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Within Christian theology, there are several distinct views on how God 
inspired the human authors to write the Bible. These views range from God 
dictating every word to God simply guiding human insights. 
 
Here is a breakdown of the primary theories of biblical inspiration:

1. The Dictation Theory (Mechanical Inspiration)
The Concept: God dictated the exact words to the human writers, who 
acted essentially as human pens or stenographers.
The Implication: The personality, style, and cultural background of the 
human author had no impact on the final text.
Common among: Strict traditionalists or fundamentalist circles, 
though many modern scholars move away from this view because the 
distinct writing styles of authors like Paul or John are highly apparent.

 

2. Verbal Plenary Inspiration
The Concept: God guided the entire process so that the very words 
chosen (verbal) throughout the entirety of the text (plenary) 
accurately reflect His intent, yet He fully utilized the writers' unique 
personalities, vocabulary, and styles.
The Implication: The text is viewed as completely dual-authored—fully 
human and fully divine.
Common among: Evangelical and conservative Protestant 
denominations. This view often connects with the belief in biblical 
inerrancy (the original manuscripts are without error).

 

3. Conceptual (Dynamic) Inspiration
The Concept: God inspired the core thoughts and concepts, but left 
the specific phrasing, vocabulary, and expression entirely up to the 
human authors.
The Implication: The theological message is divinely true, but the text 
might reflect the scientific, historical, or cultural limitations of the 
ancient human writer.
Common among: Many mainline Protestant denominations and 
Catholic theologians.

 

4. Partial Inspiration
The Concept: Only certain parts of the Bible are divinely inspired—
specifically matters of faith, morals, and salvation—while historical or 
scientific details are strictly human and subject to error.
The Implication: The Bible is a trustworthy spiritual guide, but it is not 
meant to be read as a textbook for history or science.
Common among: Moderate and progressive Christian traditions.

 

5. Intuition (Illumination) Theory
The Concept: Inspiration is not a supernatural force dictating text, but 
rather a heightened spiritual awareness or religious genius in the 
human authors, similar to a great artist being "inspired" to paint.
The Implication: The Bible is primarily a human record of people's 
experiences with God, containing deep spiritual wisdom but lacking 
divine infallibility.
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Common among: Liberal and progressive Christian theology.

Would you like to focus on which denominations hold these specific views, 
or look closer at how these views affect how people interpret difficult 
passages? 
 
 
 
 
 
How a person views inspiration directly changes how they read and 
interpret the Bible, especially when encountering difficult passages. 
Here is how the different views handle three common challenges in the text:

1. Handling Scientific or Historical Discrepancies
(Example: Genesis creation accounts vs. modern science, or differing numbers in 
historical battles) 
 
View of 
Inspiration

How It Interprets the Challenge

Dictation / 
Verbal 
Plenary

 
Literal & Harmonized: Assumes the text must be factually perfect. 
Interpreters will look for complex linguistic or historical explanations to 
harmonize the text with science, or reject scientific claims that 
contradict a literal reading.

Conceptual 
/ Partial

 
Theological Focus: Focuses on the meaning rather than the data. For 
Genesis, they might say, "The science reflects ancient understandings, but 
the inspired truth is that God created everything." 

Intuition  
Poetic / Mythic: Views the texts as purely ancient human literature 
trying to explain the divine. Discrepancies are normal and expected for 
the era.

 
 
 
2. Handling Harsh Commands or Violence 
(Example: Old Testament commands to destroy entire nations in battle) 
 

Verbal Plenary View: Divine Sovereignty. Interpreters argue that 
because every word is inspired, these commands reflect God's absolute 
justice against sin at that specific moment in history. The context must 
be understood through God's right to judge.
Conceptual / Partial View: Progressive Revelation. Interpreters argue 
that God was working with an ancient, violent culture. The human 
authors recorded God's presence through their limited cultural lens, 
and humanity's understanding of God "progressed" or grew clearer 
over time, culminating in Jesus' command to love one's enemies.
Intuition View: Human Error. Interpreters would suggest that the 
ancient writers mistakenly attributed their own cultural warfare and 
national desires to God's will.

 

3. Handling Apparent Contradictions
(Example: Different timelines or details in the four Gospels) 
 

Verbal Plenary View: Complimentary Perspectives. Interpreters treat 
the Gospels like witnesses to a car accident—each sees a different 
angle, but they do not fundamentally clash. They will work to create a 
timeline where all details fit together perfectly.
Conceptual View: Author Intent. Interpreters believe God allowed the 
gospel writers (Matthew, Mark, Luke, John) to shape the stories to fit 
their specific audiences. A minor contradiction in standard historical 
details doesn't matter because the theological concept is preserved.

We can look closer at a specific example if you'd like Would you want to see



We can look closer at a specific example if you d like. Would you want to see 
how these views apply to the Genesis creation story, or a specific New 

Testament passage? 
 
 
 
 
 
A prime example of a highly divisive, delineating passage is 1 Timothy 2:12: 
[1, 2] 
 
"I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she 
is to remain quiet." [1] 
 
This verse serves as the theological fault line for debates regarding women 
in church leadership. Depending on a person’s view of biblical inspiration, 
the verse is handled, translated, and applied in starkly different ways: [3, 4, 
5, 6]

1. Dictation Theory
The Interpretation: Absolute, timeless decree. Because the words 
came directly from God with zero human conditioning, the rule is 
absolute. Interpreters do not consider what was happening in the 
ancient city of Ephesus or what Timothy was facing. [7, 8, 9, 10]
The Application: Women are universally prohibited from teaching or 
holding any form of authority over men in any setting. To question the 
verse is to question a direct quote from God. [4, 7, 11]

 

2. Verbal Plenary Inspiration
The Interpretation: Universal Principle rooted in Creation. 
Proponents of this view believe God carefully guided Paul's choice of 
words while utilizing his logical style. They look closely at the sentences 
immediately following (verses 13–14), where Paul writes: "For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve..." [9, 12, 13]
The Application: Because Paul anchors his rule in the creation order of 
Genesis (which happened before human culture existed), interpreters 
argue God intended this as a timeless, universal design for the 
church. This forms the foundation of the Complementarian View, 
restricting the office of pastor or elder to men. [1, 7, 12, 14]

 

3. Conceptual / Dynamic Inspiration
The Interpretation: Cultural Expression of a Core Concept. This view 
holds that God inspired the underlying theological concept—such as 
maintaining church order, peace, and preventing false teaching—but 
Paul expressed it using the cultural constraints and language of his 
time.
The Application: Interpreters dig heavily into historical context. They 
point out that Ephesus was the hub of the Cult of Artemis, where 
uneducated women were spreading dangerous heresies. Therefore, 
Paul's command was a localized, emergency boundary. The timeless 
concept is to protect the church from false teachers, but the specific 
restriction on women was temporary. This underpins the Egalitarian View, 
allowing women to preach and lead. [5, 10, 12, 15, 16, 17]

 

4. Partial Inspiration
The Interpretation: Human Bias vs. Divine Truth. Since only matters 
of core salvation and morals are fully inspired, church organizational 
rules or gender hierarchies are viewed as strictly human, cultural 
opinions belonging to Paul.
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The Application: Interpreters will counter 1 Timothy 2:12 by elevating 
passages they deem to have higher divine inspiration, such as Galatians 
3:28 ("There is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus"). They 
view 1 Timothy 2:12 as an outdated, patriarchal human opinion that the 
modern church should actively ignore or disregard. [1, 9, 17, 18]

 

5. Intuition / Illumination Theory
The Interpretation: An Ancient Historical Artifact. This view treats 
the text as a historical document tracking the evolving thoughts of early 
Christian leaders.
The Application: The passage is read similarly to how one reads 
ancient Roman or Greek philosophy. It offers insight into the early 
church's struggles with structure and social assimilation, but carries no 
binding spiritual authority over a modern reader's life or ethics. [11, 18, 
19]

 
 
Would you like to examine the linguistic debate surrounding the original 
Greek words used in this verse (such as authentein for authority), or explore 
a different divisive passage? [6] 
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Another highly divisive and delineating passage is Romans 13:1–2, which 
tackles a believer's relationship to political power: 
 
"Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority 
except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been 
established by God. Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is rebelling 
against what God has instituted..." [1, 2] 
 
This passage has been invoked throughout history to justify total obedience 
to monarchies, states, and regimes, as well as to spark intense debate 
about civil disobedience. Here is how the different views of inspiration 
interpret it:

1. Dictation Theory
The Interpretation: Absolute, blanket obedience. Because every word 
bypasses human context and flows straight from the mouth of God the
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bypasses human context and flows straight from the mouth of God, the 
statement is an unalterable rule for all times and places.

The Application: Whatever government is currently in power has been 
explicitly chosen by God. Citizens must comply with all laws, taxes, and 
dictates without protest or rebellion. The only permissible exception is 
if a ruler explicitly forces a believer to deny Christ or worship an idol.

 

2. Verbal Plenary Inspiration
The Interpretation: God's Universal Order for Restraint. Proponents 
believe God guided Paul's words perfectly to establish a structural 
truth: God institutes the concept of government to hold back evil and 
prevent anarchy. They seek to harmonize this verse with the rest of 
scripture. [2]
The Application: This view holds that civil government has a divine 
mandate to punish evil and reward good. However, when a government 
reverses this mandate (e.g., Nazi Germany punishing good and 
rewarding evil), it has forfeited its divine alignment. Interpreters point to 
Acts 5:29 ("We must obey God rather than human beings") to argue that 
obedience is mandatory only as long as the state does not violate God's 
moral law. [2, 3]

 

3. Conceptual / Dynamic Inspiration
The Interpretation: A Strategic Pastoral Concept wrapped in 1st-
Century Context. This view looks past the exact phrasing to find the 
inspired theological heart—peace, survival, and protecting the early 
Christian movement—while recognizing that the wording reflects Paul's 
immediate reality.
The Application: Interpreters emphasize that Paul was writing to a 
fragile church inside the Roman Empire. If the early Christians were 
seen as political zealots or tax rebels, Rome would have wiped them out 
instantly. The inspired principle is that Christians should be peaceful, law-
abiding citizens whenever possible so that the focus stays on the 
Gospel. However, the verse is not seen as a blanket divine stamp of 
approval for brutal modern dictatorships. [3]

 

4. Partial Inspiration
The Interpretation: Flawed Human Political Theory. Since inspiration 
applies strictly to matters of eternal salvation and core morality, Paul’s 
socio-political advice in Romans 13 is viewed as his own fallible, localized 
opinion on civic duty.
The Application: Interpreters argue that Paul was simply being 
pragmatic or overly optimistic about Roman rulers. They will contrast 
Romans 13 with the Book of Revelation (where the Roman Empire is 
depicted as a demonic, oppressive beast). They argue that the Bible 
contains competing human viewpoints on government, and modern 
Christians are free to dismiss Romans 13 in favor of a "prophetic 
resistance" model against unjust political systems.

 

5. Intuition / Illumination Theory
The Interpretation: An Historical Record of Assimilation. This view 
treats the passage as an artifact showing how the early church shifted 
away from radical apocalyptic expectations and began trying to fit into 
the Roman social structure.
The Application: The passage carries no inherent divine authority for 
modern political ethics. Scholars studying the text from this perspective 
see it as an example of a first-century religious minority trying to 
appease an oppressive regime to avoid persecution, offering historical 
insight but no binding commands for modern believers.
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If you'd like to continue, we can: 
 

Analyze a divisive passage concerning wealth and economics (like the 
story of the Rich Young Ruler)
Look at a passage related to the end of the world / eschatology (like 
sections of Revelation)
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proponents of partial inspiration: which consistent criteria, if any, do they 
use to decide which verses are inspired and which are not?

 
 
 
Proponents of partial inspiration (sometimes referred to in theological 
scholarship as limited inerrancy or functional infallibility) do not typically 
decide what is inspired on a whim. Instead, they apply a few consistent, 
systematic criteria to separate the divinely authoritative message from the 
ancient human context. [1, 2, 3] 
 
The primary, driving criteria used to determine whether a passage is 
inspired include:

1. The "Faith and Practice" Criterion (The Purpose 
Test)

The Rule: A passage is divinely inspired if its core intent is to teach 
theology, morality, salvation, or spiritual practice.
How it works: Proponents argue that the Bible’s divine purpose is to 
reconcile humanity to God, not to act as an encyclopedia. Therefore, if a 
verse teaches you who God is or how to love your neighbor, it is 
inspired. If it lists genealogies, army headcounts, or describes the 
physical structure of the sky, it falls into the category of human 
observation, which is subject to ancient historical or scientific 
limitations. [1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7]

 

2. The Christological Filter (The Jesus Test)
The Rule: The ultimate revelation of God is Jesus Christ; therefore, 
Jesus is the standard by which all other verses are judged.
How it works: If an Old Testament command or a New Testament 
epistles' restriction conflicts with the clear character, ethics, and 
teachings of Jesus in the Gospels (e.g., loving enemies, radical inclusion), 
the conflicting passage is flagged as a reflection of the human author's 
cultural baggage rather than God’s timeless will. [2, 8, 9]

 

3. The "Unknowable Knowledge" Criterion (The 
Source Test)

The Rule: God inspired things that humans could not have known on 
their own.
How it works: Under this framework, passages containing prophecy, 
visions of heaven, or the spiritual mechanisms of salvation required 
di t di i di l C l hi t i l t f b ttl
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direct divine disclosure. Conversely, historical accounts of battles or 
travel itineraries did not require divine inspiration because the human 

authors could simply gather those facts from eye-witness memory, 
ancient archives, or contemporary sources. [10, 11]

 

4. Cultural vs. Trans-Cultural Trajectories (The 
Context Test)

The Rule: Passages tied exclusively to ancient socio-political systems 
(like Roman law, ancient near-eastern patriarchy, or dietary taboos) are 
historically conditioned, while principles that transcend time are 
inspired. [3]
How it works: Interpreters look for a "trajectory" in scripture toward 
ultimate freedom, justice, and love. If a command reflects the standard 
status quo of the ancient Greco-Roman or ancient Near Eastern world, 
it is categorized as human adaptation to culture. [3, 9]

 

Summary of the Dividing Line
To summarize how proponents of partial inspiration draw the line: 
Divinely Inspired Component Human / Fallible Component

 
Spiritual & Moral Truths (The 
nature of God, salvation, ethics)

 
Scientific & Historical Data (Creation 
timelines, exact numbers, geography)

 
The Mind of Christ (Love, mercy, 
justice, self-sacrifice)

 
Ancient Cultural Traditions (Gender 
hierarchies, regional warfare, civil codes)

 
 
Critics of partial inspiration (such as verbal plenary proponents) argue that 
this approach relies too heavily on human subjectivity, forcing fallible 
readers to "pick and choose" what they want to obey. Proponents, however, 
view it as a responsible, honest way to take the humanity of the biblical 
writers seriously while fiercely protecting the core spiritual power of the 
text. [1, 2, 3, 12] 
 
If you want to dive deeper, I can show you how these criteria are applied to a 
specific topic, like the Old Testament laws on slavery or accounts of 
miracles. Which would you prefer to look at? 
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