LESSON

5

*January 24–30

The Inspiration of the

Prophets

SABBATH AFTERNOON
Read for This Week’s Study: Jer. 36:1–4; 1 Thess.
2:13; 2 Tim. 3:16; Titus 1:12; 2 Pet. 1:1–4, 20, 21.

Memory Text: “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and
is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16).
hristians have long debated the question, What does it mean
when we say that the Bible is inspired? For Seventh-day
Adventists there is, in addition, the question of the inspiration
of Ellen G. White. In 1906, she wrote a letter to an Adventist physician in which she refuted the idea that every word she wrote was as
inspired as the Ten Commandments: “My brother, you have studied
my writings diligently, and you have never found that I have made any
such claims, neither will you find that the pioneers in our cause ever
made such claims.”—Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, book 1, p. 24.
This week we will study some of the issues surrounding the question
of inspiration.

C

The Week at a Glance: What is the difference between
inspiration and revelation? What is the difference between verbal
and thought inspiration? Can prophets get help from others when
they write? What are some examples of prophets quoting sources
outside the Bible?
*Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, January 31.
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Revelation-Inspiration
Study 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2 Peter 1:20, 21. What do these texts tell
us about the divine activity in the production of the books of the
Bible?
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
In 2 Timothy 3:16 Paul says that the Bible is theopneustos (Godbreathed). In the Latin translation of the Bible the text reads, scriptura
divinitus inspirata, from which we get the English word inspired. Paul
is saying that the Bible had its origin in an activity of the Holy Spirit.
Through visions and dreams, the Holy Spirit revealed truth to the
prophets (revelation), and then He ensured, through His guidance in
the writing process (inspiration), that what the prophet wrote was in
harmony with what God had revealed.
Second Peter 1:21 tells us that “men spoke from God as they were
carried along by the Holy Spirit” (NIV). As a ship is carried along by
the wind, the biblical writers were moved by the Holy Spirit. Thus,
revelation-inspiration refers to that process whereby the Holy Spirit
revealed to the prophets what God wanted them to know and then
guided them in the proclamation of that message. Some spoke the
word; others wrote it down. The written form became the inspired
(God-breathed) Scripture.
Although in the New Testament the apostles did not claim inspiration as frequently as did the Old Testament writers, it is obvious that
they regarded their messages as given by divine authority. Paul, for
example, wrote, “These things we also speak, not in words which
man’s wisdom teaches but which the Holy Spirit teaches” (1 Cor.
2:13, NKJV), and “When you received the word of God which you
heard from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it is in
truth, the word of God” (1 Thess. 2:13, NKJV).
Yet, the Bible is also a human book. At face value it bears all the hallmarks of human authorship. Authors in recording their own experiences
refer to themselves with personal pronouns (Neh. 1:1–11, Dan. 10:1–9,
Gal. 1:12–20), the customs and traditions of the authors’ times are seen
in the writings, and some of the psalms and proverbs reflect the literature and culture of the surrounding nations. In short, though inspired by
the Lord, the Bible also reflects the humanness of its penmen.
Of all the Bible authors, which one’s humanity comes through
most clearly to you? In what ways can you sympathize and
relate to that author purely on a human level? Bring your
answer to class on Sabbath.
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The Lesson in Brief
Key Text: 2 Timothy 3:16
The Student Will:
Know: God reveals Himself to His prophets, inspiring them to
speak, write, and act.
Feel: Respect for the prophets and the sacredness of their writings.
Do: Read the Bible to hear God’s voice.
Learning Outline:
I. From God (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20, 21)
A What is God’s role in the writings of Scripture?
B What does 1 Thessalonians 2:13 call the message of the apostles?

l
l
l
l
l

II. By Human Beings (Jer. 36:1–8)
A What does this passage reveal about the human phenomenon of inspiration? How might these men have felt speaking and writing these words?
B Read 2 Samuel 23:2. What do you think it was like for prophets to
receive a revelation and be inspired to speak and write?
C Read 2 Timothy 4:13. Is this text verbally inspired, thought inspired,
or not inspired at all? What does this suggest about the nature of the Bible?

l

III. Inspiration and Ellen G. White (Luke 1:1–4)
A How does the biblical model of inspiration help us understand the
inspiration of Ellen G. White? What insights does Ellen G. White’s ministry give us into the inspiration of biblical prophets?
B How do you feel about the fact that Ellen White borrowed from other
sources, used literary assistants, had an editorial process, and compiled
books from her earlier writings?

l

Summary: God’s revelation and the inspiration of His prophets is a dynamic
process. Rather than overpowering the prophet’s humanity, God embraces
it with His Spirit.
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Verbal or Thought Inspiration
What do the following texts tell us about inspiration in Scripture?
Isa. 2:1, 2; Ezek. 36:16; 1 Cor. 7:10–12, 39, 40; 1 Thess. 2:13.
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
Two important theories of inspiration are:
Verbal Inspiration. The focus in verbal inspiration is on the words
of the Bible rather than on the author. All the words are said to be
inspired by God, who chooses from the vocabulary and educational
background of the writer. According to this view, only the original
writings of the biblical writers are inspired, not the copies, which
might have errors. This view must be distinguished from the dictation
theory of inspiration, in which every word in Scripture is dictated by
the Holy Spirit without reference to the vocabulary and educational
background of the writer.
Thought Inspiration. The focus here is on the writers, not on the
words. Primarily the thoughts, not so much the words of the Bible, are
inspired (1 Cor. 7:10–12, 39, 40; 1 Thess. 2:13), except when the
words of God or an angel are quoted (Jer. 29:30, 31; Rev. 19:9) or
when God speaks directly through a prophet (Num. 22:35; 23:1–12,
26). The writer receives the vision, dream, or thought and puts it down
in writing in his own words (Isa. 2:1, 2; Rev. 4:1); the Holy Spirit
ensures that the words used convey God’s truth correctly. The Bible,
therefore, is declared to be the infallible revelation of God’s will.
On the basis of Scripture and the writings of Ellen White, Adventists
hold to thought inspiration. “It is not the words of the Bible that are
inspired, but the men that were inspired. Inspiration acts not on the
man’s words or his expressions but on the man himself, who, under the
influence of the Holy Ghost, is imbued with thoughts. But the words
receive the impress of the individual mind. The divine mind is diffused. The divine mind and will is combined with the human mind and
will; thus the utterances of the man are the Word of God.”—Ellen G.
White, Selected Messages, book 1, p. 21. As the last sentence indicates, the words of the prophet become the Word of God. In the same
vein David wrote, “The Spirit of the Lord spoke by me, and His word
was on my tongue” (2 Sam. 23:2, NKJV). This indicates that inspiration not only imparted thoughts but ensured that the Written Word
accurately conveyed God’s thoughts.
Why is it important to have a correct understanding of how
inspiration works? What are the dangers of holding wrong
views?
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Learning Cycle
STEP 1—Motivate
God inspired the prophets
to write in their own style and from the perspective of their own culture.

Key Concept for Spiritual Growth:

A class member comes to your Sabbath school class and says one of the
following statements: “You’ll never guess what the Lord showed me this
week” or “The Lord spoke to me this week and told me. . . .” What is your
immediate reaction to this person?
1. How wonderful! Share it with us!
2. It couldn’t have been the Lord, because He doesn’t speak to us personally anymore.
3. Half believing and half skeptical.
How would you then relate to this person? How could this expression be
misconstrued?
We are told that prophets are inspired by the Holy
Spirit. How does the Holy Spirit speak to people today? What methods
does He use?

Consider This:

STEP 2—Explore

Bible Commentary
I. Revelation—Inspiration
As Seventh-day Adventists, we believe in thought inspiration—that the
thoughts of the Bible writers were inspired but not their actual words.
Consider This: Ask someone in the class to read 1 Thessalonians
2:13. How would this text confirm or deny this belief?

“The writing of the Bible took place over a period of more than 1,000 years.
Although most, if not all, the writers of Scripture were Israelite or Jewish,
C O N T I N U E D
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Visions and Physical Phenomena
What do the following texts tell us about how heavenly visions
affected some biblical prophets? Dan. 10:7–9, 17, 18; Acts 9:1–5;
Rev. 1:17.
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
To stand in the presence of a heavenly being can be a powerful
experience. Daniel, Saul (Paul), and John all fell to the ground when
they received a heavenly vision. Daniel wrote, “No strength remained
in me” (NKJV), and John said, “I fell at his feet as dead.”
Ellen White describes her experience with these words: “As
inquiries are frequently made as to my state in vision, and after I come
out, I would say that when the Lord sees fit to give a vision, I am taken
into the presence of Jesus and angels, and am entirely lost to earthly
things. I can see no farther than the angel directs me.”—Selected
Messages, book 1, p. 36.
In 1868 her husband, James White, gave the following description of
her physical appearance while in vision: “1. She is utterly unconscious
of everything transpiring around her; 2. She does not breathe. . . .
[This] has been repeatedly proved by pressing upon the chest, and by
closing the mouth and nostrils; 3. Immediately on entering vision, her
muscles become rigid, and joints fixed, so far as any external force can
influence them; . . . 4. On coming out of vision, whether in the daytime or a well-lighted room at night, all is total darkness. Her power
to distinguish even the most brilliant objects, held within a few inches
of the eyes, returns but gradually.”—Life Incidents (Battle Creek,
Mich.: Steam Press, 1868), p. 272.
Many observed her during her visions. Joseph Bates, for example,
wrote, “I have seen her in vision a number of times, and also in
Topsham, Maine; and those who were present during some of those
exciting scenes know well with what interest and intensity I listened
to every word, and watched every move to detect deception or mesmeric influence. And I thank God for the opportunity I have had with
others to witness these things. I can now confidently speak for myself.
I believe the work is of God.”—Christian Experience and Teachings
of Ellen G. White, p. 89.
However impressive these physical manifestations might be,
why must we not base our belief in her gift on them? What ultimately must be the final test of Ellen White’s prophetic calling?
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these authors lived in a wide variety of circumstances.”—The New
International Version Archaeological Study Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 2005), p. xii.
Consider This: Because so many different individuals wrote the
Bible and it has been copied down through the centuries, is it not possible that errors could have been made in the process? Why or why not?
What implications does your answer have for your faith in God?

“Some look to us gravely and say, ‘Don’t you think there might have been
some mistake in the copyist or in the translators?’ This is all probable, and
the mind that is so narrow that it will hesitate and stumble over this possibility or probability would be just as ready to stumble over the mysteries
of the Inspired Word, because their feeble minds cannot see through the
purposes of God.”—Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, book 1, p. 16.
How do the above quotes affect your belief in the
accuracy of the Bible? Is there anything to take into consideration? If
so, what?
Consider This:

II. Visions and Physical Phenomena
Consider This: Wherever possible, divide your class into three
groups. Ask each group to read and discuss one of the following texts,
then to identify for the class who was having the vision and how it
affected him.

Group 1—Daniel 10:7–9
Group 2—Acts 9:1–5
Group 3—Rev. 1:17
Not all visions or instructions from the Lord recorded in the Bible indicate that they were accompanied by physical manifestations. The Lord
spoke to Joseph and revealed Pharaoh’s dream. He spoke to Abraham,
Isaac, Moses, and Daniel, as well as many others in the same way.
Consider This: Which of the following conditions would help you
believe that someone had a vision from the Lord:

C O N T I N U E D
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Inspiration and Literary Assistants
Prophets were not God’s pens but His penmen. What they saw or
heard in visions and dreams they wrote down according to the best of
their ability. From Scripture we know that some of the biblical authors
had secretaries to help them write down the messages of God.

Read Jeremiah 36:1–4, Romans 16:22, 1 Corinthians 16:21, Colossians
4:15–18, and 2 Thessalonians 3:17. What do they tell us about the
use of literary assistants?
Thus, both Old Testament and New Testament writers used literary
assistants or scribes to write down the messages God had given them.
From New Testament times we know that at times scribes used a
wax tablet to take down the gist of what the author wanted to say
before they wrote a good copy of the letter. Prior to sending it, the
author would go over the letter to make sure it conveyed to the reader
what he wanted to say.
Ellen White also used literary helpers. Here’s why:
1. With formal schooling ending at the age of nine, she recognized
her own limitations as a writer. “I am not a grammarian. I will try, if
the Lord will help me, at forty-five years old to become a scholar in
the science. God will help me. I believe He will.”—Selected
Messages, book 3, p. 90. Thus, some of her assistants functioned as
her copy editors.
2. The great demand for her writings made it necessary for her to
have literary help. “After my husband’s death, faithful helpers joined
me, who labored untiringly in the work of copying the testimonies and
preparing articles for publication.”—Selected Messages, book 1, p. 50.
3. Because most of her books were not written as books but were
put together from previously written material, she needed special
assistance in their production. Marian Davis was Ellen White’s bookmaker. “She takes my articles which are published in the papers, and
pastes them in blank books. She also has a copy of all the letters I
write. In preparing a chapter for a book, Marian remembers that I have
written something on that special point, which may make the matter
more forcible. She begins to search for this, and if when she finds it,
she sees that it will make the chapter more clear, she adds it. The
books are not Marian’s productions, but my own, gathered from all my
writings.”—Selected Messages, book 3, p. 91.
How does this understanding help us better grasp how inspiration works? What wrong views might you have held on the topic
of inspiration?
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1. The vision was accompanied by some physical evidence.
2. The tenor of the person’s life showed evidence that he or she
was led by God.
3. The message of the vision coincided with what the Bible says.
III. Inspiration and Literary Assistants (Read Romans 16:22 and 1 Corinthians
16:21.)
Despite all the technology of today, people still need to use literary assistants
for a variety of reasons. How much more this would have been true during
the time that the Bible was written by hand. Imagine how long it would have
taken a prophet to write out everything in his or her own handwriting.
Consider This:

1. Is Romans any less inspired than 1 Corinthians?
2. Why do you think Paul would have someone else write his letter to
the Romans?
Surely God is big enough and great enough to protect His words and
preserve them for our education and guidance today.

STEP 3—Practice
Class Activity: When you were a child, at some time or other you
probably played the game gossip. The teacher or leader would say a sentence in someone’s ear and that person would whisper it to the next person and so on. By the time the sentence got back to the teacher, it rarely
resembled what the teacher originally had said.
(Try this in your class, if you have time.)

l

Thought Questions:
1 In the eighth century B.C. the prophet Isaiah, son of Amoz, wrote the
book of Isaiah. Read Isaiah 53:3–5. What is he describing? If God had not
been the one who was inspiring the writers of the Bible, such as Isaiah,
Daniel, or Jeremiah, how do you think it would have all fit together as it
does?
C O N T I N U E D
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Inspiration and the Book of Luke
What does Luke say about how his Gospel came into existence, and
what does this tell us about inspiration? Luke 1:1–4.
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
In writing his Gospel, Luke doesn’t seem to have relied on dreams
or visions. Neither was he an eyewitness to the events he describes.
Instead, he worked from what he had learned from others, all, no
doubt, under the inspiration and guidance of the Holy Spirit, which
ensured that what he wrote down was in harmony with the historical
events and God’s will.
In the New Testament, the apostle Paul not only received information orally from others (1 Cor. 1:10, 11) but in a few places quoted
from the writings of pagan authors. For example, in Acts 17:28 he
quotes from the Cilician poet Aratus (ca. 315–240 B.C.) who wrote, “It
is with Zeus that every one of us in every way has to do, for we are
also his offspring.” See also 1 Corinthians 15:33 and Titus 1:12, where
Paul quoted other sources, all in order to teach inspired truth.
Ellen White from time to time used other books as sources for her
own works. In the introduction to The Great Controversy she wrote:
“The great events which have marked the progress of reform in past
ages are matters of history, well known and universally acknowledged
by the Protestant world; they are facts which none can gainsay. . . . In
some cases where a historian has so grouped together events as to
afford, in brief, a comprehensive view of the subject, or has summarized details in a convenient manner, his words have been quoted; but
in some instances no specific credit has been given, since the quotations are not given for the purpose of citing that writer as authority,
but because his statement affords a ready and forcible presentation of
the subject. In narrating the experience and views of those carrying
forward the work of reform in our own time, similar use has been
made of their published works.”—Pages xi and xii.
Prophets using other sources? Many people find that disturbing. What does this tell us, though, about how inspiration can
work? If you think about it, what’s wrong with prophets under
the guidance of the Holy Spirit going to other sources as a way
of helping express truth?
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There are people today who believe that God spoke to the prophets of
l
the past but that there are no modern prophets or that God does not speak
2

to us today. Is it our responsibility to convince them, or does the Holy
Spirit alone have to do the convincing? Give reasons for your answer.

l

Application Questions:
1 What New Testament texts can you cite that show Isaiah’s prophecy to
have been true? What does that reveal to you about the reliability of God’s
Word?

What other prophecies from the Old Testament can you cite whose full
fillment is shown in the New Testament? How might this be used as an
2

effective way of witnessing?
If time permits, list the Old Testament and New
Testament texts on a flip chart for everyone to see. Ask: How can knowing this strengthen your belief in prophecy?

Consider This:

n How can the comparison of Old Testament prophecies and their New
Testament fulfillment strengthen someone else’s faith in the whole Bible?
STEP 4—Apply
Because God loves us so very much, He wants to give us all the help we
need to live in a close relationship with Him. This includes the Bible and
all its prophecies and the Spirit of Prophecy written by Ellen G. White. He
also will speak directly to us through His Holy Spirit, if we only will listen.
However, there will be times we may wrestle in our understanding of the
Bible or the Spirit of Prophecy. When this happens, what should we do? What
guidelines can we follow to resolve conflicts? Consider the following ideas:
1. Pray for God’s enlightenment.
2. Consider the principle involved.
3. Consider the time and place of the writing and the writer’s culture.
4. Discuss your findings with other Christians whom you respect
spiritually.
5. Wait on the Lord to reveal the answer.
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Further Study: Read Ellen G. White, “The Inspiration of the
Prophetic Writers,” pp. 15–23, in Selected Messages, book 1.

1

2

3

“Yet now when I send you a testimony of warning and reproof,
many of you declare it to be merely the opinion of Sister White. You
have thereby insulted the Spirit of God. You know how the Lord has
manifested Himself through the Spirit of prophecy. Past, present, and
future have passed before me. I have been shown faces that I had never
seen, and years afterward I knew them when I saw them. I have been
aroused from my sleep with a vivid sense of subjects previously presented to my mind and I have written, at midnight, letters that have
gone across the continent, and arriving at a crisis, have saved great
disaster to the cause of God. This has been my work for many years.
A power has impelled me to reprove and rebuke wrongs that I had not
thought of. Is this work of the last thirty-six years from above or from
beneath? . . .
“. . . In these letters which I write, in the testimonies I bear, I am
presenting to you that which the Lord has presented to me. I do not
write one article in the paper, expressing merely my own ideas. They
are what God has opened before me in vision—the precious rays of
light shining from the throne.”—Ellen G. White, Selected Messages,
book 1, p. 27.

Discussion Questions:
1 As a class, read your answers to Sunday’s study and compare
●
notes on which prophets members were able to relate to. Which
prophets were picked, and why?
2 Some people have worked on the assumption that some parts
●
of the Bible are more inspired than others. Though it’s true that
some parts might be more relevant to us today than others, that’s
radically different from the idea that some parts are more
inspired than others. What’s the great danger of taking such a
position? As you think about it, ask yourself the following questions: Who decides which parts are more inspired than others?
What criteria does one use to make that determination? Where
does the authority to make these decisions come from? What
happens when people disagree about which parts are more
inspired than others?
3 Think about the life and teachings of Ellen White during her
●
long years of ministry. Despite the large amount of misinformation out there about her and her ministry, and despite the frequency with which her writings have been abused, what great
evidence and reasons do we have for believing in the reality of her
prophetic gift?
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