
 
1 DeArmond 

Inspiration in the Book of Acts 
 

In evangelical theology, the doctrine of the inspiration of Scripture is defined as the Holy 

Spirit’s superintending over the writers [of Scripture] so that while writing according to 

their own styles and personalities, the result was God’s Word written—authoritative, 

trustworthy, and free from error in the original autographs
1
 The core of the doctrine is the 

acknowledgement that “all Scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16) and that the writers of 

Scripture “spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” (2 Pet. 1:21) The 

evangelical doctrine appreciates the dynamics of human personality in the inspiration process 

(Ecc. 12:9-10; Luke 1:1-4; John 20:30-31, 21:24-25) yet affirms the supremacy of God’s 

intentions and supervision. Scripture is truly the written word of God [rising] above the 

personalities of those who wrote it and above cultures in which it was written, reflecting the 

omniscience, truthfulness, and immutability of God himself.
2
 Recently, Peter Enn’s work seemed 

to challenge the orthodox view of inspiration.
3
 Suggesting an incarnational analogy, Enns writes: 

As Christ is both God and human, so is the Bible…Christ’s incarnation is analogous to 

Scripture’s “incarnation.”…The human dimension of Scripture is, therefore, part of what 

makes Scripture Scripture. But it is precisely this dimension that can create problems for 

modern Christian readers, because it can make the Bible seem less unique, less “Bible-

like,” than we might have supposed.
4
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Enns goes on to relate his paradigm to how evangelicals can fix the “problems” that arise from 

the similarities between the ANE and the OT, the theological diversity of the OT, and how the 

OT is used and interpreted in the NT. The overarching, implicit suggestion of the book is when 

the Bible seems to be in error, in contradiction, on plagiarizing grounds, or when it seems to not 

look like a divine-originating book, that’s because it is from man as-well-as God. The Bible is 

expected to look unduly human because it is human. The goal of this paper is to examine how 

the early Church viewed inspiration in the book of Acts with comments relating to Peter Enns.  

The New Testament Church inherited a high view of Scripture from the OT. There is an 

explicit pattern in the OT of attributing to God the words that were written (Num. 22:38; Deut. 

18:18-20; Jer. 1:9; Ezek. 2:7). The NT often affirms and validates the claim of the divine origin 

of the OT (Matt. 1:22; John 5:45-47; Rom. 15:4). The Apostle’s frequent quoting of the OT in 

Acts lends support to the idea that it was seen as authoritative, trustworthy, and worthy of 

reverence.
5
 Even in how the OT is quoted demonstrates the fact of an authoritative body of texts 

in existence. Many times the Lord and the apostles began Scripture quotations with the phrase, 

“Scripture says” (       ). An appeal to it was equivalent to “God says,” as appears from the 

fact that the formula “the Scripture says” is used interchangeably with others, which clearly 

indicate that what is quoted is the Word of God (Luke 1:42; Acts 1:16, 8:32, 35, 17:2, 11, 18:24, 

28).
6
  Furthermore, the NT is seen as authoritative and given the title “Scripture” as well (1 Tim. 

5:18; 2 Pet. 3:15-16).  
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The NT contains several significant indications that the apostles were inspired in their 

positive oral teachings.
7
 Christ promised them the Holy Spirit in their preaching and teaching 

(Luke 2:11-12, 21:14,15) and their message was received as prophetic by the New Covenant 

community (1 Thess. 2:13; 1 Cor. 2:6-13). To receive the apostle’s teachings and testimony was 

to receive God’s continuing, commanding word to his community. It is not an overstatement to 

say that the early Church was wholeheartedly committed to the authority and divine origin of 

Scripture. The apostle’s quotations of the OT and constant recapitulation of stories, themes, and 

motifs suggests that they were not giving suggestions from fallible men but commandments from 

a holy God.  

 Various times throughout the book of Acts, Scripture is said to be spoken by the Holy 

Spirit through a person (3:18, 24-25, 28:25-28). The person, though exercising his talents, 

personality, and authorial intent, is described as being the medium through which God carries out 

his message. After the death of Judas Iscariot, the Apostles led by Peter began the process of 

choosing his replacement (Acts 1:16, 20). Peter is presented as an interpreter of Scripture and of 

God’s purpose for the church as-well-as fulfilling the role of the departed Jesus.
8
 He interprets 

Scripture much like Christ did during his earthly ministry (Luke 24:44). Peter remarked that the 

Scripture “had to be fulfilled which the Holy Spirit spoke long ago through the mouth of David 

(ἣ                       ῞                      ῒ ).”  uke uses the verb        twenty-five 

times in his two volumes, often with a note that a divine utterance or a passage is fulfilled (Luke 

1:20, 2:40, Acts 2:2, 19:21, 24:27).
9
 Peter’s citation is an indication that Scripture was viewed as 
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from the mouth of God. The reader comes in contact not only with the belief that all the OT 

could be seen as prophetic in character, including the psalms which were quoted, but also the 

belief that David is the author of the psalms.
10

 Commenting on the passage, David G. Peterson 

noted: 

Various scriptures take on a particular meaning for the earliest Christians because of the 

way they point to the outworking of God’s plan in their own time…the claim that the 

psalm citations in vs. 20 were spoken by the Holy Spirit is an important presupposition 

for understanding for how they have been fulfilled in the messianic era. The Holy Spirit 

inspired prophetic leaders such as David in the OT era, before the pouring out of the 

Spirit at Pentecost on all disciples of Jesus. This was the way if directing and leading his 

people, making the scriptural record of that revelation foundational for Christians in 

every generation. David spoke, but it was the Holy Spirit who spoke through him.
11

 

The Holy Spirit is the primary cause of the revelation quoted with David bearing the weight of 

agency. David is the means of God carrying out his message to God’s people. The Holy Spirit’s 

superintending of the writing of his Scripture would prevent errors from being written. Enns’ 

appeal to the human aspect of the inspiration process does not solve any apparent contradictions 

or problems within Scripture.  

 Another important instance of Acts affirming God’s active speech within the prophet’s 

words is in Acts 28. After a trying time at sea, Paul made it to Rome where he met and discussed 

the validity of Christianity with the Roman, Jewish leaders. Paul’s message led to belief of some 

and rejection from others among the leaders (vs. 24). In referencing their rejection, Paul appeals 

to Scripture to support their expected reaction. Paul agrees that the Holy Spirit (author) was 
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correct (truthfulness) when he wrote through the prophet Isaiah (means or agent). To Paul, what 

was said in the Scriptures represents the voice and mind of the Holy Spirit, not merely human 

opinion.
12

  uke uses the adverb “well” (κ    ) suggesting that what was truly spoken in the past 

has continuing relevance (Matt. 15:7; Mark 7:6).
13

 The relevance of quoting Isaiah is seen in that 

Paul views himself as a prophet like him with a similar situation: heralding a message to hear, 

see, and know amidst a people who are deaf, blind, and dull.
14

 Paul’s prophetic calling has been 

indicated in previous chapters by the application of OT texts to his situation (Ezek. 33:4 on Acts 

18:6; Jer. 1:7-8 in 18:9-10; Isa. 42:6-7 in 26:16-18).
15

 Within the passage, the divine origin of 

Scripture is affirmed (“the Holy Spirit was right”) alongside the idea that the apostle’s words 

were viewed as authoritative, a continuation of God’s living, active word within the community. 

 Another instance where the doctrine of inspiration is acknowledged within the book of 

Acts is found within Stephen’s speech to the Jews. In highlighting the Jewish rejection in the 

past of the prophets and presently with Jesus, Stephen remarks that the Jewish leaders were 

“[those who] received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it.” (Acts 7:53) The idea 

that the Torah was meditated through angels appears elsewhere in the NT (Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2-

3). The Law did not originate from the ideas of Moses or from the surrounding law codes around 

the ancient, Hebrew people. Stephen believed the Law and indeed all of Scripture to be God’s 
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word, and so the ultimate indictment is that God’s people have failed to keep it, including the 

prophetic portions which foretold of the Righteous One.
16

 Bock noted: 

The idea is that the law came “by means of the command or direction of angels.” The 

roots of this idea may go back to Deut. 33:2 LXX, where angels accompany God at Sinai. 

Perhaps the idea that God does not appear to anyone also fueled this idea of angelic 

mediation…Stephen suggests a less direct involvement by God in giving on the law.
17

 

Instead of viewing the law as mediated through angels as an example of support for a robust 

doctrine of inspiration, Peter Enns suggests that the mediation by angels of the law to Moses is 

not grounded in the OT but spurious traditions found within Second Temple Judaism (possibly 

Jubilees 1:27-29).
18

 The main idea Enns tries to support is that Stephen (and Paul elsewhere) is 

talking about an OT episode as he understood it instead of what actually occurred in history. The 

logical conclusion is that Paul and Stephen thought the law was mediated by angels because of 

Second Temple literature yet were actually wrong because the OT does not mention the 

mediation. Inspiration then includes the wrong ideas of the human authors which are to be 

expected because of the incarnational character of Scripture. Instead of trying to harmonize the 

passage like other scholars do,
19

 Enns just accepts the notion that Paul and Stephen included 

wrong extrabiblical traditions. Instead of merely concluding Paul and Stephen were wrong, the 

two other valid options would be to seek to ground the tradition in the OT and/or to accept the 
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tradition as not wrong but true! James W. Scott said concerning extrabiblical traditions found in 

the NT: 

Evidently, the Holy Spirit accepted them as true, and he was in a position to know. It 

would be perverse to suppose no accurate information about the past was passed down by 

the Jews outside the Bible. The fact that such information appears both in extrabiblical 

Jewish literature and in the NT is therefore a matter of no consequence for the doctrine of 

Scripture. The NT simply confirms that those traditions (at least in the forms presented in 

the NT) are true.
20

 

Despite Enns’ model, having the Law mediated through angels can still be viewed as evidence 

for the doctrine of inspiration as orthodoxy has viewed it.  

  The orthodox view of inspiration is built upon what Scripture says about itself: (1) 

Scripture is the Word of God; (2) God is omniscient, truthful, and immutable; (3) God speaks in 

accordance with his nature; (4) God has an objective standard of truth, namely his perfect 

knowledge of himself and his creation; (5) God speaks in accordance with his standard of truth; 

and therefore (6) every affirmation of Scripture is an expression of what God actually knows to 

be true.
21

 The doctrine of inspiration has been held throughout the history of the church, 

defended by evangelicals, and has not come under such capricious attacks until the modern 

period.
22

  It is fitting that the Bible never calls itself the “Word of man” but the “Word of God” 

consistently throughout its pages. Enns’ book represents certain modern, dubious impulses in 
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some evangelicals to accommodate the Bible to modern science, opinions, and culture. That 

impulse is foreign to the book of Acts and the rest of Scripture.  
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