historicity of such an event must be concrete in order for it to be worthy of NT 

Scripture.  In other words, historicity is such a thoroughly central component of what we consider to be essential 

of biblical revelation that, if a NT writer alludes to an otherwise unattested…episode in the OT, its historicity must 

be assumed, even if the OT does not mention it.”  In Stanley N. Gundry, Ed., Three Views on the NT Use of the OT 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2007), p.195. 

 
lv
 See www.peterennsonline.com, under Enns’ response to the criticism that “I&I Denies Inerrancy.” 

 
lvi

 A. T. B. McGowan, also a Presbyterian, expresses similar sentiments: “After all, if it took the International Council 

on Biblical Inerrancy around twelve pages to define and explain their use of the word ‘inerrancy’ in the famous 

Chicago Statement, then surely there must be a better word we could use?  Any word that requires so much 

definition, qualification, affirmation and denial must surely have questions raised as to its value” (The Divine 

Spiration of Scripture, p.106).  McGowan argues for infallibility as the term of choice for those who hold to an 

orthodox confession.  

http://www.peterennsonline.com/
http://www.wrfnet.org/
http://www.peterennsonline.com/
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lvii

 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.108, 109, 110, 111, 161. 

 
lviii

 See www.peterennsonline.com, under Enns’ response to the criticism that “I&I Denies Inerrancy.” 

 
lix

 Allowing for the nuances of genre, which of course includes (for example) metaphorical and hyperbolic elements 

alongside (and sometimes within) historical narratives.   

 
lx
 2 Timothy 3:8 reads, “Just as Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses, so these men also oppose the truth…” (ESV).  

These names appear in Jewish tradition as the names of Pharaoh’s magicians. 

 
lxi

 Cf. Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.128, 162f. 

 
lxii

 See especially Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.160-161. 

 
lxiii

 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.13-15 for Enns’ use of “instinct” regarding the divine origin of 

Scripture. 

 
lxiv

 (Extended Discussion on Second Temple Traditions:) Again, Enns would remind us at this point that our 

contemporary expectations for historicity – or our prior commitments as to what constitutes acceptable NT 

revelation (see note “liv” above) – may blind us to the reality of how the Bible actually behaves.  This is a fair 

warning, and it should be heeded.  But I have not yet gathered from Enns’ subsequent writings how exactly he 

would counsel us to reconcile the idea of our speaking God with what appear to be traditional fictions set within 

accounts of real events in the NT.  The question becomes, to take one example, has God really said through Paul 

that “the law was put into place through angels by an intermediary” (Gal. 3:19)?  If these are God’s chosen words, 

even if they also reflect a Jewish oral tradition, what is he trying to communicate with these words? 

 Is it: a) “Rejoice in the fact that I incorporated Jewish oral tradition into the text, so that you could know 

me through the humility of humanness (and never mind about the angels)!”?  If so, might not many a first century 

Gentile reader (such as those in Galatia!) have missed this emphasis? 

 Or does God mean to communicate through Paul: b) the law was put into place through angels by an 

intermediary? 

 Or is it the case that c) God has not said (or “breathed out”) these words, but has merely smiled on the 

inclusion of them in the text?  -- In which scenario God himself is exonerated from supplying the fictions directly, 

and his affirmation of the writer’s interpretive milieu demonstrates his gracious accommodation to Paul’s finite 

knowledge (or credulity!) and cultural embeddedness.  Again, in this case the words would themselves convey no 

more meaning than “behold here another pious fiction” – and of course this explanation would also reflect quite 

an adjustment of an orthodox doctrine of inspiration. 

 Certainly, we ought to pay attention to the way our Bible “behaves.”  But a doctrine of inspiration must 

also give due consideration to the way words behave, and the way our speaking God communicates through them.  

I look forward to reading more work done in this area, by Enns and others. 

  
lxv

 See, e.g., pp.14, 108 of Inspiration and Incarnation. 

http://www.peterennsonline.com/
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lxvi

 In a hearty effort to proffer benefit of the doubt in this area, I have tried to read all of Enns’ published and 

online writing since the publication of I&I, alert for any explicit statements that indicate Enns’ belief that God 

inspired every word of Scripture.  The clearest examples I was able to find come from a 2007 document produced 

by Enns and his colleagues in the biblical studies department of WTS, which states that “every word of Scripture is 

breathed out by God” (p.60 of pdf document) and “when the orthodox are dialoguing with friends, who share this 

commitment to plenary verbal inspiration and to inerrancy as its concomitant, there does seem to be a willingness 

to let the phenomena speak to our doctrine of Scripture” (p.69).  (See 

http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official Theological Documents for Web.pdf .)  This may be enough 

evidence to satisfy many readers of this article as to Enns’ position, but alas, it offers little immediate help to 

readers encountering I&I alone. 

 
lxvii

 I noted only two specific exceptions to this tendency in I&I:  The first is the statement that “all of these texts 

come to Moses from God” (I&I, p.91), referring to different laws regarding the release of slaves.  (I am unclear how 

Enns’ assumption of Mosaic authorship here coheres with his analysis [on pp.50-52] of the unlikelihood that the 

wandering released Israelite slaves would have been men of letters.  If these laws weren’t written down during 

Moses’ day but were preserved as oral tradition, as Enns infers regarding the Genesis stories, then Moses didn’t 

receive them as “texts.”)  The second exception comes during Enns’ discussion of the NT writers’ use of OT 

passages.  Imagining that Hosea had been brought forward to Matthew’s time, Enns writes, “Hosea would be 

forced, in light of recent events, to see his words – precisely because they are inspired by God, the divine author – 

in the final eschatological context” (p.153, emphasis in original).  These are positive statements that seem to 

support a doctrine of plenary verbal inspiration, but many readers may agree that they are overwhelmingly 

countered by the use of the language of human agency in the rest of the book (see note “lxix” for examples).  It is 

also unclear whether Enns would affirm that the NT writers were themselves producing “God-breathed Scriptures,” 

or whether he would apply this term only to the OT passages they were interpreting (see I&I, p.157). 

 
lxviii

 For example, if readers don’t pay close attention to what IS said in I&I about the “how” of inspiration, they may 

well end up with an impression of theological liberalism, with its “low” view of Scripture and its high view of 

humanity.  Alternately, if readers add up all that is present in I&I and don’t fill in any blanks, they may arrive at 

something like neo-orthodoxy, which allows for God’s general involvement but dismisses the historicity of biblical 

narratives and plenary verbal inspiration.  (This is not to say Enns intended that his readers reach either of these 

conclusions, but that these are possible impressions one could receive, given ambiguities such as the absence of  

definitive affirmations of historicity and plenary verbal inspiration.) 

 
lxix

 (Examples of human agency in inscripturation:)  The following statements from I&I are examples of what I 

mean by “human agency” in the production of Scripture at the level of actual words chosen.  Perhaps none of 

these is problematic by itself, but the sum of statements like these (with little to counterbalance them) gives the 

impression that God got the ball rolling by involving himself in human history, then stood back and watched as the 

human writers composed the Bible.  (There are other examples in the book which I did not include here.) 

 In his discussion of OT composition, Enns writes: 

 

http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official%20Theological%20Documents%20for%20Web.pdf
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“Whether or not the author of Genesis was familiar with the text known to us as Enuma Elish, he was 

certainly working within a similar conceptual world.”  (27) 

 

“It is safe to assume that Israel’s ancient stories were composed first orally in the context of the well-

established ANE cultures of the day and were committed to writing only at a later time.” (50) 

 

“The author *of Chronicles+ shapes events to suit his theological purpose.” (64) 

 

“If we wish to understand ancient Israelites and the ancient literature they composed, we must learn to 

develop intuitions, as best we can, that reflect the ancient world to which these texts are given.” (102) 

 

 In his explication of NT writers’ use of Second Temple interpretive practices, Enns writes: 

 

“Matthew was motivated by his conviction that Christ is the focus of Scripture…It is because Matthew 

knew that Jesus was the Christ that he also knew that all Scripture speaks of him.”  (134, emphasis in 

original) 

 

“Paul’s intention…was an interpretive exercise founded on his conviction that Christ is the ultimate 

fulfillment of Israel’s story.”  (135) 

 

“These *oral+ traditions are not incorporated intentionally by the NT writers in an effort to connect with 

their audience; that is, it is not that the apostles ‘knew better’ but were simply joining in for the benefit of 

their less enlightened readers.  Rather, these traditions seem to represent the biblical author’s own 

understanding of these OT episodes.” (142, abbreviations added, emphasis in original) 

 

“Jude here is not a mouthpiece for new revelation from God.  He is, as so often elsewhere in the NT, a 

conduit for an already existing interpretive tradition.”  (145, from a discussion of the dispute over Moses’ 

body recorded in Jude 9.  Enns’ sentence construction is a bit awkward here, but his point is that the NT 

authors in general were often “conduits” for rabbinic traditions about biblical events and figures.) 

 

“*The statement about Moses’ Egyptian education+ is there because it is part of Stephen’s bare-boned 

outline of Moses’ life…Acts 7:22 says what it says…because Second Temple interpreters were not silent.” 

(147) 

 

“*Acts 7:53+ is simply an example of a biblical author talking about an OT episode as he understood it, that 

is, in terms of the interpretive traditions that formed his own unintentional notions of what was ‘in’ the 

Bible.”  (149)  (The “author” in view here is Stephen, which raises other questions that we won’t pursue 

just now!) 

 

“They do not interpret the OT in odd ways because they are apostles and can do what they want.  They do 

what they do because they are first-century biblical interpreters who are heirs to a long and vibrant 

history of interpretation.” (157) 
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lxx
 For example, the words “ambiguity” or “ambiguous” are used by G. K. Beale, the WTS writers of the Historical 

and Theological Field Committee Report (a response to I&I), as well as the writers of the WTS Minority Report.  In 

his review for Modern Reformation, Tremper Longman admits to some confusion regarding Enns’ conclusions 

about whether or not we may replicate Second Temple approaches to OT interpretation, but Longman does not 

use the word “ambiguous.”  Michael Eschelbach’s positive view of the open questions in I&I is described below in 

the text. 

 
lxxi

 Michael Eschelbach, Review of Inspiration and Incarnation (in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, Vol. 

48, No. 4, December 2005, pp.811-812). 

 
lxxii

 Readers are referred to the following pages in I&I where statements are made that convey this impression: 9, 

14, 15, 17, 25, 32, 47, 48, 49, 52, 66, 67, 138, 152, 168, 171f. 

lxxiii
 Enuma Elish is one of the ANE texts that parallels the Genesis account of Creation.  As Enns explains in his 

glossary, this Babylonian myth “tells of the god Marduk’s conflicts with, and eventual victory over, other gods and 

of his subsequent acts of creation.”  See Inspiration & Incarnation, p.179 for more details. 

lxxiv
 My observations are not entirely speculative, although they are hardly based on a scientific sampling of 

readers.  Encounters with acquaintances who have read I&I, as well as a glance through the blogosphere (dating 

from spring of 2008) has alerted me to the possible differences in reader reactions among laity and seminary 

students (some of whom are assigned the book in their classes).  Explaining these reactions based on readers’ 

familiarity with the tasks of analyzing, comparing, and evaluating Christian scholars’ work is in keeping with my 

commitment as an educator to pay attention to the epistemological starting point of every individual learner.  (I 

realize that other explanations for reader reactions can work as well.) 

 
lxxv

 Published by InterVarsity Press, 2005.  Longman’s book is highly readable and very gentle in its introduction of 

controversial topics in the study of Genesis.  Another gentle beginning is found in Peter Enns’ contribution to the 

Disciple Bible Study series, Invitation to Genesis (Abingdon Press, 2006).  Readers familiar with Enns’ positions will 

recognize a sprinkling of signature themes, but for the most part Enns’ concerns here seem to be pastoral.  This is, 

understandably, a much less substantive resource than Longman’s book or I&I; the commentary in the 

participants’ guide can be read in an afternoon.  I am not familiar with the corresponding material in the video 

supplement, which is part of a package that a church might purchase for a group study. 

 
lxxvi

 Stanley N. Gundry, ed. (Zondervan, 2007)  The premise behind the books in this “several views” series is that 

there really are diverse voices within evangelicalism, and presenting these voices side by side can help readers 

form their own opinions.  Of course, if one does not have much practice forming opinions in these areas, books like 

these can be downright confusing.  But the editors do a great job of laying out the issues and areas of agreement 

and disagreement among the contributors, so even a neophyte can begin to categorize and distinguish elements of 

their arguments – which are some of the first steps in the task of analyzing a piece of writing. 
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lxxvii

 I have wondered whether it is specifically the absence of reassurance about the doctrine of plenary verbal 

inspiration that prompts these comments, because Enns does not seem reticent in I&I to speak of God’s more 

general involvement in the production of the Scriptures. 

 
lxxviii

 D. A. Carson’s review is by far the most academic of the significant critical responses, followed by G. K. Beale’s 

(in that these writers generally limit their discussion to academic and logical disagreements they have with the 

text).  The writing produced by the WTS faculty and administration, those responding in opposition to Enns’ ideas 

in I&I, has more to say about the theological implications of the book, which is in keeping with the writers’ roles as 

governors of an institution that holds to the Westminster Confession of Faith as its standard description of 

orthodox belief. (Note that I am not offering a judgment here regarding their conclusions, but I am acknowledging 

the particular role they have as leaders of WTS.)  Cf. D. A. Carson, “Three Books on the Bible” 

(www.reformation21.org), G. K. Beale, “Myth, History, and Inspiration: A Review Article of Inspiration and 

Incarnation by Peter Enns (JETS, June 2006; accessed online at 

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176285), and the PDF document from WTS found 

at http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official Theological Documents for Web.pdf .  (I have chosen to 

interact mainly with the longer critical responses, but shorter ones exist as well.  See, for example, Paul Helm 

(www.reformation21.org) and Brenton C. Ferry at www.opc.org.) 

 
lxxix

 Tremper Longman, “Divine and Human Qualities in the Old Testament” (Modern Reformation, Volume14, No.6, 

November/December, 2005), pp.33-34.  Longman’s review is on the whole a positive one, although he notes at the 

start that he cannot agree with Enns on every detail.  I appreciated the friendly and respectful tone of Longman’s 

piece, and I wish that he had later produced a more thorough review, comparable in length and depth to those by 

D. A. Carson and G. K. Beale, who were much less satisfied with I&I.   

 
lxxx

 See G. K. Beale, “Myth, History, and Inspiration: A Review Article of Inspiration and Incarnation by Peter Enns 

(JETS, June 2006; accessed online at http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176285). 

 
lxxxi

 See comments made on these pages of I&I: 39, 41(?), 47-48, 50, 52, 65, 72, 73, 92, 107, 108, 115, 116, 172f. 

 
lxxxii

 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.172f. 

lxxxiii
 See Enns’ response to G. K. Beale’s article in JETS, available at Enns’ website (www.peterennsonline.com).  

lxxxiv
 See note “xxxiii” above. 

 
lxxxv

 See D. A. Carson, “Three Books on the Bible” (www.reformation21.org). 

 
lxxxvi

 Os Guinness, Prophetic Untimeliness (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2003).  Of course, Guinness has in mind 

the church’s calling to eschew modern demands that it pursue “relevance.”  I borrow the phrase to capture the 

idea that prophets are generally experienced as “untimely” beings, disrupting our comfortable patterns.  Whether 

Enns has a message that the church needs to hear at this point in its history will continue to be a matter for 

debate; but at any rate, it certainly seems to have made a number of persons uncomfortable. 

 

http://www.reformation21.org/
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176285
http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official%20Theological%20Documents%20for%20Web.pdf
http://www.reformation21.org/
http://www.opc.org/
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3817/is_200606/ai_n17176285
http://www.peterennsonline.com/
http://www.reformation21.org/
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lxxxvii

 Romans 12:10, ESV. 

 
lxxxviii

 Be it here noted that the street runs both ways, regardless of “who started it”: Enns has also had the surely 

discomfiting experience of discovering (after the fact) that I&I was apparently the unidentified object of a 

polemical speech given by Dr. Richard Pratt to the General Assembly of the PCA in 2006, titled “Westminster and 

Contemporary Reformed Hermeneutics.”  The text of Dr. Pratt’s speech, interspersed with Enns’ responses, can be 

found on Enns’ website (www.peterennsonline.com). 

 
lxxxix

 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, p.14.  Enns does not himself use the phrase “Copernican 

revolution.” 

xc
 D. A. Carson asks a similar question in his review:  “*A+re we explaining how evangelical faith accommodates 

biblical scholarship, or are we asserting that a Copernican revolution must take place within evangelical faith so as 

to accommodate biblical scholarship?”  See “Three Books on the Bible” (www.reformation21.org). 

xci All of these documents can be found at the WTS website in a single PDF document 

(http:///www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official Theological Documents for Web.pdf).  The document in 
defense of Peter Enns’ ideas and his book is titled “Hermeneutics Field Committee Reply to the HTFC,” and the 
main document to which this piece responds is titled “Historical and Theological Field Committee Report.”   
 
xcii

  See http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official%20Theological%20Documents%20for%20Web.pdf, 

p.60. 

 
xciii

 References in I&I to a need for reassessment of doctrinal formulations can be found on pp. 9, 14, 15, 17, 25, 32, 

47, 48, 49, 52, 66, 67, 138, 152, 168, 171f. 

xciv
 See, for example, Enns’ response to Dr. Richard Pratt’s 2006 General Assembly speech, and Enns’ 2007 article 

for Calvin Theological Journal, “Preliminary Observations on an Incarnational Model of Scripture,” both of which 

are available on his website (www.peterennsonline.com).  In his response to Dr. Pratt, Enns rightly reminds us that 

when we frame our doctrine of Scripture solely on the basis of what (for example) the Westminster divines 

produced when they wrote the Standards in 1647, we are in danger of forgetting that “they lived in their own 

historical moment.”  Theologians today must indeed weigh the thinking of the past, the discoveries and challenges 

that have intervened in the meantime, and the demands of the present cultural moment, in order to articulate 

Christian doctrines in a lucid and helpful way for Christians today.  Not everyone will agree on what needs revising 

(or in what direction, or to what degree), but a certain amount of formal re-articulation of theological and 

doctrinal positions makes sense, at least every century or so!  (Note the work the World Reformed Fellowship is 

doing to this end, in creating a generally Reformed statement that reflects the needs and experience of the 

international church since the Enlightenment.  For more details, see 

http://www.wrfnet.org/web/guest/commissions/theology.)   

xcv
 This is the opening line of Potok’s book In the Beginning (1975). 

xcvi
 See Bauckham’s detailed discussion, pp.358-471. 

xcvii
 See Peter Enns, Inspiration and Incarnation, pp.37-38, 42. 

http://www.peterennsonline.com/
http://www.reformation21.org/
http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official%20Theological%20Documents%20for%20Web.pdf
http://www.wts.edu/uploads/images/files/Official%20Theological%20Documents%20for%20Web.pdf
http://www.peterennsonline.com/
http://www.wrfnet.org/web/guest/commissions/theology
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xcviii

 As Francis Schaeffer remarks in another context, this information leads to the speculation that the act of 

inspiration sometimes extended to the selection of material. (See Genesis in Space and Time, InterVarsity Press, 

1972, p.128.)  

 
xcix

 “The Four Gospels as Authentic Testimony: An Interview with Richard Bauckham,” Modern Reformation Vol. 17, 

No. 2, March/April 2008, p.56. 

c
 Here “incarnational” is meant to convey the simple meaning “embodied,” not the theological idea of the 

hypostatic union. 


