Jesus and the Inspiration of Scripture
By Gary R. Habermas
Central to a Christian world view is the conviction that Scripture, both the Old and New
Testaments, comprises God's word to us. What sort of basis can be produced to back this
tenet? In this article, we will produce a major argument in favor of this doctrine. Then we
will mention another avenue of defense that might be pursued. Interestingly, the latter
might actually turn out to be the strongest argument.
Before we begin, we must state a few crucial foundational truths that cannot be argued
here and thus must be assumed for the purposes of this article. But they are wellestablished, as shown elsewhere in a host of publications.1 It must be stated simply that
Jesus was raised from the dead.2 As a result, a strong case can be made in favor of the
principle that God thereby verified Jesus' message.3 Therefore, if Jesus taught the
inspiration of the Scripture, then this would be a powerful argument for believers to do
the same.4 Further, the Gospel texts, in particular, are at least generally reliable
documents when they relate Jesus' teachings.5 We will now move on from here,
outlining a couple of paths toward such a case for the inspiration of Scripture.
JESUS' TEACHINGS ON THE INSPIRATION OF SCRIPTURE
Jesus' Teachings on the Old Testament
If God verified Jesus' message by raising Him from the dead, then perhaps the chief issue
concerns whether Jesus taught the inspiration of Scripture. And certainly the Gospels
agree on a variety of fronts that Jesus had total confidence in the text of the Old
Testament. Assuming the reliability of the texts, as we just mentioned, we are told that
Jesus made many statements regarding the trustworthiness and even the inspiration of
Scripture. An inductive examination of Jesus' teachings provides a clear indication of
this.
One of Jesus' strongest statements concerning the Old Testament Law was His
affirmation that heaven and earth would pass away before even the smallest portion of a
letter (Matt. 5:17-18). Jesus also taught that these fractions of letters would never fail
(Luke 16:17). Further, after citing a particular text in Psalm 82:6, Jesus stated that
Scripture could not be nullified (John 10:35). These comments are striking reminders
regarding the extent to which Jesus thought Scripture spoke the truth.
Regularly, Jesus also demonstrated His trust in the Old Testament by utilizing it as His
source for solving theological disputes. On more than one occasion, His argument turned
chiefly on the significance of a single word in the text. In Mark 12:35-37, Jesus based an
important theological point on the second usage of the word "Lord," arguing that the
Messiah was more than just the son of David. In the English text of Matthew 22:31-32,
Jesus built His case against the Sadducees on the word "am" in order to teach the doctrine
of the resurrection of the body, which they rejected. Such confidence in the very words of
Scripture is a crucial indication of Jesus' high view of their truth.6
On many other occasions, Jesus cited Scripture as a "proof text" while debating His
adversaries. During the wilderness temptation, Jesus quoted Old Testament texts in
opposition to Satan (Matt. 4:4, 7, 10). Elsewhere, Jesus responded to His detractors by

asking them, "Have you not read. . . ?"7 "It is written. ...", or a similar comment, also
served to refute an opposing view.8 In Matthew 22:29, Jesus remarked that an ignorance
of Scripture caused the Sadducees to a make a theological error. It seems clear from these
uses of Scripture that Jesus considered its contents to be the definitive authority in
solving theological issues.
In yet another debate with Jewish leaders, after citing portions of the Law and prophets,
Jesus appears to refer to the entire Old Testament as the "commandment of God" and
"the word of God" (Mk. 7:8-13). Such descriptions indicate that Jesus thought that God
was the Authority behind Scripture. It was an inspired text, written for our edification. As
such, these writings must be fulfilled (Matt. 26:54; Luke 4:21; John 7:38). Jesus used the
Old Testament as a proof text that serves as God's blueprint for correct theology and
behavior. It disproved contrary positions. Jesus did not doubt this authority.
Jesus referred to the entire Old Testament both as the Law and the prophets (Matt. 5:17),
as well as adding the Psalms (Luke 24:44). By either designation, Jesus indicated that
each section was the Word of God. Moses, the author of the Law (Luke 16:31; 24:44),
spoke God's words in Exodus 3:6 (Mk. 12:26). David wrote by the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit in Psalm 110:1 (Mark 12:36). The prophets also spoke God's words because
their prophecies of the Christ had to be fulfilled (Luke 24:27, 44).
So we have seen that Jesus based arguments on specific words of the Old Testament text.
He indicated His trust of even the letters themselves, in that not even a portion could fail.
Both the whole, as well as the individual sections, received His positive endorsements, as
well. Jesus referred to the Old Testament not simply as a time-honored human document.
Rather, He called it the very command and words of God. True, humans like Moses and
David penned the text, but God still spoke through them. In citing the Scriptures, Jesus
believed that He was reporting the very message of God. The Word of God was the
expression of God's truth. Seen from various angles, this is indeed a high view of
inspiration. We conclude that Jesus definitely accepted the inspiration of the Old
Testament. It is very difficult to do otherwise.9
Jesus' Teaching on the New Testament
A case for the inspiration of the New Testament must be made differently than that of the
Old Testament, since the former was not written until after Jesus' death. Thus, whereas
Jesus approved the already-written Old Testament, He provided for the as yet unwritten
New Testament. We will address this subject by arguing four particular points. Here
again, we are making the same assumptions that we enumerated above. Jesus'
resurrection provided the major indication that God approved His teachings. By raising
Him from the dead, God placed His stamp of approval on Jesus. Incidentally, similar
messages are found in various New Testament texts (Acts 2:22-24; 17:31; Rom. 1:3-4).
Further, the text of Jesus' teachings is generally reliable.
First, Jesus taught His disciples that they were His designated witnesses and spokesmen
(Luke 24:48; Acts 1:8; John 15:27). As His students, they learned His teachings so that
they, in turn, might impart these principles to others. This was even true to the extent that
those who believed and obeyed the disciples' words would actually be receiving Jesus
Christ Himself (Matt. 10:14-15, 40; John 13:20).
Second, Jesus also promised His disciples the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit.
He would teach them additional matters (John 16:12-13), causing them to remember

Jesus' words (John 14:26), and revealing to them the future (John 16:13b). Perhaps the
key item is that, in all these matters, the Holy Spirit would lead the disciples to truth
(John 16:13a).
So the disciples were taught by Jesus. Then He designated them as His spokesmen. Jesus
additionally promised that the Holy Spirit would assist His students in their teaching.
This twofold promise paved the way for the inspiration of the New Testament.
Third, as the New Testament writers penned their words, they recognized that they were
inspired. They claimed Jesus' twofold promise. The apostles' teachings were based on the
foundation that Jesus provided (Eph. 2:20; 2 Pet. 3:2; Heb. 2:3-4). They believed their
words were inspired (1 Peter l:12b). This is especially evident in Paul's epistles.10 They
were convinced that the Holy Spirit empowered both their teaching and their writing.
Fourth, the New Testament writers recognized that Jesus' promise of inspiration also
extended to other writers, as well. For instance, I Timothy 5:18 notes two citations,
referring to both as Scripture. The first is obviously drawn from Deuteronomy 25:4.
Although the second is similar to certain Old Testament texts, it is nowhere quoted.
Actually, this saying is the same as that in Luke 10:7 (cf. Matt. 10:10), spoken by Jesus.
Comparing a quote from the Law to one found in the teachings of Jesus, and calling them
both Scripture, is certainly significant, and for more than one reason. It shows some
conviction that the existing canon of inspired texts, consisting only of Old Testament
writings, is not the end of the matter. After all, if any writings are considered to be
inspired, the words of Jesus should be included! Moreover, Jesus' saying is even placed
on a par with the Law itself. Further, New Testament texts by other authors were also
recognized.
Another example is found in 2 Peter 3:15-16, where Paul's epistles are placed alongside
other Scripture, thereby being given the same status. Additionally, Jude 17-18 seems to
cite 2 Peter 3:3 (or a common text) as the words of an apostle.
It is true that we cannot move from a few examples to an entire theory. But by
recognizing the sayings of Jesus and the words and writings of apostles as being on a par
with Old Testament Scriptures, we do glimpse a growing conceptualization that the Old
Testament is not the end of God's revelation. Inspiration actually extended to other
writings! The canon was not closed. Other works needed to be included, as well.
We conclude that the chief impetus for believing in the inspiration of New Testament
texts rests on the approved teachings of Jesus. He promised His disciples both that they
were His special witnesses and that they would be inspired and guided to all truth by the
leading of the Holy Spirit. We also have many instances where New Testament authors
claimed this promise personally for their own writings, as well as a few examples where
they extended this promise to other qualified authors. Lastly, although we cannot pursue
the issue here, we also have a plethora of New Testament texts that recognize the
inspiration of various Old Testament figures and passages.11
Accommodation or Limitation?
Occasionally it is asked whether Jesus may have promoted a concept of inspiration that
He, personally, did not accept. Perhaps He merely accommodated Himself to the views
of His contemporaries. On this view, Jesus did not accept the doctrine of inspiration, but
spoke as if He did in order to avoid upsetting or undermining His listeners' religious
beliefs.

It is sometimes also charged that Jesus' knowledge was limited. Perhaps He genuinely
thought that Scripture was inspired, but simply was mistaken. However, there are several
major reasons to reject each of these suggestions.
It will be helpful to recall our earlier assumption that Jesus' resurrection indicated that
God approved of Jesus' teachings. But for God to do so either on the assumption that
Jesus accommodated His hearers' mistaken beliefs, or that Jesus was mistaken Himself,
would be highly problematical. In either case, God would have approved Jesus' incorrect
teachings! Then why did God not raise others from the dead, in spite of their own errors?
Therefore, God raising Jesus in order to approve of His teachings is an exceptionally
difficult hurdle for either the accommodation or limitation theories to overcome.
Further, the Gospels indicate that Jesus never accommodated His hearers with any of His
teachings. To the contrary, often He did precisely the opposite: He undermined the
incorrect views held by those who heard Him. This is obvious, for instance, in His
Sermon on the Mount, where in Matthew 5:21-48 He repeatedly challenged the beliefs of
His contemporaries and corrected their understanding of the Old Testament. Also, Jesus
often spoke against false prophets (such as Mark 13:21-23; Matt 7:15; 24:11). Other
examples of correction abound in the records of Jesus' teachings.12
So Jesus did not accommodate His message to His hearers, but challenged incorrect
beliefs. It should also be mentioned that the repeated ways in which Jesus emphasized the
nature of Scripture and wielded its authority is much more compatible with His total trust
in its contents.
Regarding the view that Jesus' knowledge was limited and that He was simply mistaken
when He taught that the Scripture was inspired, this approach is also laden with severe
difficulties. As we said, a strong refutation is that the resurrection would then seem to
indicate that God affirmed Jesus' false and misleading teachings. This alone favors the
view that Jesus' testimony was not in error due to any limitation. Rather, His resurrection
indicates that Jesus' teachings were authoritative and truthful, since the best way to
understand this event is that it was God's stamp of approval.
Another refutation of the limitation thesis is that even after Jesus' resurrection, just before
ascending to heaven, He presumably would have largely overcome any human
limitations. Yet, in Luke 24:25-27, 44-48, Jesus still taught the same view of Scripture as
before His death. Further, even before His death, we are told that Jesus exercised
supernatural knowledge on many occasions,13 which also militates against such a
limitation. So it would seem that the limitation thesis is also highly problematic.
Therefore, using either accommodation or limitation theories to explain Jesus' teachings
on inspiration, we are confronted by a number of serious obstacles. God's approval of
Jesus' teachings as shown by His resurrection would strongly oppose both hypotheses.
Further, the Gospel texts provide many other reasons for rejecting both suppositions The
many ways Jesus used the Old Testament strongly indicates His firm approval, rather
than either appeasement or ignorance. (Continued in Part 2)
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Endnotes
1 I would like to emphasize that the foundation truths that are being assumed for our
purposes in this article are heavily evidenced, as some of the sources directly below will
indicate. By no means are they simply "givens" without any basis. But establishing such
arguments here is simply beyond our present purposes.
2 Many accessible defenses of Jesus' resurrection can be found, such as William Lane
Craig, The Son Rises (Chicago: Moody Press, 1981) and Gary R. Habermas, The
Historical Jesus (Joplin: College Press, 1996).
3 For the entire argument from Jesus' resurrection to the truthfulness of Jesus' teachings,
see Gary R. Habermas, The Resurrection of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980; Lanham:
University Press of America, 1984), especially Chapters 1-5. A brief summary of several
points can be found in Gary R. Habermas, "Evidential Apologetics" in Five Views on
Apologetics, ed. by Steven B. Cowan (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 100-120.
4 A detailed extension of the argument from Jesus' resurrection to the inspiration of
Scripture can be found in Habermas, The Resurrection of Jesus, Appendix 2. 5 For
details, see Craig Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of the Gospels (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity, 1987); Paul Barnett, Is the New Testament Reliable? A Look at the
Historical Evidence (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1986); Paul Barnett, Jesus and the
Logic of History (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997); John Wenham, Christ and the Bible
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984).
6 Another example is John 10:35, where Jesus argues chiefly from the word "gods" in Ps.
82:6.
7 See the examples in Mk. 2:25; 12:10, 26; Matt. 19:4; 21:16.
8 Some instances are found in Mk. 9:12-13; 11:17; 14:21,27.
9 For a detailed and insightful discussion of Jesus' position on the nature of Scripture, see
Robert Lightner, The Saviour and the Scriptures (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and
Reformed, 1966).
10 See especially 1 Cor. 2:13; 14:37; Gal. 1:8-12; Eph. 3:2-5; 1 Thes. 2:13.
11 Just some of the examples include the following: Acts 1:16; 2:29-35; 3:18-20; 4:2526; 26:22-23; 28:23-28; Rom. 3:1-2,21; 9:17; 15:4; 16:25-27; Gal. 3:8-18; 2 Tim. 2:15;
3:16; Heb. 1:1-2; 4:12; 10:15-17; 1 Pet. 1:10-12; 2 Peter 1:21. For the potential
importance of texts like these, see Rudolf Bultmann's comments below regarding the
early church agreeing with Jesus concerning the authority of Scripture.
12 For other examples, see Mark 7:6-16; Matt. 12:9-14; 15:1-14; 22:23-33; 23:1-39;
Luke 6:24-26.
13 Examples can be found in Mark 8:31;9:31; 10:33-34; 13:1-2; Luke 5:4-8; John 1:4751; 2:24-25; 4:16-19; 6:64; 11:11; 18:4.

