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ing the earth. Erelong it will be to him like a rifled and
abandoned mine. Whatever prophecy therefore he haa
within himself of a better state, points upward into the
deep, eternal heavens. When he has exhausted the terrestrial geology, the celestial astronomy offers him for a while
an observatory and a home.

ARTICLE IV.
ESSAY ON INSPIRATION.
BY l'JlOl'B880Jt J08El'H TOJtBBY, D. D., Bll'JtLUIGTON, VT.

IT is noticed by a late writer in the North British Review,
as a prominent and remarkable feature "in the controversy
respecting Inspiration, that "in the vocabulary of recent
discussions the terms revelation and inspiration have so entirely changed their significance as to mean the very opposite, well nigh, of what they meant before j" and he adds
that" under the shelter of this ambiguity, a considerable
portion of the argument or declamation of recent opponents
of Scripture infallibility, amounts to not much more than an
attempt, - oftentimes a dexterous, though it may be an unconscious one, - to shift the conditions of the problem and
misstate the status qutestionis." How far this representation
may be true as to fact, we are not concerned at present to inquire j but of the evil which must unavoidably result, in discussing the question of inspiration, from looseness or ambiguity in the use of the most important terms relating to the
subject, we do not entertain a doubt. At the same time, the
laying down of definitions for which the way has not been
prepared by some previous opening of the subject in hand,
showing their necessity, seems to us a rather unsatisiactory
mode of proceeding, except within the domain of pure science.
We shall not, therefore, at the beginning of this essay,
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underiake to give a precise definition either of the term 'revelation or inspiration, but, taking them both for the present
in the somewhat vague, but for our immediate purpose sufficiently distinct, sense in which they have ever been used
by believers and unbelievers in common, when affirming or
denying a source of divine knowledge higher than any furnished by the light of nature, we shall first speak of revelation
as an historical fact which has been recognized in all ages
of the world, and attempt to show the necessity of admitting the truth of this fact, in order to a satisfactory explanation of the grand course of events shadowed forth by history
from the beginning.
The general fact of the recognition of a revelation, and
the necessity in this particular case of supposing the reality
of that which has always been recognized, having been .
clearly established on historical grounds, it will then be
time to inquire more minutely into the nature of inspiration,
and in so doing to lay down all the distinctions which may
be found necessary for the purpose of showing how it differs
from revelation and from everything else with which it ever
has been, or is likely to be, confounded.
Our fundamental position then is this: that revelation,
or if you please inspiration, in the sense of a direct communication of religious truth from God to man, is a fact which
has been recognized in all ages of the world; and then, that
it is a fact the truth of which must be allowed in order to
account, in any satisfactory manner, for the actual course of
events in the history of our race. It shall be our endeavor
to be as brief on both parts of this preliminary proposition
as may be consistent with a clear statement of the argument. To establish the first part of it, no further evidence
need be required than that which is furnished by the Scriptures themselves. Of course, we shall not be understood as
speaking here of the testimony of Scripture to its. own inspiration, but of its testimony to the point that an express
revelation from God, as opposed to nature, religion, and mythology, has ever been recognized and believed to exist, by
some portion of mankind. Let the truth be as it may with
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regard to the reality of the fact, the belief of the fact through
all time, as far back as history reaches, surely will not be.
called in question by anyone who admits the authority of
Scripture as a trustworthy historical record., That God, at
sundry times ~nd in divers manners from the beginning,
spake unto the fathers by the prophets; that this is a statement of Scripture which expresses the common conviction
of the devout men of both the Old and New Testament;
that each sacred writer, in referring to the other Scriptures,.
speaks of them in a style evincing the sincerity and firmness·
of his own belief, to say the least, that the Scriptures to
which he appeals are the infallible Word of God, - are positions which no person that we ever heard of has pretended to.
dispute. All admit, we suppose, that, as the Scriptures stand,
they plainly purport to be nothing less nor other than an unbroken series of the oracles of God, from the revelation to
the first man to the appearance of the aecond, who is the
Lord from heaven.
The testamentary Scriptures, moreover, give themselves
out, not merely as being one species of direct revelation
from God, but as being the only revelation of the kind which
has ever been given to the world. The Scriptures recognize
no other positive and authoritative declaration of the divine
'Will. and purposes to man, save their own. While they admit and teach that the human mind, left to itself, is not so
uUerly without light as not to be able to discern, if it would,
the invisible things of God, even His eternal power and
Godhead, manifested in the works of creation; while they
admit and teach that those who have not the law as revealed
by themselves, still show the work of the law written on
their hearts and borne witness to by thE'.ir consciences;
and while they acknowledge the sufficiency of these lights,
80 far as is necessary to vindicate to natural conscience the
divine justice in punishing all ungodliness and all unrighteousness of men, - they yet distinctly set themselves over
against this light of nature, as being themselves another,
altogether different, altogether higher, more direct and more
explicit, revelation of divine truth to man, - at the same
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time affinning their own exclusive title to be considered as
mch a revelation. Thus much the Scriptures of the Old
and New Testament indisputably claim for themselves;
and that these claims have been admittEd by some part of
mankind in every age of the world., is as certain as that they
have been put forth. It is a fact, therefore, standing prominently out in the history of our race, that there has been a
aeries of communications, beginning from the earliest times,
professing to come, and believed to haTe come, directly from
God, which has ever been as a light thai shineth in a dark
place, and with a brightness gradually increasing until the
dawn of that day which its first and feeblest glimmering
foretold, and to whose influence alone it can be ascribed
that the knowledge of the true and living God has at no
time been utterly lost out of the world.'
Second point in the proposition: there is no rational way
of accounting for what we know from history respecting the
religious conditions of makind from the beginning, except
by admitting these claims to be true and valid. Among the
great facts of history, the most striking, as it must be confessed, on the whole, is this, - that through all the ages
may be traced a strongly marked line of distinction, separating mankind., as to their religious notions, into two grand
but very unequal divisions. All that belong to these divisions on both sides, however they may differ in other respects, wholly agree in the prevailing form, spirit, and tendency of their religions. In one, notions of the Divine Being, imperfect indeed, but, so far as they went, correct, and
with time becoming e"ler more fully developed, clearly defined and powerfully influential on human character, have
preYailed from the first; while the mythological and polytheistic or pantheistie, all tending alike to deterioration and
to issue in that total extinction of the religious sense, which
seems to have been the aetual result in some cases, have
I Other religion•• il ie true, claim also to be founded on direct revelation.
BUl it is not simply the claim, it is the perpetuity. and perpetual recognition of
the claim, that CDnstitutea the peculiarity of Scripture revelation. In thc words
ofPueal, who fell the foree of this fact: "Nullc autre religion o'a la perpetait4."
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been uniformly the characteristic features of the other. As
nations follo,:", the fate of their religions, all the dead natioOB
of the earth belonged to the latter division. The only sur..
viviog people of the past, - surviving in spite of their dis-persion, - belong to the former. The nations that now vir-tually govern the world, confessedly owe all that distin..
guishes their condition from that of the other, feebler portions, to the influences, direct or indirect, of that Word.
which claims to be a revelation from God and from nothiag
else.
Now for the question. If that Word is not in fact wbat4
it claims to be; if that Word is itself but one form of development of natural reason and of the natuml·se.use of relig"
ion bewnging to the human creature, a very difficult problem presents itself, - a problem far more difficult to explain,
than any miraculous interposition of God to bring back an
apostate race, created originally in His own image, to the
knowledge of Himself. If man might bc left to dcvdop
hi~ rdigion simply out of s~ch notions as h~ had already
implicitly within hhn; if in fact Juuaitml and Christianity.are
but such a developmeut in the nat.ural order of things, what
is to be said of the other and by far greater portion of mankind, whose religious history, by the confession of all, i&
neither more nor le::ls than a history of man left to himself
and to form his religion out of hinu;elf? Why should the
constant law of the development of religious truth to consciousness, be in the one case progression, and the no less
constant law in the.other, be deterioration? Why should
the clearing up of the human mind,'to better and more satisfying views of God and of His truth, be confined to one
particular portion of mankind and forbidden to the othcr?
Why should it be confined precil:iely to that portion which
has always claimed to possess a revelation from the oue and
only true God, and be found wanting among that portion
which have never, in the same sense, claimed any such thing?
These questions cannot be fairly answered by deniers of
revplation ill the old, legitimate scnse. Neither can the
great facts upon the ground of which these questions are
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pot, be denied or blinked. It has indt>ed been attempted to
weaken their force, by appealing to the sublime views of
God and of man's relations to God, arrived at by a few
pagan philosophers, and latterly, to the grand speculations
and lofty moralit.y to be found in flO me of the so· called sacred books of the East. But frankly look at them. What,
in good truth, have they ever effi~cted 1 What have thf'y
done for the regeneration of human nature 1 'Yhat safe
foundation have they pointed out for onr most earnest aspirations? What have they done to clear up the problem of
human existenee and to justify our hopes with regard to a
hereafter? What one sufficient and truly peace-bringing
s()lotion have they ever offered to the perplexing doubts of
the sin-burdened conscience?
Bot to supply just these
wants is the very end of religion according to its true idea j
and whatever may be said of other books, there is but one in
which this end is made supreme, and in which the solution
of these qnestions is aimed at from the b£'ginning, and finally
so completely realized to every need of human nature as
to leave nothing to be desired.1
Such being the difference bet.ween the religious knowledge embodied in the myths and speeulations of ancient
wisdom, and that which Seripturl', without any parade of
speculation, plainly reveals from the beginning j and such
bf'ing thc results of the teaehings on both sides, namely. decided failure fo check sin and renew humanity in the one
case, and comparative sllccess in the other, the question returns with new force: how to account for this differenee
011 the supposition that the Scriptures are not really what
thl'y claim to be, but mert'ly another form of the natural development of the religiou8 COnllCioll:me!lS of mankind 1 The
instinct whieh impels us to seck a :mfficit'nt reason for every
ph('l1omenon, and which will not permit us to al'cribe appearances differing in their whole manift'station to one and
1 Tonto religion cst vraic cn quelque point.
Vraie, sinon commc pcuse.,
di\"inc. (In moins romlDc pt'IHic humu;ne. Et <"11< (',1 rapp .. rt, toUlt, I... igion est
ane revelation. Mais rclle-ll~ scula C"t la Yruic qui, d'un cote, a pooe lonles les
q...tiOl18, ec de I'.aue, a reponda a toutes. - Vinet.

Digitized by

Coogle

I
320

Essay on 1nspiration.

[APRIL,

the same cause, cannot be satisfied by such a supposition.
In truth, the more we try to make a serious application of
this theory to explain the religious history of mankind, the
more we must be convinced of its utter incompetency. The
further we go back with it, to where its application ought to
be the easiest, the more palpably it fails us. Instead of. explaining anything, it embarrasses everything. In attempting
to explain everything without a miracle, it involves everything in a more perplexing maze, in which we may grope
in vain to find a posllible beginning for that religion which
alone, of all the systems that are called such, truly deserves
the name. To put this religion, so evidently divine in all
its teachings, so purifying in all its influences, so grand and
glorious in its effects even as they appear here in time, into
the same category with the dark, enigmatical and - as they
eventually proved, whatever of truth they may have embodied at first-the superstitious and polluting mythologies of
the nations, is so contrary to the first impressions that force
themselves upon every reflecting mind, calmly looking at
the facts, that it seems unaccountable how such a thing
. should ever have suggested itself to any serious inquirer after
truth, or what motive could exist for it, except some invincible prejudice against the very idea of a positive religion.
For ourselves, we have no doubt that it ill indeed a prejudice of this sort, springing chiefly, though perhaps not
always, from hatred to a positive religion, which lies at the
bottom of all the attempt.'1, in these modern times, to divest
the religion of the Bible of its supernatural character, and to
place it, so far as its origin is concerned, on the same level
with the multitudinous human systems of belief. Where
this prejudice cannot be supposed to arise from any special
hostility to religion generally, we can only conceive of it as
growing out of a strong a priori persuasion of the improbability or impossibility of a supernatural communication of
divine truth to the human mind. And if we BIlk what can
be the ground for such a pentuasion, the fair anS\\Ter must'
be, that it is that singular notion of freedom on the part 'of
man and necessity in God, the offspring of modern speculaDigitized by
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tion carried to the extreme, which, while it denies the possibility of God's interfering with Hi~ own laws, asserts for human reason an absolute independence of outward authority,
and a self-sufficiency for the discovery of all truth, by its
own unaided powers, to which the history of buman errors
shows it to be little entitled. The immanency of God in His
rational Cleatures is the articulate form in which this persuaflioll expresses itsf'lf.1 God, it ifl said, impenetrates His
own creation; and, while maint.aining a sort of independent
pe1'l:!onality, lives through all life, and eflpf'ciaJly through the
life of thought. He cannot be conceived to work outwardly
and by fitful communications; He can only be conceived to
work inwardly, by one uniform law of indwelling enE'rgy
through all minds.
The religion of the Bible. it is held therefore, is thp. historical result of this constant, indwelling E'nergy, in the purest
form in which it, as yet, has m!lnifested itsdf. But it is a
form vitiated by a false intermixture of the supernatural and
miraculous. All this latter adds nothing to the e~ntial
truth, but rather stands in the way of its free reception. It
makes tkat outward and objective to us, which, as religion,
IShould be most inward and SUbjective. It makes that posi:
tive and authoritative, which, as being the highest freedom
of the rational soul, should exist only within it as its inmost
law. This, so far as we can make it out, is the positiotl.
maintained by the most subtle and powerful ant.agonists of
a positive revelation at the present day. It is a formidable
one - not indeed in itself, but because it addresses itself to
the strongest passion of cultivated human nature, the pride
of its own self-sufficiency j and becau!le again, being a protest against all outward authority whatsoever, in the province of religion, it seems to take the strongest stand of Pr~
testantism against Romaniflm. But as an extreme departure
Crom one error generally Jeads to another which is its opposite, so it has proved in this case. For how can we suppose
'that to be anything else than an error, and one even more dan1 Sec the recent work or Schwarz: Zur Geschiehte Iter neaesten Theologiethroagl:toat.
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gerous than Romanism itself, which, to O1ain1ain itFelf, mu~t
oontradict all that we know of the hil$tory of the human
mind when undoubtedly left. to it::>f'lf, and do violence to
that Word, which jl$ admitted to contain the {ullelSt and purest expreStlion of religious truth, by separating that truth
from every f4upernatural element, that is to toay, from all
the vital connections with hitltorical fa(~t:,l, wherewith it is
bound up? 'l'o what strange lengths men may be lPd by
their overweening reliance upon some preconceived theory
avowedly bal'led upon nothillg but their own ideal notinn:l;
to what lengths t.ht'y may be led in arbitrarily modifying
and altering, or, in their own languagf', correcting the best
88tablished facts of the patolt; what extravagant fiction!',
irreconcilable with the plainest dictates of common senile,
more incredible than any miracle in the legf'ndll of t.he saints,
they are 'ready to palm upon others and upon themst!lves,
rather than to take things as they are given and as they only
oould have occurred, is nowhere more strikingly illustrated
tban in those bold critici:,lms upon the sacred narrativespeculiar to the pres~nt age - which for no other purpose
than to transform the miraculous into the mythical, and thus
escape tIfe necessity of admitting a positive divine revelation, would bring down the time of the composition of the
gospels to somewhere about the middle of the second centmy,1
1 These Inter wrilers of the critical school. as it is called, coming afll'r such
men as F. Wolf and B. Niebuhr, might remind one of a set of giddy, thoughtboys, 11'00 baying 'll'itnesled the grand blue made by the bun.ing up of a
heap of rubbisb. take 80me opportunity afterwards to try the same experimellt
on the next convenient hay-mow or grain.stack. With wbat indiJ!:ll8tion· Nit'hubr
regarded 'his misapplication of his own true method of historical eritiei~m, is
well known. .. In my opinion," saY8 he in one or his letters from Rome... he is
Dot a Proteatant Chri"ian, who does not reeeive the bistorical facts of Christ',
earlbly life in their literal aeceptation, with all their miracles, as equallyauthentic with any event recorded in history, and whose belief in them is not as finn
04 trllhqnil as his belief in tbe laUerj 1I'ho ~ not the most absolute faith iu
lite anidea of die Apoetlea' creed, taken in their grammatical sense; who doea
not consider every doelrine and every precept of the New Testament as undoubted divine revelation, in the sense of the Christians of the first centnry. who knew
Ilothing of a Theopnellstia. Moreover, a Cbristianityaller the fsshion of tbe
lDodem pbilolOphere and pantheists, witbout a pel'llOnal God, without immor-
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When we find men put to such shifts to make .out thmr
point, we may reasonably conclude that they are wroog in
their original position. They do but prove the very thing they
are aiming to confute, by showing the absurd consequencee
that mw§t follow by supposing its contrary. We may therefore, as it seems to us. look upon all this terrible array of
" searching criticism" as bui constituting another link in the
chain of evidence which, to those who pay due regard to the
moral bearing and tendencies of an argument, places beyond
the possibility of rational doubt the fact that God has miraculously and supernaturally interp0t5ed, and in His writtea
Word df>Clared to man, directly and authoritatively, tho.
truths which, though relat.ing to His o,vn eternal well-being,
he could never have found out by himself.
It being sufficiently evident from thE".se general consKJe~
tione that a supernatural revelation is, some how or ot.her,
contained in the sacrt'd books of Scripture, the next point to
be inquired into is: How was this revelation given, and
wbat is the nature of the process by which the divine communication has been safely and without material enor
brought under the form of human conceptions and of written language for the common benefit of mankind 1 And
here it may be propE'r to draw clE"arly the line of di8tinctiOll
between the conceptions revelation and inspiration.
By rE"velation, then, we undE"rstand all God's direct manife&.
tationsof Him~lf, with their necessary connections and dependencies.1 Revelation, according to our view of it, is an organic
&ality, withOllC human illdividuality. without historical faith, is no Cllristianky 11&
all to me j thouj;th it may be a very intellectual, very ingenious pbilosophy. I
have often said, that I do not know what to do witb a metllphY8icai God. and
Ihaa I will have none but tbe God of the Bible, who is heart to bean witli 111."Niebuhr. Life. Am. ed p 362.
1 An able and remarkable article on Revelation by Dr. Rothe, in the last number of the Theo!' Studien u. Kritiken. came into our bands too late to be made
UR of; wbich we regret. He regards tbe 8upernatural as belonging necessarily
to a re~el&tion in the 8triCt sense, which be definee as conliaciAg of &be IWO .....
mentH. divine manifeltation and jn~piration - manifestation (miraculous) fona·
ing ita external and obj ...ctive; in~piration, ita internal and subjective, lide. Wha&
he bas to My of the 8upelftatNml. hi~torical unfolding of revelation within dae
.. organillm of. nutMral history," is well worthy of attention.
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whole, of which a part only may indeed be given at a particular time, but which in each and everyone of its parts has
regard to all the other parts, and stands in vital connection
with them. Revelation is a term which ought by no means
to be restricted to that order of truths alone that could not be
known by unaided human reason, but embraces the whole
circle of truths and of facts, whether knowable or not knowable by unaided reason, which are necessary to make what
God communicates clearly intelligible to, and practically
operative on, bt'ings constituted as we are, and with all our
passions and infirmities. Revelation, therefore, is inextricably
connected with history and with the record of human sins
and errors, human griefs and joys. Revelation, in the very
idea of it, is prophetic and progressive from its beginning;
it is a thing of time and therefore of history; and the developments of the one are so entirely calculated upon and adapted to those of the other, as to be incapable of being Ullderstood in their true meaning and full significance out of
that connection. Fina1\y, revelation was completed by the
apllflarance of our Saviour and by the teachings of the Apos~es under the guidance of His Spirit. The actual manifestation of the Word made fieElh and dwelling among us, of
divine truth visibly and perfectly brought out in our own naturt', was the highest ultimate rea1ization of the idea of a
revelation from God to man. In Him all that had been revealed before was fulfilled and completed by the union of
absolute truth with a human personality. 'fhe history of
our Saviour's life and death, and the exposition of the significance of that great event in all its bearings in the writings
of the New Testament, were therefore the consummation
and conclusion of the whole matter. And if the appearance
of Christ Himsp.lf cannot be satitlfactorily explained as having resulted in the natural course of human dcvelopmt'nt;
if it is a phenomenon whi('h, whether com~idered ill itself or
in its effects, so far transcends all that elsewhere has ever
originated or could be supposed to originate out of hnman
nature left to itself, that we must regard it as supernatural,
then everything from the beginning that looked forward to,
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and had its completion in, this appearance, must be regarded
as ~upematnral also.
The whole must belong to another, altogether higher ordet:
of things than any that could possibly be conceived to be:
developed out of sinful human n a t u r e . '
Having thus defined revelation, it may be proper to
add a remark or two before we proceed to consider inspiration.
First, it seems to us no improvement on the language of
the older theologians, whose instinctive sense of the trntb
doubtless det.ermined their phraseology, to speak of t.he Bible
as containing a revelation or certain revelatiolls from God,
instead of itself, as an organically connected whole, C01UJt~
tuting a revelation. What seems to be in the mind of the
later writers who are so fond of talking of the Bible as co~
taining revelations, is this, - that by revelation can only be
meant. certain abstract truths or dogmas, certain absolute
ideas, addressed to pure human reason.'
The Bible, it
suppotled, contains such ideas, mixed up wit.h a great deal.
of other matter, which cannot be ascribed to the dictatiolll
or direction of the Holy Spirit. The revelation eonsitlts
simply of these ideas; all the rest belongs to the side of human finitenesl', imperfection, and error. But it seems here.
to be forgotten that religion and philOl~ophy are two widely
different things. The very purpose of religion is to bring
the finite and the Infinite together; to bring the finite, ignorant, erring, and sinful creature, man, into the nearest union
with the Infinite Creator. A revealed religion must, there-

ia

1 NeaDder. in bis I.ire of (,briBt (p )00). alluding to the fact that our Saviour
wrote nothing, remarks: .. Had HE, in whom the Divine and the human were
combined in unbroken harmony, intended to do this (viz. to transmit his doc>::
trine to all futuTe ages in a form written by bimself). he could not but b....given tv tbe Chnrch the perfeel I'OIII_tII of his doctrine iu a perfect jimn. Well
was it. howevcr, for the course of development which God intended f<¥, hi&
kingdom, tbat what could be done, was not done. The trath of God was not to.
be presented in a &xed and absolate form, but in manifold and peculiar reproIe1ltations, deaigaed to complete each otber, and wbich bearing the IItBmp at 0De8
of God'" inspiration and man's imperf'ection. were to be developed by tbe activi'1
01 free minda in free and liye)y appropriation of wbat God bad giyen by au.
Spirit."
.
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fore, let itself completely down to the weaknesses and neeessities of our actual condition.'
But again, spiritual, religious truth is not abstract, ideal
truth, but. it is t.he idt'al conjoined with the rcal. It is truth
in being and not merely truth in thought and speculation.
We cannot well conceive the potSsibility of a revelation of
divine trut.h in this sense, pxcppt in connection with hi!'tory
and with actual facts; except in connection with a series
of such facts, wherein t.he ablltract will and purposes of the
Divine mind, if we may so express it, with regard to man, are
plainly demonstrated and placed beyond all mistake, by a
well-authenticated record of His actual dealings with men
directly; a record in which the part relating to man, in the
whole manifestation of his character as ignorant and depraved, would be quite as important as the part relat.ing to
God and His truth; since the one could be clearly shown
only in connection and by contrast with the other. But
8cripturt" being precisely such a record and nothing ell!e,
should therefore be looked upon as constituting and not
merely containing, a revelat.ion.
By comprehending the whole body of Scripture together,
88 the record of a special revelation, we no longer feel constrained to look upon the supernatural as the unnatural.
Miracles belong, as a matter of course, to the order of such
a special revelation. They constitute a necessary part of it,
and are altogether in their proper place. The continuity
and connection of the facts depend on them.
Without
them, the series of events in such a syst('m of special revelation would be quite unnatural and inexplicable.
No theory of a special revelation can long stand its ground,
which seeks in any way or from any motive, however good
in itself, to explain away any of the facts belonging to it.
There are some who have thought it absolutely neces8ary,
in order to maintain the doc1rine of plenary inspiration, to
institute the distinction between a literal and a spiritual
eense of scriptural language. The literal is that which is
• La j!loire de J'Evanjtile n'est paR seulement d'avoir divinise la verite, mais de
Yilld, Etudes, Bur B. Pascal, p. 216.

I'.~ir hllJDalliaee. -
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the first to present itself; but there is another lying beneath
this, which is the spiritual and true sense. In one way of
understanding it, we might accept this principle withont
hesitation; in that, namely, of the apostle who said: "The
letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life." As in all other
writings, so also in Scripture, which must be subject to the
same general mles of interpretation, we are not to be held
bound by the letter, but to penetrate to the real sense which
it expresses. But the principle of the double sense to which
we refer, is quite another thing.' According to it, Scripturt'
has really two meanings, one on the face of it, another underneath. In a word, it is throughout a sort of aJlegory, in
which one thing is said, but another signified. By understanding the matter thus, we have a ready way of removing
every perplexing difficulty and of reconciling what we find
written, with that notion of infallibility, according to which,
in the language of a late writer on Im~piration, it was not
the inspired penmen themselves who wrote, "further than
as to the mere motion of the finger, but God Himself who
wrote with their hands." But if the inspired penmen never
rec~rded what they themselves actually saw, heard or felt,
but it was God Himself who wrote with their hands, then,
since they generally express themselves as if tht'y were
recording such things; since Luke. for example, professes
I In su("h a connected whole as reve!luion, it is not necessary to SI1I'I'0~C Ihat.
each indivillual sacred writer wns ('ollseious of the full mt>lming of his own language. or cven that he was always conscious of its truc menning. The following
remarks of Bishop Butler are here in point: "To supJIOse that the Scriptures
and the things contained in them can have no other nor farther mcallinj.(. than
tbose pl'rsons thougbt tbey had. who first recited or wrote them. is evi·,lcntly
laying that those persons were the originnl, proper lind sole anthON of tho'c
books, i. e. that they are not inspired ...• Till this be dett>rmined. it mnst in a1\
reason be supposed, not indecd thnt they have, for thiM is Hiking for g-ranted that
thcy are inspired, bnt that they rnag havc, some further meanillg than whnt the
compilers SliW or understood. And, upon dlis ~nppo.ition. it i. s\lppo~ablc also,
that this furthcr meaning may be fulfilled. Now, events l'OrrcspondinJ: to prophecies, intcrpreted iu a diffcrent meaning from that in which the prophctII are
.upposed to have understood thcmj this affords, in a manner. the snmc proof
that this different scnse was originally iutcnilc,l, lIS it would ha\'c afti.mkd. if.
the prophets hlld not underslood their predictions in the sense it is mppo~ed
'bey did; beeanse there is no pre.umption of their sense of Ihem being the whole
leDle of them.-Buder'. Works, I. 316.
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to give us his perfect understanding of all things from the
very first; since the Psalmists write as men giving expression to the trials and struggles of their own inward experience; - nothing remains for it, but that we must put all
this down as belonging to the primary and literal sense,
while the true sense lies veiled under these expressions of
human c·onfidence or human infirmity. But what a singular
notion of revelation is this! How mechanical, stiff; and unvital! How entirely divested of all that character which
bespeaks our human interest and sympathies; and which
does so solely because we feel quite assured that what is
said to us comes from the very mind and heart of the writer,
expressing just what he means and nothing else. But, happily, no such theory as this is required in order to defend the
divine authority of the Bible as an infallible rule of faith
against every serious objection. With simpler views of the
manner in which God has seen fit to reveal His troth to mankind, we get rid of half the difficulties and objections of unbelief at once. By complicating the matter we but increal'e
the number of questions to be answered and doubts to be
resolved.
Considering revelation, then, as one simple and connected
system of supernatural divine teaching, by word and fact,
of which the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament are
the faithful record, let us next inquire what is meant by
Inspiration. Inspiration may be shortly defined as that
guidance from above, whereby the sacred penmen, in committing this divine revelation to writing, were preserved from
all such error as would interfere with the end which God,
in giving this revelation to man, proposed.
Two questions here arise: first, as to the end of a writtefS
revelation; second, as to the means necessary to secure it.
With regard to the first point, it is obvious to remark, that
the essential conception of a revelation being such as we have
represented, it could exist without being committed to writing at all. God revealed himself to Adam, to Noah, and to
the patriarchs; but we have no reason to suppose that the
revelations then made were preserved down to the time of
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1\Ioses, otherwise than by tradition. We know for a cer"
tainty that the revelation hy Christ was preserved in the
church for many years, only by the accounts of eye witnesses
and the testimony of the Apostles. It was long before
these accounts and this testimony were reduced to the form
of written records. During all this period, revelation certainly depended for its integrity upon oral tradition; 1'10 that
it does not appear to be, absolutely necessary to the existence
and knowledge of a revelation, that it should stand in the form
of written documents. But it is, at the same time, equally
evident, that a revelation depending solely upon tradition
for its preservation could not long retain its character of infallibility. First, because it could not be referred with certainty to authentic records capable of being verified beyond
all reasonable question; secondly, because oral tradition
becomes, in process of time, an altogether unsafe mode of
transmission. It is plainly necessary,'therefore, that a revelation should be committed to writing in order to secure it
against all uncertainty as to its origin, and against all danger
of being altered and corrupted in its transmission from one
place or one age to another. The question now presents
itself: What constitutes the authentic and trustworthy report
of a revelation 1 For although a revelation is of necessity
infallible when given, being some express manifestation of
God in his relation to man, yet so far as it. has been exposed
to any possibility of mistake in the reporting or the recording
of it. its original infallibility can be of no avail to procure
and preserve for it that character of absolute authority, with
which it was invested at the first. What is necessary to
perpetuate the authority of a revelation once given 1- since
we can conceive of no other purpose of its being commith'd
to writing. The sacred writers themselves answer this
question by saying: " All scripture is given by inspiration of
God;" "Holy men of God spake as they were moved by
the Holy Ghost." It was not enough that the writers
should be good and holy men, upon whose honest intentions
and faithful care, in recording what was entrusted to them,
all reliance could be placed; they must also he inspired and
Digitized by

Coogle

330

[APRIL,

Essay on Inspiration.

moved by an influence from above - even that of the Holy
Ghost. So we have it upon the authority of these writers
themselves; and there they are content to leave the matter.
We are not told precisely in what this influence consisted,
nor how far it extended; whether it was an influence which
superseded, or which only regulated and guided the natural
powers of the soul; whether it was an influence of immediate dictation, or only of general ~upervision; whether it
differed altogether in kind, or only in its special application,
from those gifts of inspiration and illumination which characterized the first converts to Christianity; nor are we informed
in what way or by what tokens they who were under such influence of the Holy Ghost, as qualified them for this special
service, were assured of the fact. We are only given clearly
to understand, that" no prophecy of the scripture is of any
private interpretation;" in other words, that no written record of a revelation lias resulted from any private and subjective interpretation of divine truth, but everything has
been presented precisE'ly after that form in which it was
designE'd to be presented by Infinite Wisdom. Thus far,
and no further, does Scripture itself go, in declaring its title
to our implicit confidence, its claim to be regarded as an infallible record of divine truth. Holy men spake - not however, to utter their own private or subjective opinions; they
spake only as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.
It is certain, that there are two ways in which this language, taken by itself, might be understood, without any
great oversbaining; since, in a written revelation, while
the truths are divine, the words must be human, this language
might be understood q.s referring mainly or exclu8ively to
the words, which being human and therefore fallible, needed
to be directly suggested, in order that the writer, in communicating the divine meaning, might be preserved from all
possibility of mistake. Such, perhaps, would be the view
of in!!piration most likely to be entertained by almost any
mind whose interest was chiefly directed to the single point
of maintaining the absolute infallibility of the Scriptures.
But since evidently there can be no revelation except where
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the divine thoughts are transfused into human thought, and,
for the time, constitute an integrant part of the human consciousness, when the words by which this consciousness is to
be expressed, may be safely left, as in all other caSE'S, to take
care of themselves, 80 it might be supposed without any over_
straining of the language, that, when it is said, holy men spake
as they were moved by the Holy Ghost, this occupancy of the
entire consciousness by the Holy Spirit, is all that was meant;
while the man was left to express the thoughts of which he
was thus made conscious, freely in his own words, and according to his own individuality of character. And such, probably, would be the view of inspiration most likely to present
itself to minds fully aware of the great diffi('ulties attending
the other view of the matter. We find, accordingly, both
these views maintained with equal earnestness by the believers in a supernatural revelation, in all ages of the church.
And, what is painful to add, we find also, very uniformly, a
disposition in the advocates of the extreme vi6IWs on one
side, to misapprehend or to misrepresent those entertained
on the other. There are difficulties indeed, on both sidesdifficulties which laid hold of and pushed hard by an adroit
objector, could be answered by most persons no otherwise
than by saying: yes, you make out a strong objection to
my doctrine, and I cannot reply to you; only that I believe
it notwithstanding. You point out to me certain discrepancies of statement in the Bible which, to be candid, I can
neither deny nor explain. Still I hold them to be capable
of explanation and that every word is inspired; for how else
could Scripture be infallible 1 Or (on the other side) you
accuse me of allowing to the sacred penmen a liberty in their
choice of expressions and in their statement of facts, inconsistent with the idea of their infallibility. I do not deny .
the charge, nor can I fully explain the difficulty. But still
I believe in the authority of Scripture as an absolute rule of
doctrine and life, and I also believe that the inspired writers
expressed their own convictions in their own way and in
the full consciousness of their freedom; for there are all the
marks of it on every page that I read.
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To all, except such as boldly deny the fact of a supernatural revelation, and who explain inspiration as being simply
the genius for religion, which in Moses and the Hebrew
prophets existed in an extraordinary degree and which dwelt
in Jesus beyond measure; who see inspiration, therefore,
!llike in every instance where the sense of the divine has
taken powerful hold of the imagination, directing it to teach
men obedience to God, instead of science or the admiration of the beautiful I - to all, in a word, except the naturalists in religion, the doctrine of inspiration, though clear
to that faith which sees at a glance the infinite distance
between the truth so suited to meet our deepest wants,
which Scripture reveal~, and all that has ever been fonnd out
by man's wisdom alone, must, no doubt, ever have its difficulties, lying as it does, like every other profoundest spiritual tmth, quite beyond the grasp of our finite understanding.
We ma)'venture, however, merely to suggest, that if the
view above given of what constitutes a revelation be correct,
if God's revelation of himself comprehends all the facts,
connected with his direct and miraculous interposition in
the affairs of the world, investing the least of them with an
importance which they could not have in any other connection, inasmuch as, like the smallest epithelial scale on the
surface of the human body, they grow out of, and, each in
its proper time and place, contribute their humble share to,
the great organic whole to which they belong, then the objection which many feel to the plenary inspiration of Scripture, arising out of what seems to them the altogether tern--------See the Tra('tlltus theoloj!i('o-politi('us of Spinoza. in which tbis vicw of the
matter wns first clearly Bet forth_ The panth('i~m and determini~m_ or ratber
nc('essitnrianism, wbich charn(:terize the whole s('hool of the mere 8/J«uiative theolo:.;ioms in Germnuy, plniuly enough point back II) the true origin of thi~ school.
Sn~·s Bl>uillil'r: "Si Spinozn cst Ie
des sy.tilmes p,mthci-II'S qui lin siecle
plus Inl'll. ont rcgmi et rcgllent en('ore eu AllcmAgne. it cst aus~i Ie pi're de eetre
exi'i!(o~c hihliquc 8avnnte et hordie. qui. lL In mi'!mc opaque, y 1\ fait de .i JtTIInd
Jlrol!re~. I.e ..cli'!hre t\ol'lcur Palllus, dans la prefll(,c de son edition des oeuvres
de Spinozn,.tit que Ie TrarlatIJ8 Ili,oIo:Jico-poIilic'lIl non sl'l11ement en avait predit,
maia milmc Mj i dlomontrc la pillpnrt des resuhnts. - IIi<t. de la philoaol'hie
Cartesieuno, Vol. I. p_ 398.
1
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porary and insignificant, or it may be, the partial and
defective character of many of the statements to be found
therein is disposed of at once.
But again, if the view we have taken of revelation be correct; if God reveals himself not only by abstract teachings
of his will and of his truth infused into the minds of his
chosen instruments in the form of thought, and thought
moulded into truest expression; if he has revealed himself no
less really, in a miraculous providence, by the leading of
his chosen people, and last of all by the actual appearance of
the Word made flesh and dwelling among us; if he has· revealed himself in these great facts of history, and if the veracious statement of these facts makes up the great body, the
bones, flesh, arid sinew of his written word, then inspiration
must surely consist, to a great extent, in simply that state of
mind which constitutes the truthful historian. The facts are
the revelation, just as they actually transpired; the inspiration is whatever secured the sufficiently exact report of these
facts. Wesaysufficientlyexact; for from the very nature of the
case, facts are relative to the observer. No two witnesses can
possibly look at them from the same point of view. No two
reports, from different sources, can possibly be exactly the
same. We cannot demand, in the case of sacred facts, a
different kind of exactness from that which belongs to the
true rcport of all historical facts. Variation, to a certain
extent, is here the very test of truth. Inspiration, therefore,
cannot consist in such a miraculous infusion of light as
would lead each historian to report facts differently seen,
and differently related by different witnesses, precisely alike.
Each can draw up his report only from one point of view,
and differences are unavoidable. The truth is what can be
made out from the reports on all sides. This is what we
who read are left to gather. A degree of uncertainty,
therefore, necessarily attaches itself to the truest of historical records, to sacred as well as to profane. Weare not
called upon to believe blindly, but thoughtfully; ever remembering that the value of the history is to be measured,
not 80 much by the minute accuracy of the details, as by
VOL. XV. No. :>8.
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the end of it all, which, ill the Bible, is to reveal God in his
relations to man. We hold, then, that the facts of the Bible
were reported by men sufficiently enlightened to secure the
end intended by those facts. All necessary things, which
might otherwise have been forgotten or accidentally omitted,
were brought to remembrance by that Holy Spirit which
guided them. Of this, in the case of the evangelists, we
are assured by Christ's promise to his disciples, and from
analogy we may conclude it was the same in every case.
It was a supernatural guidance and assistance of the memory with reference to the one great end, the sufficiently
exact transmission of all those facts by which God directly
revealed himself to mankind.
But we are not to forget that God has revealed himself not
only in a sacred history, continuous from Adam to Christ,
. from the fall to the redemption; but also, within the compass of that history, to prophets and apostles. God spake
at sundry times, and in divers manners, by the prophets.
Finally, he has spoken to us by his Son, and by those to
whom the great Teacher said: "Behold I send the promise
of my Father upon you: but tarry ye in the city of Jerusalem, until ye be endued with power from on high." We
cannot here, as in the other case, separate inspiration from
revelation. We cannot, with any propriety, say of the
things " which were written in the law of Moses, and in the
Prophets and in the Psalms, concerning Christ," that such
things could be written otherwise than by immediate supernatural communication of the truth to the individual minds
of those who wrote.
We cannot say of Him who testified concerning himself: "My doctrine is not mine, but his
that sent me: - I have not spoken of myself, but the
Father which sent me, he gave me commandment, what I
should say, and what I should speak," that the inspiration
and th~ revelation were not identically one and the same
thing. Neither can we say of the Apostle Paul, who affirms
of himself: "The gospel which was preached of me is not
after man; for I neither received it of man, neither was
taught it, but by the revelation of Jesus Christ," that inspiraDigitized by
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tion, in his case, was simply an infallible bringing to remem.
brance of things he had outwardly witnessed and heard. Nor
can it be said of the other Apostles, who had lived with our
Lord, and might, therefore, truly affirm: "What we have seen
and heard, declare we unto you," that the grand impression
left on their minds by our Saviour's life and teaching, and
called fresh to their recollection by the Holy Spirit, consti·
tut~d all the inspiration of which they were the subjects. It
is very evident that, in all these cases, inspiration was a di·
rect revelation of the truth in the minds of those who spoke
and wrote. This is evident, in the case of the last named
Apostles, from the promise expressly given to them: "When
He, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all
truth; for he shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever he
shall hear that shall he speak; and he will show you things
to come. He shall glorify me; for he shall receive of mine,
and shall shew it unto you." And how this was meant, is
plain enough from the fact, that it was through the Apos·
tles rather than, through their Master, the natural and perfect
body of Christian doctrines, 80 imperfectly understood by
them in our Saviour's life-time, has come down to us.
With regard to this inspiration, which is so closely con·
nect~d with revelation that one cannot be separated from
the other, while we admit that, so far as the Spirit's operation
is concerned, it remains 'an altogether transcendent fact,
surpassing our power of explanation or of comprehension,
yet in another point of view it is not so wholly incomprehensible but that we may know something of its nature by
what is manifest in its effects. As our Saviour, who possessed the fulness of the Spirit, and at all times uniformly
alike, still exhibits, in all that He does and says, the entire
self-possession and self-consciousness of His human individ·
uality; as He who presents the highest possible example
of inspiration, presents also, at the same time, the most certain evidence of consciously possessing and using the reason,
the understanding and the passions of a man, and in utter·
ing what He received as a commandment from the Father,
still uttered it as the man Christ Jesus; - so HiS disciples
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after Him and S9 all the prophets before Him were sober,
self-possessed teachers, each fully conscious of his own personality, each judging, reasoning, feeling and speaking, even
in the moment of inspiration, according to his own peculiar
habits of thought and mode of expressing himself. The individual was still himself, and wrote out of the fulness of
his heart and in the entire consciousness of his freedom; as
the apostle Paul avows in his second epistle to the Corinthians: "Out of much affliction and anguish of heart, I
wrote unto you with many tears;" and again: " We are
not as many which corrupt the Word of God; but as of
sincerity, but as of God, in the sight of God speak we
in Christ." Were it possible to express the impulses of personal feeling as well as the entire sense of freedom, more
clearly than we find them expressed by this apostle in communicating to the Corinthian church the message which the
Holy Spirit was that moment inditing? Which leads us
to remark:
Finally, that in these cases of direct revela.tion or inspiration, the truth was not only tinged, if we may so express it,
with the personal peculiarities of the individual organ
through whom it came, but was also unavoidably fused with
another earthly element, in the historical circumstances, the
immediate occasions, whatever they might happen to be,
which called it forth. But the divine truth, thus doubly humanized, first by entering into the life of the individual who
was its organ, next by coming into contact with the life of
the time in which it was delivered, while it lost nothing
thereby of its essential purity, gained a practical power, a
force of reality, both for the time in which it was announced
and for all succeeding times, which it could not have had
otherwise. It was the highest eulogium of Socrates that he
brought down philosophy from the aerial heights to the business and bosoms of men. But no less can be said of revelation than that it brought down the truth we most deeply
need, from the very fountain of all truth, to the comprehension of the poorest and the weakest of our race.
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