
Presbyterian Understanding and Use Of Holy Scripture 

A Position Statement 

Adopted by the 123rd General Assembly (1983) 

               Of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 
A Task force studied attitudes and beliefs in the history of the denomination about the inspiration and 
authority of Scripture. On that basis, it developed 5 positions, and sent those position statements, 
together with a questionnaire (called “The Presbyterian Panel”) to a diverse group of c. 3694 persons 
(lay members, elders, pastors and clergy in specialized ministries). Of these, almost 3000 
responded. 

                                        

5 Posi'ons on Biblical Inspira'on 

                And percentages of respondents for each posi'on 

Position 1:  [14% of respondents] 

 The Bible, though written by individuals, has been so controlled by the Holy Spirit  

 that it is without error in all it teaches, not only in matters of theology and ethics, 

 but also in matters of science and history 

Position 2:  [23% of respondents] 

The Bible, though written by individuals and reflecting their personalities,  

has been so controlled by the Holy Spirit that it is trustworthy in all it teaches in matters of 
theology and ethics, but not necessarily in matters of science and history. 

Position 3:   [48% of respondents] 
 All of the Bible is both the inspired Word of God  

 and at the same time a thoroughly human document. 

Position 4:   [11% of respondents] 
 Portions of the Bible, including some of its    theological and ethical positions,  

  may not be the inspired Word of God. 

Position 5:  [4% of respondents] 

 The Bible is merely a record of the moral and religious 



  beliefs and experiences of Israel and Jesus’ early followers 



Four Views: Inspiration and Authority of the Bible (Brauch) 

 

Humanistic/ Naturalistic 

• Purely human thinking 

about God and the world 

• Simply the product of 

religious communities 

• Reflection of their beliefs 

and hopes and values 

• Primarily the result of the 

human proclivity to “myth-

making” 

• Transcendence is 

completely denied 

• All miraculous aspects are 

rejected as wishful thinking 

and primitive views of the 

world and the universe 

• Bible has value primarily as 

religious literature, on par 

with other religious texts 

(Quran, Gita, Book of 

Mormon, Upanishads) 

• It is of anthropological and 

sociological interest 

• Contains moral and ethical 

teaching that can be useful, 

though not absolute 

 

      

 

             Liberal / Progressive 

• Enlightened and inspired 

human reflection about God 

and humanity 

• Contains divinely given 

revelatory truths 

• As record of, and witness to, 

the faith history of Israel 

and its culmination in Jesus’ 

life and the church’s faith, it 

is the primary foundation 

for Christian faith 

• Reason, science, tradition, 

experience are  

authoritative lenses for 

interpreting the Bible 

• Considerable skepticism 

regarding the Bible’s 

transcendent dimensions 

(atoning death, bodily 

resurrection, virgin birth) 

• Regards the miraculous 

elements as symbolic 

expressions of theological 

truths 

• The prophets’ and Jesus’ 

ethical /social justice 

teachings are especially 

central and authoritative 

 

 

                   Historic / Centrist 

• Bible is the 

authoritative 

foundation for Christian 

faith and life 

• Inspiration affirmed 

throughout (plenary) 

• It is the trustworthy 

record of, and true 

witness to, God’s 

revelation through 

Israel and the Christ 

event 

• The Spirit’s work in the 

birth of the Scripture is 

affirmed 

• Inspiration and 

authority are related to 

the biblical word for life 

and salvation 

• Infallible in what it 

intends: to reveal the 

character and saving 

work of God and to call 

broken humanity back 

to God 

• Affirms the real 

humanness of the 

authors and form of the 

biblical texts 

 

            Fundamentalistic 

• Bible is verbally inspired, 

often understood as result 

of “dictation” 

• Absolutely without error or 

contradiction (verbal 

inerrancy) 

• Since Bible is Word of God, 

and God is perfect, every 

word of the Bible is perfect 

• Divine inspiration extends 

not only to matters of 

doctrine and faith and 

conduct, but to all 

statements and subjects, 

including biology, 

psychology, geography, 

political history, cosmology, 

etc. 

• Biblical truth is to be derived 

and applied literally and 

directly 

• Cultural contexts or unique 

situations in biblical times 

not generally given much if 

any weight in interpretation 

• Biblical teaching concerned 

centrally with personal 

salvation and eternal 

destiny 



Models of Biblical Authority 

From: A Resource Document Received by the 194th General Assembly (1982) of the 
United Presbyterian Church in the USA 

Model A        The Bible as a Book of Inerrant Facts 

DisEncEve CharacterisEcs:  

1. The raEonal procedure of mathemaEcs, empirical science, and philosophy are 
used in approaching the Bible as a collecEon of true facts and doctrinal 
proposiEons that can be organized into a logical system truly represenEng the 
mind and will of God.  

2. Each word of the Bible is considered divinely chosen, and it is inerrant in all 
things, including science and history.  

3. In all regards, the Bible is considered to be the judge of human thought and in 
no way is it to be judged by us.  

Model B         The Bible as Witness to Christ, the Word of God  

DisEncEve CharacterisEcs:  

1. Faith relaEonship replaces dependence on raEonal procedures. God can be 
known not by the mind alone, but by faith encounter with Jesus Christ, God 
incarnate.  

2. The Bible is the word of God because by the Holy Spirit it is the instrument by 
which God in Christ encounters a person. The Bible is not diminished in its power 
by the presence of archaic and superseded concepEons of past Emes and cultures 
in maUers of science and history as well as in religious and ethical realms.  

3. The major emphasis is on God's act of self-revelaEon rather than on the process 
by which Scripture was wriUen. The inspiraEon of its authors is not denied, but the 
stress is on the impact of the Holy Spirit on the readers of Scripture.  



Model C        A Divine Message in Human Thought Forms               

DisEncEve CharacterisEcs:  

1. The social sciences such as psychology, sociology, and anthropology provide 
crucial insights for a thorough understanding of Scripture.  

2. The accent is on the Bible's funcEon as communicaEng a divine message in 
human forms of thought. The message speaks to the needs of people in all cultures 
despite its parEcular historical context of ancient Near Eastern culture. To 
understand the divine message, one must pay the closest aUenEon possible to the 
human words, neither presuming the meaning to be obvious nor forcing meaning 
into arbitrary harmonies or a preconceived theology.  

3. Human, relaEonal metaphors, rather than scienEfic or proposiEonal statements, 
aptly describe God's communicaEon with his people and provide us with 
invaluable a[tudes, approaches, and analogies by which people can cope with 
contemporary problems from a ChrisEan perspecEve. 
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