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Introduction
Millard J. Erickson presents several theories of biblical inspiration to explain how Christians might
understand the relationship between divine agency and the recognizably human character of
Scripture. The five positions commonly described in this framework are intuition, illumination,
dictation, dynamic inspiration, and verbal inspiration. They differ principally in where divine influence
is located and how strongly it governs the final text. The comparison matters because the Bible
contains diverse genres, voices, historical settings, research practices, emotions, and literary styles
while also functioning as authoritative Scripture within Christian communities. A theory that explains
only human creativity may not account for the theological claim of revelation, while a theory that
removes meaningful human authorship struggles to explain why Luke, John, Paul, the psalmists, and
prophetic writers sound so different. Erickson’s categories should be treated as a map rather than as
rigid boxes because actual Christian traditions often overlap. The most coherent position within
Erickson’s evangelical framework combines dynamic and verbal inspiration, allowing divine purpose
to extend to meaningful textual expression without reducing writers to passive secretaries.

The Question Behind Inspiration
In theological usage, inspiration means more than ordinary creativity or emotional uplift. Christian
doctrines of inspiration usually claim that God worked through human authors so that Scripture
communicates what God intended for revelation and faith. Passages such as 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2
Peter 1:21 are frequently cited because they associate Scripture and prophetic speech with divine
agency, yet neither passage supplies a complete technical description of composition. Theories of
inspiration attempt to explain that missing process. The human evidence is substantial: biblical books
contain law, poetry, narrative, proverb, Gospel, letter, lament, apocalypse, and wisdom, while their
writers display distinct vocabulary, interests, education, and audiences. Luke explicitly refers to prior
accounts and investigation, Paul responds to concrete churches and names coworkers, and psalms
preserve intensely personal emotion. The theological claim is equally important within Christianity
because believers generally treat Scripture as more than a collection of insightful religious literature.
A satisfactory theory therefore has to explain both historical authorship and distinctive divine
authority without allowing one to erase the other.
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Intuition, Illumination, and Dictation
The first three theories clarify the range of possible explanations by emphasizing different degrees of
divine action. Intuition theory describes biblical writers as people with exceptional religious sensitivity
whose insight differs from ordinary genius mainly in degree. It respects creativity but, from Erickson’s
perspective, does not explain why Scripture should possess a unique divine authority. Illumination
theory adds the work of the Holy Spirit, proposing that the writers’ perception of spiritual truth was
heightened. Its difficulty is distinguishing the production of Scripture from the continuing illumination
Christians may claim when reading it; sincere interpreters can disagree, so illumination alone does
not explain a uniquely authoritative text. Dictation moves in the opposite direction by presenting
writers as recording words directly supplied by God. Some passages do contain commands to write
specific words, and prophetic formulas can resemble direct transmission, but a universal dictation
model fits poorly with Luke’s investigation, Paul’s situational argument, poetic artistry, and the
different emphases of the Gospels. Dictation can describe particular moments without adequately
explaining the entire canon’s literary and historical diversity.

Dynamic and Verbal Inspiration as Complementary
Views
Dynamic inspiration maintains that God guided the authors’ thoughts, purposes, and message while
allowing them to write through their own personalities, language, memory, research, and literary
judgment. This approach accounts naturally for the Bible’s variation in style and genre: divine agency
works through human authorship rather than bypassing it. Its potential weakness appears if the
theory separates inspired ideas too sharply from uninspired words, because ideas cannot be
communicated apart from linguistic form and changes in wording can change meaning. Verbal
inspiration responds by extending divine guidance to the words through which the message is
expressed. Properly understood, verbal inspiration does not require mechanical dictation or a uniform
style. It can affirm that Luke’s polished historical prose, Mark’s rapid narrative, Pauline argument,
Hebrew poetry, and Johannine symbolism remain genuinely their authors’ work while also forming
part of inspired Scripture. Taken together, the dynamic and verbal models become concursive: divine
and human agency operate simultaneously. The writer does not become less human because divine
purpose is understood to work through characteristic human activity.

The Biblical Text Itself Tests the Theory
The Gospels and letters provide practical tests of this combined position. Luke 1:1–4 describes earlier
accounts, eyewitness tradition, investigation, and orderly composition, which is difficult to reconcile
with a model in which the author contributes nothing but transcription. John opens with a highly
theological prologue and organizes signs, discourses, and symbols differently from Luke, while
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Matthew and Mark select and arrange material according to their own narrative purposes. Paul’s
letters address specific disputes, travel plans, colleagues, worship questions, ethics, and doctrine,
preserving the voice of a pastor reasoning with actual communities. The Psalms include praise,
complaint, confession, anger, and hope, and wisdom literature explores life through proverb,
observation, and argument. These differences need not be treated as threats to inspiration if human
style is part of the means of revelation. They also show why interpretation must respect genre and
historical context. A lament, genealogy, proverb, parable, and doctrinal argument do not
communicate in identical ways simply because all occur within the canon.

Inspiration, Transmission, Translation, and
Interpretation
A doctrine of inspiration should also be distinguished from later questions about transmission, canon,
translation, and interpretation. The original manuscripts no longer survive, and handwritten copies
contain textual variants that scholars compare through textual criticism. That history does not by
itself settle whether the original writings were inspired; it identifies a separate question about how the
text was transmitted. Translation creates another layer because no modern language reproduces
every word, idiom, grammatical feature, and cultural association perfectly. Verbal inspiration
therefore need not imply that one translation is uniquely sacred. Canon concerns how communities
recognized which writings belonged to Scripture, while inspiration concerns the character of those
writings. Interpretation then asks what authors communicated in their historical and literary contexts
and how texts function within the broader canon. Some Christians connect inspiration with inerrancy,
others prefer terms such as infallibility or trustworthiness, and traditions define those claims
differently. Erickson’s framework is most useful when it encourages careful textual work rather than
using inspiration as a reason to avoid history, language, manuscript evidence, or interpretive
disagreement.

Conclusion
Erickson’s theories show that the doctrine of inspiration is fundamentally an attempt to account for
two features Christians attribute to Scripture: divine authority and genuine human authorship.
Intuition preserves human creativity but offers little distinctive divine agency; illumination emphasizes
the Spirit but can blur the difference between biblical authors and later readers; and universal
dictation provides direct divine control at the cost of explaining the Bible’s diverse styles and
compositional practices. Dynamic inspiration better accounts for personality, research, genre, and
historical circumstance, while verbal inspiration explains why the actual wording and literary form
remain theologically significant. Holding those last two together provides the most comprehensive
model within Erickson’s framework because divine purpose and human expression need not compete.
Luke can investigate, Paul can reason pastorally, psalmists can lament, and Gospel writers can shape
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narratives while their texts are still understood as inspired. This conclusion does not resolve every
debate about inerrancy, canon, textual variants, or translation. It provides a coherent starting point:
Scripture can be fully human literature in its historical production and, within Christian theology,
genuinely divine revelation in purpose and authority.

References
Erickson, M. J. (2001). Introducing Christian Doctrine. Baker Academic.

Erickson, M. J. (2013). Christian Theology (3rd ed.). Baker Academic.

Warfield, B. B. (1948). The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible. Presbyterian and Reformed.


