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Preface

In twenty-two years of teaching systematic theology, | have
often wished for a recent introductory textbook written from an evan-
gelical perspective. While the textbooks written by Charles Hodge,
Augustus Strong, Louis Berkhof, and others served admirably for their
day, there was no way they could anticipate and respond to the recent
developments in theology and other disciplines. Christian Theology rep
resents an attempt to fill that need for our day.

This volume is intended to serve as a text for an introductory semi-
nary course in systematic theology. It is designed to be supplemented by
the three-volume Readings in Christian Theology which | previously
edited, but it can also be used independently of those sources. As a
student textbook it does not treat in depth all of the technical problems
that advanced scholars would investigate, but it does deal with issues
which lay persons will raise in the circles in which evangelical students
will minister.

I have found it necessary to resist the temptation to write an entire
book on the topic of each chapter. The negative result has been the
danger of being superficial. The positive result for me personally is the
gaining of an agenda for several dozen more books. | have deliberately
avoided making this work a bibliographical collection of references to
all the available literature on each topic (although a certain amount of
guidance for further reading is provided). As a work in systematic
theology, however, this treatise does utilize the results of a great deal of
the work which evangelicals have done in the area of exegesis. Thus,

9




10 Preface

ordinarily we will not get ourselves involved in the type of detailed
exegesis that swells the pages of a work like Karl Barth’s Church Dog-
ma tics.

This volume assumes the reader’s familiarity with the contents of the
Old and New Testaments and with the history of Christianity. It also
assumes that the reader possesses a rudimentary knowledge of New
Testament Greek. Those who lack this background will not, however,
find this volume unusable, although they may at points need to consult
reference works. No reading knowledge of biblical Hebrew is presup-
posed. The transliterations follow the nontechnical transliteration sys-
tem found in the Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament.’

The discerning reader will soon discover that the organization and
the conclusions of this book are of the type sometimes referred to as
classical. Christian Theology, a volume edited by Peter C. Hodgson and
Robert H. King, discusses several traditional doctrines of systematic
theology in terms of their classical formulations, the challenge of mod-
ern consciousness, and modern reformulations.? In doing theology to-
day, one may refuse or fail to recognize this modern consciousness,
acknowledge but not accept it, or fully accept it. | have chosen the
second option. 1 believe that the theologian must be fully aware of this
modern consciousness, both in theological and broader cultural devel-
opments, respond to it, and utilize it where it is valid. Because this
consciousness itself rests upon presuppositions which | do not person-
ally accept and which at points seem to me to be untenable, particularly
in their ultimate implications, | find that many of its aspects are not
compelling.

In particular, | attempt to approach the Scriptures postcritically,
rather than critically, precritically, or uncritically. My reservations
about the utility of the more extreme forms of critical methodology did
not originate with a naive biblicism. Rather, they have sprung from the
study of ancient philosophy, particularly a course on Plato at the Univer-
sity of Chicago and a course on Aristotle at Northwestern University. In
each case, the professor found fault with form-critical approaches to
dating and organizing the thought of the philosopher under consider-
ation. This skepticism has been nurtured by the work of nontheologians
such as Walter Kaufmann®and C. S. Lewis.*

1. Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, ed. G. Johannes Botterweck and
Helmer Ringgren, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), vol. 1, pp. XX-Xxi.

2. Christian Theology, ed. Peter C. Hodgson and Robert H. King (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1982).

3. Walter Kautmann, Critigue of Religion and Philosophy (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
dav, 196 1), pp. 377-96.

3. (. S Lewis, “Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism,” in Christian Reflections
(Cirand Rapids:Eerdmans, 1974), pp. 152-65.

Preface 11

The theology of the author of this book is that of classical orthodoxy,
Some have considered such a position to be merely the absolutizing of
one period in theology. Paul Tillich, for example, characterizes funda-
mentalism as speaking from a situation of the past and elevating some-
thing finite and transitory to infinite and eternal validity® Better
informed is the observation of Kirsopp Lake that fundamentalism re-
flects the view of the biblical writers and was once universally held by
all Christians.® In attempting to maintain the delicate balance between
biblical authority and contemporary statement, | have chosen the
former at those points where a choice seemed to be necessitated.

There is currently considerable controversy over the use of “sexist”
and “nonsexist” language. While | share the concern for not excluding
half the human race by the use of nouns and pronouns, it is well to be
mindful of the fact that the English language still lacks an accepted
singular common-gender third-person pronoun, and in some cases, the
use of “human being” or “humankind” is awkward. The reader should,
however, understand that from the author’s perspective, gender and sex
are not equivalent. Indeed, in some languages, there is little relationship
between the two. Thus, as some legal documents say, “The masculine
shall be understood as representing the feminine, and the singular the
plural, where appropriate.” Consequently, the third-person singular
masculine pronoun and the term man when used herein shall be under-
stood as designating maleness only where the context clearly indicates
such.

Many persons have contributed to this book’s being brought into
reality. | owe an immense debt to numerous theologians whose writings
I have read and especially those with whom | have studied personally.
Three of the latter stand out for their influence upon my theological
understanding. Bernard Ramm, currently professor of systematic theol-
ogy at American Baptist Seminary of the West, Berkeley, California, was
my first theology professor. In his courses my interest in theology grew
into a love for the subject. William Hordern, now president of Lutheran
Theological Seminary, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, was my mentor in the
doctoral program at Northwestern University and Garrett Theological
Seminary (now Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary). Not only did
he introduce me to the intricacies of the issues of recent theology, but his
openness to and appreciation for viewpoints other than his own permit-
ted me the freedom to develop with integrity my own evangelical posi-
tion. Wolfhart Pannenberg, with whom | was privileged to engage in

5. Paul Tillich, Svstematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1951), vol. 1, p. 3.
6. Kirsopp Lake, The Religion of Yesterday and Tomorrow (Boston: Houghton, 1926), p.
61,



12 Preface

postdoctoral studies at the University of Munich, challenged me with his
clear, profound, and penetrating insight into theological issues. These
three men, representing widely varied theological positions, have con-
tributed to my theological maturation and given me models as scholars,
teachers, and persons. This volume is dedicated to these three theolo-
gians, in expression of my appreciation for what | have learned from
them.

Colleagues at my own institution and elsewhere have offered insights
and encouragement. Two suggestions by Clark Pinnock, professor of
systematic theology at McMaster Divinity College, Hamilton, Ontario,
were very helpful: “Don’t be a slave to exhaustiveness,” and “Let it sing
like a hymn, not read like a telephone book.” | have striven to be
comprehensive, covering all areas of theology, but without dealing with
every possible detail and point of view. | have also tried to include,
wherever possible, practical applications and notes of doxology to-
gether with the factual material. While acknowledging gratefully the
assistance of these several persons, | accept full responsibility for all
shortcomings of the book.

I wish to thank others who have helped expedite the publication of
this volume. The administration and the board of regents of Bethel
College and Seminary granted me a sabbatical leave, which enabled me
to do much of the writing. | especially wish to thank the faculty of
divinity, New College, University of Edinburgh, and particularly its
dean, Dr. A. C. Ross, and its librarian, J. V. Howard, for providing me
with facilities for research and writing during the summer of 1983.

Laurie Dirnberger typed most of the manuscript for parts 1-4, with
assistance from Lorraine Swanson. Aletta Whittaker transcribed the
typewritten original of parts 5-8 on computer disks; she and Pat Krohn
typed portions of the manuscript for parts 9-1 2.

Many students over the years have helped to shape the contents of
this book, especially through their questions in class. My teaching assist-
ant, Dan Erickson, read the entire manuscript. Mark Moulton read parts
9- 12. Bruce Kallenberg did an independent study course in the subject
areas covered in parts 1-4, as did Randy Russ in the areas covered in
parts 5-8. All four gave me comments from a student perspective,
helping me to anticipate student reactions and adjust my writing ac-
cordingly. Three recent students particularly encouraged me to com-
plete the manuscript for parts I-4 and supported me in prayer: David
McCullum, Stanley Olson, and Randy Russ.

Specialthanks are due to the Cross of Glory Baptist Church of
Hopkins, Minnesota, which | served as interim pastor during the entire
periodofwriting parts 5H. This fine suburban congregation served as
nn churchlaboratory for the theological concepts which 1 was develop-

Preface 13

ing. Particularly in the Sunday evening feedback sessions and the
Wednesday Bible studies, | was impressed again with the theological
interest and competency of lay persons, and was enabled to sharpen my
formulation and expression of the thoughts in this section.

The editorial staff of Baker Book House have once again been most
helpful and encouraging. In particular, 1 wish to salute Ray Wiersma,
the project editor who gave a major portion of two years to the editing of
this enormous project. His thorough and careful work has done much to
insure accuracy and readable style.

My family has encouraged me in this extended project, showing
understanding when the demands of the task and the deadlines which
had to be met meant alterations of customary schedules. My wife Ginnie
has helped me through those moments of doubt understood only by
someone who has undertaken a task of this type.

The growing cadre of producing scholars on the Bethel Theological
Seminary faculty proved to be a support group through the times when
both persistence and patience were indispensable.

The effort that has gone into this volume will have been well spent if it
is a means by which some who “received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue
to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you
were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness” (Col. 2:7, NIV). In 2
Timothy 2:2 Paul wrote some words of instruction to Timothy, which |
have taken as a guide in the preparation of Christian Theology, and which
I commend also to those who read it: “And what you have heard from me
before many witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach
others also.”

Arden Hills, Minnesota
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What Is Theology?

The Nature of Religion
The Definition of Theology

Locating (Systematic) Theology on the Theological Map
Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology
Systematic Theology and Historical Theology
Systematic Theology and Philosophical Theology

The Need for Tﬁeology

The Starting Point of Theology
Theology as Science

Why the Bible?

The Nature of Religion

Man is a wondrous and complex being. He is capable of executing
intricate physical feats, of performing abstract intellectual calculations,
of producing incredible beauty of sight and sound. Beyond this, man is
incurably religious. For wherever we find man-in widely different cul-
tures geographically dispersed and at all points from the dimmest
moments of recorded history to the present-we also find religion.
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18 Studying God

Religion is one of those terms that we all assume we understand, but
few of us can really define. Wherever one finds disagreement or at least
variety in the definitions or descriptions of an object or activity, there is
reason to believe either that there have not been sufficient study into,
reflections on, and discussion of the subject, or that its matter is too rich
and complex to be gathered into a single comprehensive statement.

Certain common features appear in many descriptions of religion.
There is belief in something higher than the individual human person
himself. This may be a personal god, a whole collection of supernatural
beings, a force within nature, a set of values, or the human race as a
whole (humanity). Typically there is a distinction between sacred and
secular (or profane). This distinction may be extended to persons,
objects, places, and practices. The degree of force with which it is held
varies among religions and among the adherents of a given religion.’

Religion also ordinarily involves a world-and-life view, that is, a per-
spective upon or general picture of reality as a whole, and a conception
of how the individual is to relate to the world in the light of this perspec-
tive. A set of practices, of either ritual or ethical behavior, or both,
attaches to a religion. And certain attitudes or feelings, such as awe,
guilt, and a sense of mystery, are found in religion. There is some sort of
relationship or response to the object which is higher than the individual
human; for example, commitment, worship, or prayer.2 Finally, there are
often, but not always, certain social dimensions. Groups of one type or
another arc frequently formed on the basis of a common religious
stance or commitment.”

Attempts have been made to find one common essence in all religion.
For example, during much of the Middle Ages, particularly in the West,
religion was thought of as belief or dogma What distinguished Chris-
tianity from Judaism or Hinduism was a differing set of beliefs. When
the Reformation occurred, it was differing doctrines (or dogmas) that
were thought of as distinguishing Protestant Christianity from Roman
Catholicism. Even Protestant denominations were seen as differing from
one another primarily in their ideas about the respective roles of divine
sovereignty and human freedom, baptism, the structure of church
government, and similar topics.

It was natural that doctrinal teachings should have been seen as
primarv during the period from the beginning of the Middle Ages

1. Willizun P Alston, “Religion,” in Encvelopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New
York Macmillan, 1967), vol. 7, pp.141-42.

2 Ihid.

E"Relieion, Social Aspects of e Encvelopaedia Britannica, 15th ed., Macropaedia,

vol 15 ppoend 13,
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through the eighteenth century. Since philosophy was a strong, well--
established discipline, the character of religion as a world-view would
naturally be emphasized. And since the behavioral sciences were still in
their infancies, relatively little was said about religion as a social institu-
tion or about the psychological phenomena of religion.

With the start of the nineteenth century, however, the understanding
of the locus of religion shifted. Friedrich Schleiermacher, in his On
Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, rejected the idea of either
dogma or ethics as the locus of religion. Rather, Schleiermacher said,
religion is a matter of feeling, either of feeling in general, or of the feeling
of absolute dependence.* This view has been developed by the phe-
nomenological analysis of thinkers such as Rudolf Otto, who spoke of
the numinous, the awareness of the holy.5 This has been continued in
much of twentieth-century religious thought, with its reaction against
logical categories and “rationalism.” The “Jesus religion” which flour-
ished in the 1970s was a widespread manifestation of emphasis on
feeling.

Schleiermacher’s formulation was in large part a reaction to the work
of Immanuel Kant. Although Kant was a philosopher rather than a
theologian, his three famous critiques-The Critique of Pure Reason
(1781), The Critique of Practical Reason (1788), and The Critique of
Judgment (1790)—had an immense impact upon philosophy of religion.6
In the first of these, he refuted the idea that it is possible to have theo-
retical knowledge of objects transcendent to sense experience. This of
course disposed of the possibility of any real knowledge of or cognitive
basis for religion as traditionally understood.” Rather, Kant determined
that religion is an object of the practical reason. He deemed that God,
norms, and immortal life are necessary as postulates without which
morality cannot function.8 Thus religion became a matter of ethics. This
view of religion was applied to Christian theology by Albrecht Ritschl,
who said that religion is a matter of moral judgments.®

How then shall we regard religion? It is my contention that religion is
all of these-belief or doctrine, feeling or attitudes, and a way of life or

4. Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (New
York: Harper and Row, 1958).

5. Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy (New York: Oxford University, 1958).

6. A. C. McGiffert, Protestant Thought Before Kant (New York: Harper, 1961), obvioudy
thinks of Kant as a watershed in the development of Protestant thought even though
Kant was a philosopher, not a theologian.

7. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, “Transcendental Analytic,” book 1, chap-
ter 2, section 2.

8. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, part 1, book 2, chapter 2, section 5.

9. Albrecht Ritschl, “Theology and Metaphysics,” in Three Essays, trans. Philip Hefner
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), pp. 149-215.



20 Studying God

manner of behaving. Christianity fits all these criteria of religion. It is a
way of life, a kind of behavior, a style of living. And it is this not in the
sense merely of isolated individual experience, but of giving birth to
social groups. Christianity also involves certain feelings, such as depend-
ence, love, and fulfilment. And Christianity most certainly involves a set
of teachings, a way of viewing reality and oneself, and a perspective
from which the whole of experience makes sense.

To be a worthy member of a group named after a particular leader,
one must adhere to the teachings of that leader. For example, a Platonist
is one who in some sense holds to the conceptions taught by Plato; a
Marxist is one who accepts the teachings of Karl Marx. Insofar as the
leader also advocated a way of life inseparable from the message which
he taught, it is essential that the follower also emulate these practices.
We usually distinguish, however, between inherent (or essential) prac-
tices and accidental (or incidental) practices. To be a Platonist, one need
not live in Athens and speak classical Greek. To be a Marxist, one need
not be a Jew, study in the British Museum, or ride a bicycle.

In the same fashion, a Christian need not wear sandals or a beard, or
live in Palestine. But those who claim to be Christians will believe what
Jesus taught and practice what he commanded, such as, “Love your
neighbor as yourself.” For accepting Jesus as Lord means making him
the authority by which we conduct our lives. What then is involved in
being a Christian? James Orr put it well: “He who with his whole heart
believes in Jesus as the Son of God is thereby committed to much else
besides. He is committed to a view of God, to a view of man, to a view of
sin, to a view of Redemption, to a view of the purpose of God in creation
and history, to a view of human destiny found only in Christianity.”°

It seems reasonable, then, to say that holding the beliefs that Jesus
held and taught is a part of what it means to be a Christian or a follower
of Christ. And it is the study of these beliefs that is the particular con-
cern of Christian theology. Belief is not the whole of Christianity. There
is an experience or set of experiences involved, including love, humility,
adoration and worship. There are practices, both ethical in nature and
also ritualistic or devotional. There are social dimensions of Christianity,
involving relationships both with other Christians in what is usually
termed the church, and with non-Christians in the world as a whole.
Other disciplines of inquiry and knowledge investigate these dimensions
of Christianity. But the central task of examining, interpreting, and
organizing the teachings of the one from whom this religion takes its
name belongs to Christian theology.

10. James Orr, The Christian View of God and the World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1954), p. 4.
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The actual living-out and personal practice of religion, including the
holding of doctrinal beliefs, occur on the level of primary experience.
There is also a level of reflection upon what is occurring on the primary
level. The discipline which concerns itself with describing, analyzing,
criticizing, and organizing the doctrines is theology. Thus theology is a
second-level activity, as contrasted with religion. It is to religion what
psychology is to human emotions, what aesthetics is to works of art,
what political science is to political behavior.

The Definition of Theology

The study or science of God is a good preliminary or basic definition
of theology. The God of Christianity is an active being, however, and so
there must be an initial expansion of this definition to include God’s
works and his relationship with them. Thus theology will also seek to
understand God’s creation, particularly man and his condition, and
God'’s redemptive working in relation to mankind.

Yet more needs to be said to indicate what this science does. So we
propose a more complete definition of. theology: that discipline which
strives to give a coherent statement of the doctrines of the Christian
faith, based primarily upon the Scriptures, placed in the context of
culture in general, worded in a contemporary idiom, and related to
issues of life.

1. Theology then is biblical. It takes as the primary source of its
content the canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. This is
not to say that it simply draws uncritically upon surface meanings of the
Scriptures. It utilizes the tools and methods of biblical research. It also
employs the insights of other areas of truth, which it regards as God’s
general revelation.

2. Theology is systematic. That is, it draws upon the whole of the
Bible. Rather than utilizing individual texts in isolation from one another,
it attempts to relate the various portions to one another, to coalesce the
varied teachings into some type of harmonious or coherent whole.

3. Theology also relates to the issues of general culture and learning.
Thus, it attempts to relate its view of origins to the concepts advanced
by science (or more correctly, such disciplines as cosmology), its view of
human nature to psychology’s understanding of personality, its concep-
tion of providence to the work of philosophy of history.

4. Theology must also be contemporary. While it treats timeless
issues, it must use language, concepts, and thought forms that make
some sense in the context of the present time. There is danger here.
Some theologies in attempting to deal with modern issues have restated
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the biblical materials in a way that distorted them. Thus we hear of the
“peril of modernizing Jesus,”!! a very real peril. In attempting to avoid
making Jesus just another nineteenth-century liberal, however, the mes-
sage is sometimes stated in such a fashion as to require the twentieth-
century person to become a first-century person in order to understand
it. As a result he finds himself able to deal only with problems which no
longer exist. Thus, the opposite peril, “the peril of archaizing ourselves,”?
must similarly be avoided.

It is not merely a matter of using today’s thought forms to express the
message. The Christian message should address the questions and the
challenges encountered today. Yet even here there needs to be caution
about too strong a commitment to a given set of issues. If the present
represents a change from the past, then presumably the future will also
be different from the present. A theology which identifies too closely
with the immediate present (i.e., the “today” and nothing but) will expose
itself to premature obsolescence.

5. Finally, theology is to be practical. By this we do not mean practical
theology in the technical sense (i.e., how to preach, counsel, evangelize,
etc.), but the idea that theology relates to living rather than merely to
belief. The Christian faith has something to say to help us with our
practical concerns. Paul, for instance, gave assurances about the second
coming and then said, “Comfort one another with these words” (1 Thess.
4:18). It should be noted, however, that theology must not be concerned
primarily with the practical dimensions. The practical effect or applica-
tion of a doctrine is a consequence of the truth of the doctrine, not the
reverse.

Locating (Systematic) Theology on the Theological Map

“Theology” is a widely used term. It is therefore necessary to identify
more closely the sense in which we are using it here. In the broadest

11. Henry J. Cadbury, The Peril of Modernizing jesis (New York: Macmillan, 1937). An
example of modernizing Jesus can be found in the nineteenth-century reconstructions of
the life of Jesus. George Tyrrell said of Adolf von Harnack’s construction of Jesus that
“the Christ that Harnack sees, looking back through nineteen centuries of Catholic dark-
ness, is only the reflection of a Liberal Protestant face, seen at the bottom of a deep well”
(Christianity at the Cross-Roads [London: Longmans, Green, 1910], p. 44).

12. Henry J. Cadbury, “The Peril of Archaizing Ourselves,” Interpretation 3 (1949):
33 1-37, Examples of people who archaize themselves are those who try to form communi-
tiesafterthe pattern of the early Christian church as it is described especialy in Acts 4-5,
or those who try to settle the question of the validity of drinking acoholic beverages on
the basis of New Testament practice, without asking in either case whether societal
changesirom biblical times to the present have atered the significance of the practices in
L(le‘SlI()lL
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Figure 1
Senses of “Theology”
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sense the word encompasses all subjects treated in a theological or
divinity school. In this sense, it includes such diverse subjects as Old
Testament, New Testament, church history, systematic theology, preach-
ing, Christian education, and counseling. A narrower sense of the word
refers to those endeavors which treat the specifically doctrinal charac-
ter of the Christian faith. Here are found such disciplines as biblical
theology, historical theology, systematic theology, and philosophical the-
ology. This is theology as contrasted with the history of the church as an
institution, the interpretation of the biblical text, or the techniques of the
practice of ministry. Within this collection of theological subjects (bibli-
cal theology, historical theology, etc.), we may isolate systematic theology
in particular. It is in this sense that the word theology will hereafter be
used in this work (unless there is specific indication to the contrary).
Finally, within systematic theology, there are various doctrines, such as
bibliology, anthropology, Christology, and theology proper (or the doc-
trine of God). To avoid confusion, when the last-mentioned doctrine is in
view, the expression “doctrine of God” will be used. Figure 1 may be
helpful in visualizing these relationships.

Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology

When we inquire regarding the relationship of systematic theology to
other doctrinal endeavors, we find a particularly close relationship
between systematic theology and biblical theology. The systematic theo-
logian is dependent upon the work and insights of the laborers in the
exegetical vineyard.

We need here to distinguish three senses of the expression “biblical
theology.” Biblical theology may be thought of as the movement by that
name which arose in the 1940s, flourished in the 1950s, and declined in
the 1960s.!* This movement had many affinities with neoorthodox

13. James Smart, The Past, Present, und Future of Biblical Theology (Philadelphia:
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theology. Many of its basic concepts were severely criticized, particularly
by James Barr in The Semantics of Biblical Language.'* The decline of
the biblical-theology movement has been documented by Brevard
Childs in his Biblical Theology in Crisis.'> It now begins to appear that
despite its name, the movement was not always especially biblical. In
fact, it was at times quite unbiblical.'®

A second meaning of biblical theology is the theological content of
the Old and New Testaments, or the theology found within the biblical
books. There are two approaches to biblical theology thus defined. One
is the purely descriptive approach advocated by Krister Stendahl.!? This
is simply a presentation of the theological teachings of Paul, John, and
the other New Testament writers. To the extent that it systematically
describes the religious beliefs of the first century, it could be considered
a systematic theology of the New Testament. (Those who see greater
diversity would speak of “theologies of the New Testament.”) This is
basically what Johann Philipp Gabler called biblical theology in the
broader sense or “true” biblical theology. Gabler also spoke of another
approach, namely, “pure” biblical theology, which is the isolation and
presentation of the unchanging biblical teachings which are valid for all
times. In this approach these teachings are purified of the contingent
concepts in which they were expressed in the Bible.18 We might today
call this the distinction between descriptive biblical theology and norma-
tive biblical theology. Note, however, that neither of these approaches is

Westminster, 1979), p. 10, rejects this idea that biblical theology was a movement, accept-
ing instead only our second meaning of biblical theology. He is therefore more optimistic
about the future of biblical theology than is Brevard Childs.

14. James Barr, Semantics of Biblical Language (New York: Oxford University, 1961).

15. Brevard Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970).

16. An example is W. D. Davies's conception of “the resurrection body” of 2 Corin-
thians 5 (Paul and Rabbinic Judaism [London: S.P.C.K.,1955], pp. 310-18). Cadbury com-
ments regarding neoorthodoxy, “It is not much different from modernization since the
current theology often is simply read into the older documents and then out again. It is
the old segquence of eisegesis and exegesis. | do not mean merely that modern words are
used to describe the teaching of the Bible like demonic or encounter, and the more
philosophical vocabulary affected by modern thinkers. Even when the language is accu-
rately biblical., it does not mean as used today what it first meant” (“The Peril of Archaiz-
ing Ourselves,” p. 333).

17. Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” in The Interpreter’s Diction-
arv of the Bible, ed. George Buttrick (New York: Abingdon, 1962), vol. 1, pp. 418-32.

18. Johann Philipp Gabler, “Von der richtigen Unterscheidung der biblischen und der
dogmatischen Theologie und der rechten Bestimmung ihrer beider Zeile” in Biblische
I'hieologic des Neuen Testaments in ihrer Anfangszeit (Marburg: N. G. Elwert, 1972), pp.
272-84; John Sandvs-Wunsch and Laurence Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction
Between iblical and Dogmatic Theology: Trandation, Commentary, and Discussion of
HisOrviginality,” Scorrish Jowrnal of Theology 33 (1980): 133-58.
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dogmatics or systematic theology, since no attempt is made to contem-
porize or to state these unchanging concepts in a form suitable for our
day’s understanding. Brevard Childs has suggested that this is the direc-
tion in which biblical theology needs to move in the future.19 It is this
second meaning of biblical theology, in either the “true” or the “pure”
sense, that will ordinarily be in view when the term “biblical theology”
appears in this writing.

A final meaning of the expression “biblical theology” is simply theol-
ogy which is biblical, that is, based upon and faithful to the teachings of
the Bible. In this sense, systematic theology of the right kind will be
biblical theology. It is not simply based upon biblical theology; it is bibli-
cal theology. Our goal is systematic biblical theology. Our goal is “pure”
biblical theology (in the second sense) contemporized. The systematic
theologian draws upon the product of the biblical theologian’s work.
Biblical theology is the raw material, as it were, with which systematic
theology works.

Systematic Theology and Historical Theology

Historical theology is the study of theology as it has been developed
through the centuries of the church’s history. If New Testament theology
is the systematic theology of the first century, then historical theology
studies the systematic theologies held and taught by various theologians
throughout the history of the church. There are two major ways to
organize historical theology. It may be approached through studying the
theology of a given time or a given theologian or school of theology with
respect to several key areas of doctrine. Thus, the theology of each
successive century or major period of time would be examined sequen-
tially.20 This might be termed the synchronic approach. The other
approach is to trace the history of thought regarding a given doctrine
(or a series of them) down through the periods of the church’s life.2! This
could be called a diachronic approach. For instance, the history of the
doctrine of the atonement from biblical times to the present might be
examined. Then the doctrine of the church might similarly be surveyed.
This latter method of organizing the study of historical theology is often
referred to as the history of doctrines, whereas the former approach is
generally termed the history of Christian thought.

19. Childs, Biblical Theology, pp. 99ff.

20. E.g., Jarodav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago,
1971-), 5 vols.

21. E.g., Louis Berkhof, The History of Christian Doctrines (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans,
1949).
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The systematic theologian finds significant values in the study of
historical theology. First of all, it makes us more self-conscious and
self-critical, more aware of our own presuppositions. We all bring to the
study of the Bible (or of any other material) a particular perspective
which is very much affected by the historical and cultural situation in
which we are rooted. Without being aware of it, we screen all that we
consider through the filter of our own understanding (or “preunder-
standing”). An interpretation already enters at the level of perception.
The question is, How can we control and channel this preunderstanding
S0 as to prevent it from distorting the material being worked with? If we
are aware of our own presuppositions, we can make a conscious com-
pensation for these biases. But how do we recognize that our preunder-
standing is our way of perceiving the truth, and not the way things are?
One way to do this is to study the varying interpretations held and
statements made at different times in the church’s life. This shows us
that there are alternative ways of viewing the matter. It also makes us
sensitive to the manner in which culture affects one’s thinking. It is
possible to study the christological formulations of the fourth and fifth
centuries and recognize the influence which Greek metaphysics had
upon the way in which the categories were developed. One may do so,
however, without realizing that one’s own interpretation of the biblical
materials about the person of Christ (and one’s own interpretation of
fourth-century Christology) is similarly affected by the intellectual milieu
of the present. Failure to realize this must surely be a case of intellectual
presbyopia.?? Observing how culture influenced theological thinking in
the past should call our attention to what is happening to us.

A second value of historical theology is that we can learn to do theol-
ogy by studying how others have done it before us. Thomas Aquinas’s
adaptation of Aristotelian metaphysics to stating the Christian faith can
be instructive as to how we might employ contemporary ideologies in
expressing theological concepts today. The study of the theologizing of a
John Calvin, a Karl Barth, or an Augustine will give us a good model and
should inspire us in our activity.

A third value of historical theology is that it may provide a means of

22. Some of the theologians who discuss topics like the “Hebrew mind,” “functional
Christology,” and the “unity of human nature” fail to recognize the presuppositions they
bringto their analyses (existentialist, functiondist, and behaviorist respectively). Another
cascin point is Jack Rogers's analysis that the principles of biblical inspiration pro-
poundedbythe “Old Princeton” theologians were based on Scottish common-sense
vealism (“The Church Doctrine of Biblica  Authority,” in Biblical Authority, ed. Jack
Rogers { Waco, Tex.: Word, 1977], p. 39). In the same volume there is no equally specific

analvais ofRogerss own position. He characterizes it merely as Platonic/Augustinian as
opposed to Aristotelian, g misleading oversimplification.
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evaluating a particular idea. It is often difficult to see the implications
which a given concept involves. Yet frequently the ideas that seem so
novel today have actually had precursors at earlier periods in the life of
the church. In attempting to evaluate the implications of the Jehovah’s
Witnesses’ view of the person of Christ, one might examine the view
taught by Arius in the fourth century, and see where it actually led in
that case. History is theology’s laboratory, in which it can assess the ideas
that it espouses, or considers espousing.2? Those who fail to learn from
the past are, as George Santayana said, condemned to repeat it. If we
closely examine some of our “new” ideas in the light of the history of the
church, we will find that they are actually new forms of old conceptions.
One need not be committed to a cyclical view of history? to hold with
the author of Ecclesiastes that there is nothing new under the sun
(Eccles. 1:9).

Systematic Theology and Philosophical Theology

Systematic theology also utilizes philosophical theology.2> There are
three contributions which different theologians believe philosophy or
philosophy of religion may make to theology: philosophy may (1) supply
content for theology; (2) defend theology, or establish its truth; (3) scru-
tinize its concepts and its arguments. In the twentieth century, Karl
Barth reacted vigorously against the first of these three views, and to a
considerable extent against the second. His reaction was aimed at a type
of theology which had become virtually a philosophy of religion or
natural theology. At the same time, the influential school of analytical
philosophy restricted its work to the third type of activity. It is here that
there lies a major value of philosophy for the theologian: the scrutiny of
the meaning of terms and ideas employed in the theological task, the
criticizing of its arguments, and the sharpening of the message for clar-
ity. In the judgment of this writer, philosophy, within rather restricted
scope, also performs the second function, weighing the truth claims

23. Millard J. Erickson, “The Church and Stable Motion,” Christianity Today, 12
October 1973, 5. 7.

24, Cyclical views of history hold that instead of making progress toward a god in a
more or less straight-line fashion, history is smply repeating the same patterns. Cyclical
views are usualy pessimistic. A religious example is Hinduism, with its belief in repeated
reincarnations of the soul.

25. Philosophical theology is theologizing which draws upon the input of philosophy
rather than using merely biblicadl materials. Traditionally, such philosophica theology
utilized metaphysics very heavily. In the twentieth century, it has tended to utilize logic (in
the broadest sense of that word), thus becoming more analytical than speculative or
constructive.
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advanced by theology, and giving part of the basis for accepting the
message. Thus philosophy may serve to justify in part the endeavor in
which theology is engaged.?* While philosophy, along with other disci-
plines of knowledge, may also contribute something from general reve-
lation to the understanding of theological conceptions, this contribution
is very minor compared to the special revelation which we have in the
Bible.

The Need for Theology

But is there really a need for theology? If | love Jesus, is that not
sufficient? Indeed, theology seems to have certain disadvantages. It
complicates the Christian message, making it confusing and difficult for
the lay person to understand. It thus seems to hinder, rather than help,
the communication of the Christian truth. Does not theology divide
rather than unite the church, the body of Christ? Note the number of
denominational divisions which have taken place because of a differ-
ence of understanding and belief in some minute area. Is theology, then,
really desirable, and is it helpful? Several considerations suggest that the
answer to this question is yes.

1. Theology is important because correct doctrinal beliefs are essen-
tial to the relationship between the believer and God. One of these
beliefs deals with the existence and character of God. The writer to the
Hebrews, in describing those who, like Abel and Enoch, pleased God,
stated: “And without faith it is impossible to please him. For whoever
would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards
those who seek him” (Heb. 11:6). The author does not mean that one
who attempts to approach God may be rejected because of lack of such
a faith in him, but that one would not even attempt to approach God
unless he already had this belief.

Belief in the deity of Jesus Christ also seems essential to the relation-
ship. After Jesus had asked his disciples what men thought of him, he
also asked, “But who do you say that | am?” Peter’s response, “You are
the Christ, the Son of the living God,” met with Jesus’ resounding ap-
proval (Matt. 16:13-19). It is not sufficient to have a warm, positive,
affirming feeling towards Jesus. One must have correct understanding

26. Although philosophy cannot prove the truth of Christian theology, it can evaluate
the cogency of the evidence advanced, the logical validity of its arguments, and the
meaningfulness or ambiguity of the concepts. On this basis philosophy offers evidence for
the truth of Christianity, without claiming to prove it in some conclusive fashion. There
arc philosophical and historical evidences which can be advanced, but not in such a way
as to offer an extremely probable induction.
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and belief. Similarly, the humanity of Jesus is important. First John was
written to combat the teachings of some who said that Jesus had not
really become human. These “docetists” maintained that Jesus only
seemed to be human, that his humanity was merely an appearance.
John pointed out the importance of belief in the humanity of Jesus
when he wrote: “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit which
confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every
spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God” (1 John 4:2-3). Finally,
in Romans 10:9-10 Paul ties belief in the resurrection of Christ (which, it
should be noted, is both a historical event and a doctrine) directly into
the salvation experience: “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord
and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved. For man believes with his heart and so is justified, and he con-
fesses with his lips and so is saved.” These are but a few examples of the
importance of correct belief. Theology, which concerns itself with defin-
ing and establishing correct belief, is consequently important.

2. Theology is necessary because truth and experience are related.
While some would deny or at least question this connection, in the long
run the truth will affect our experience. A man who falls from the tenth
story may shout as he passes each window on the way down, “I’'m still
doing fine,” and may mean it, but eventually the facts of the matter will
catch up with his experience. We may continue to live on happily for
hours and even days after a close loved one has, unknown to us, passed
away, but again the truth will come with crushing effect upon our expe-
rience. Since the meaning and truth of the Christian faith will eventually
have ultimate bearing on our experience, we must come to grips with
hem.

3. Theology is needful because of the large number of alternatives
andchallengers abroad at the present time. Secular alternatives abound,
micluding the humanism which makes man the highest object of value,
and the scientific method that seeks truth without recourse to revela-
rionfrom a divine being. Marxism, with its large following and powerful
appeal to the satisfaction of some of man’s most basic needs, is avowedly
upposed to the Christian view of reality. Other religions now compete
wit h Christianity, even in once supposedly secure Western civilization. It
s not merely automobiles, electronic devices, and cameras which are
xported to the United States from the East. Eastern religion is now also

hallenging the once virtually exclusive domain of Christianity. Islam
has captured the loyalty of some Westerners. Numerous quasi religions
Iso make their appeal. Countless psychological self-help systems are
dvocated. Cults are not restricted to the big-name varieties (e.g., Jeho-
ah’s Witnesses, Mormonism). Numerous groups, some of which seem to
wact ice virtual brainwashing and mind control, now attract individuals
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who wish an alternative to straight Christianity. Finally, many varieties of
teaching, some mutually contradictory, exist within Christianity.

The solution to the confusion is not merely to determine which are
false views and attempt to refute them. The Treasury Department trains
agents to detect counterfeit money not by having them study false bills,
but by having them examine numerous samples of genuine money.
They look at it, feel it, scrutinize it in every way. Then, when finally the
agents are given bogus bills, they immediately recognize the difference.
Similarly, understanding correctly the doctrinal teachings of Christian-
ity is the solution to the confusion created by the myriad of claimants to
belief.

The Starting Point of Theology

The theologian attempting to develop a systematic treatment of
Christian theology early encounters a dilemma regarding the question
of starting point. Should theology begin with the idea of God, or with the
nature and means of our knowledge of him? In terms of our task here,
should the doctrine of God be treated first, or the doctrine of Scripture?
If, on the one hand, one begins with God, the question arises, How can
anything meaningful be said about him without our having examined
the nature of the revelation about him? On the other hand, beginning
with the Bible or some other source of revelation seems to assume the
existence of God, undermining its right to be considered a revelation at
all. The dilemma which theology faces here is really no different in kind
from philosophy’s problem of the priority of metaphysics or episte-
mology. On the one hand, there really cannot be an investigation of an
object without having decided upon the method of knowing. On the
other hand, however, the method of knowing will depend, to a large
extent, upon the nature of the object to be known.

The former alternative, beginning with a discussion of God before
considering the nature of Scripture, has been followed by a number of
traditional theologies. While some simply begin using the Scripture to
treat of God without formulating a doctrine of Scripture, the problem
with this is quite evident. A more common approach is to seek to estab-
lish the existence of God on some extrabiblical basis. A classic example
is the systematic theology of Augustus Hopkins Strong.2” He begins his
theology with the existence of God, but does not offer a proof of it.
Rather, he maintains that the idea of God is a first truth. It is a rational
intuition. It is not a piece of knowledge written on the soul, but an

27. Augustus H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Westwood, N.J.: Revell, 1907), pp, 52-70.
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assumption which is so basic that all other knowledge depends upon it.
It comes to consciousness as a result of sense experience, but is not
derived from that sense experience. It is held by everyone, is impossible
to deny, and cannot be resolved into or proved by any other ideas.
Another form of this approach utilizes a more empirical type of natural
theology. Thomas Aquinas maintained that the existence of God could
be proved by pure reason, without relying upon any external authority.
On the basis of his observations he formulated five proofs (or a fivefold
proof) for the existence of God (e.g., the proof from movement or
change, the proof from order in the universe). These proofs were for-
mulated independently of and prior to drawing upon the biblical
revelation.2

The usual development of the argument of both varieties of this
approach, the rational and the empirical, proceeds somewhat as follows:

1. God exists (this point is assumed as a first truth or established by
an empirical proof).

2. God has specially revealed himself in the Bible.

3. This special revelation must be investigated in order to determine
what God has revealed.

Certain problems attach to this approach, however. The first is that
the second statement above does not necessarily follow from the first.
Must we believe that God, of whose existence we are now convinced,
has revealed himself? The deists did not think so. The argument, if it is to
be an argument, must establish not only that God exists, but also that he
is of such a character that we may reasonably expect a revelation from
him.

The other problem concerns the identity of this god whose existence
has been established. It is assumed that this is the same God revealed in
Scripture. But is this so? Many other religions claim that the god whose
existence is thus established is the god revealed in their sacred writings.
Who is right? Is the god of Thomas’s fivefold proof the same as the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? The latter seems to have numerous quali-
ties and characteristics that the former does not necessarily possess. Is
not a further proof necessary, namely, that the god whose existence has
been established and the God of the Bible are the same being? And for
t hat matter, is the god whose existence is proven by various arguments
really just one being? Perhaps Thomas did not propound a fivefold
proof for the existence of one god, but rather single proofs for the

28. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles. For a more recent example of this
approach see Norman Geisler, Philosophy of Religion (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974).
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existence of five different gods-a creator, designer, mover, and so on. So
while the usual procedure is to establish the existence of God, and then
present proofs for the supernatural character and origin of the Bible, it
appears that a logical gap exists.

The alternative approach is to begin with the special revelation, the
Bible. Those who take this approach are often skeptical about the possi-
bility of any knowledge of God outside the Bible or the Christ-event;
without special revelation man has no knowledge that God exists or
what he is like. Thus, Karl Barth rejected any type of natural theology.
He begins his Church Dogmatics, following an introduction, with the
doctrine of the Word of God, not the doctrine of God. His concern is
with what the Word of God is, and then secondly with what God is
known to be in the light of this revelation. He does not begin with what
God is and then move to what revelation must be in the light of his
nature.?® A recent example of this approach is found in Dale Moody’s
Word of Truth. The introduction consists largely of a historical survey of
theology. The substantive portion of the book begins with revelation.
After stating the nature of revelation, Moody goes on to examine what
God has revealed himself to be like.30

The problem for this approach is the difficulty of deciding what reve-
lation is like without some prior idea of what God is like. The type of
revelation a very transcendent God would give might well be very differ-
ent from that given by a God immanent within the world and working
through “natural” processes. If God is an all-controlling, sovereign God,
his work of inspiring the Scriptures would be quite different from what
it would be if he in fact allows a great deal of human freedom. In the
former case, one might treat every word of Scripture as God’s own
message, while taking it somewhat less literally in the latter case. To put
it another way, the way we interpret Scripture will be affected by how
we conceive of God.

A further problem for this approach is, How can Scripture be re-
garded as a revelation at all? If we have not already established God,
have we any grounds for treating the Bible as more than simply religious
literature? Unless we somehow prove that the Bible must have had a
supernatural origin, it may simply be a report of the religious opinions
of a variety of authors. It is possible to develop a science of fictional
worlds or persons. One can develop a detailed study of Wonderland,
based upon Lewis Carroll’s writings. Are there such places and persons,
however? One could also presumably develop an extensive study of

29. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1936),vol. 1, part 1.
30. Dale Moody, The Word of Truth: A Summary of Christian Doctrine Based on
Biblical Revelation (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1981).
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unicorns, based upon the literature that refers to them. The question,
however, is whether there are any such beings. The same issue attaches
to a theology which, without first establishing God’s existence, begins
with what the Bible has to say about him and the other topics of theol-
ogy These topics may have no objective status, no reality independent of
the literature (the Bible) in which they are discussed. Our systematic
theology would then be no better than a systematic unicornology.

Is there some solution to this impasse? It appears to me that there is.
Instead of beginning with either God or the Bible, either the object of
knowledge or the means of knowledge, we may begin with both. Rather
than attempting to prove one or the other, we may presuppose both as
part of a basic thesis, then proceed to develop the knowledge that flows
from this thesis, and assess the evidence for its truth.

On this basis, both God and his self-revelation are presupposed
together, or perhaps we might think of the self-revealing God as a single
presupposition. This approach has been followed by a number of con-
servatives who desire to hold to a propositional or informational revela-
tion of God without first constructing a natural-theology proof for his
existence. Thus the starting point would be something of this type:
“There exists one Triune God, loving, all-powerful, holy, all-knowing,
who has revealed himself in nature, history, and human personality, and
in those acts and words which are now preserved in the canonical
Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.”*! From this basic postulate
we may proceed to elaborate an entire theological system by unfolding
the contents of the Scriptures. And this system in turn will function as a
world-view which, like all others, can be tested for truth. While no spe-
cific part is proved antecedently to the rest, the system as a whole can be
verified or validated.

Theology as Science

Is theology entitled to be referred to as a science, and if so, of what is
it a science? Another way of putting this question is to ask whether
theology deals with knowledge, and if so, in what sense?

Until the thirteenth century, the term science was not applied to
theology Augustine preferred the term supientia (wisdom) to scientia
(knowledge). Sciences dealt with temporal things, wisdom related to the
eternal matters, specifically to God as the highest good. Science and

3 1. Cf. Bernard Ramm, Protestant Christian Evidences (Chicago: Moody, 1953). p. 33;
Edward J. Carnell, An Introduction to Christian Apologetics, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids:
Ecrdmans, 1952), p. 89.
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knowledge could lead to wisdom. For this to happen, however, the truths
acquired by the specific sciences would have to be ordered in relation to
the highest good. Thus wisdom, including philosophy and theology, can
serve as an organizing principle for knowledge.32

With Thomas Aquinas, theology came to be thought of as the queen
of the sciences. He maintained that it is a derived science. There are
sciences which proceed from a principle known by the natural light of
intelligence, such as various mathematical disciplines. There are also
sciences which proceed from principles known by a higher science.
Music, for example, proceeds from the principles established by arith-
metic. Similarly, sacred doctrine is a science, because it proceeds from
the principles revealed by God.** It is nobler than other sciences. Science
is partly speculative and partly practical. Theology surpasses other
speculative sciences by its greater certitude, being based upon the light
of divine knowledge, which cannot be misled, while other sciences
derive from the natural light of human reason, which can err. Its subject
matter, being those things which transcend human reason, is superior to
that of other speculative sciences, which deal with things within human
grasp. It is also superior to the practical sciences, since it is ordained
to eternal bliss, which is the ultimate end to which science can be
directed.?

As what we call natural science began to come into its own, there was
a gradual limiting of the conception of science; more-rigid criteria had to
be met in order for a discipline to be designated as a science. In particu-
lar, science now is restricted to the objects of sense experience, and
verification to the *“scientific method,” which employs observation and
experimentation, following strict procedures of inductive logic. On this
basis, theology is rather obviously not a science, since it deals with
supersensible objects.?® So, for that matter, are many of the other intel-
lectual disciplines. Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of personal-
ity is unscientific, since no one can see or measure or test such entities
as the id, the ego, and the superego. In an attempt to be regarded as
scientific, disciplines dealing with humanity have tended to become
behavioristic, basing their method, objects, and conclusions upon what
is observable, measurable, and testable, rather than on what can be
known introspectively. All intellectual disciplines are expected to con-
form to this standard.

Theology is then in a dilemma. Either it must redefine itself in such a

32. Augudtine De trinitate 14. 3. . _
33. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, part 1, question 4, article 4.
34. lbid., aticle 5.

35. Rudolf Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax (New York: AMS, 1979), chapter 1,

“TheRejection of Metaphysics.”
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way as to fulfil the criteria of science, or it must claim a uniqueness not
answering to science’s norms, and thus surrender the claim to being a
science, and also virtually surrender the claim to being knowledge in the
sense of involving true propositions about objective realities (i.e., reali-
ties existing independently of the knower).

Karl Barth has argued vigorously for the autonomy of theology. He
notes Heinrich Scholz’s six criteria which theology must meet if it is to
be accepted as Wissenschaft3¢ (1) theology must be free from internal
contradiction; (2) there must be a unity or coherence in its propositions;
(3) its statements must be susceptible to testing; (4) it must make no
assertion which is physically and biologically impossible; (5) it must be
free from prejudice; (6) its propositions should be capable of being
broken up into axioms and theorems and susceptible of proof on that
basis. Barth accepts the first only partially, and rejects the others. “Not
an iota can be yielded here without betraying theology,” he writes. It
nonetheless is to be called a “science,” because like all other sciences
(1) it is a human effort after a definite object of knowledge; (2) it follows
a definite, self-consistent path to knowledge; and (3) it is accountable to
itself and to everyone capable of effort after this object and hence of
following this path.??

What shall we say, then, about theology as a science? It must first be
noted that the definition which virtually restricts science to natural
science, and which then tends to restrict knowledge to science, is too
narrow.

Second, if we accept the traditional criteria for knowledge, theology
must be regarded as scientific. (1) Theology has a definite subject matter
to investigate, primarily that which God has revealed about himself.
(2) Theology deals with objective matters. It does not merely give
expression to the subjective feelings of the theologian or of the Christian.
(3) It has a definite methodology for investigating its subject matter. (4) It
has a method for verifying its propositions. (5) There is coherence
among the propositions of its subject matter.

Third, to some extent, theology occupies common ground with other
sciences. (1) Theology is subject to certain basic principles or axioms. In
particular it is answerable to the same canons of logic as are other
disciplines. (2) It involves communicability. What one theologian refers
to can be understood, observed, and investigated by others as well.

36. A German term meaning, derivatively, “knowledge.” It is usualy rendered “sci-
ence,” but in a broader sense than that English word ordinarily conveys. There are
Naturwissenschaften (sciences of nature) and Geisteswissenschaften (sciences of spirit).
I'he word usually denotes an organized discipline of knowledge.

37. Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 1, part 1, pp. 7-8.
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(3) Theology employs, to some extent at least, methods employed by
other specific disciplines. It shows a particular affinity for the method-
ology of history, since it makes claims regarding historical occurrences,
and for the methodology of philosophy, since it advances metaphysical
claims. (4) It shares some subject matter with other disciplines. Thus it is
possible that some of its propositions may be confirmed or refuted by
natural science, behavioral science, or history.

At the same time, theology has its own unique status. It deals with
unique objects or with common objects in a unique way. It shares with
numerous other sciences the human being as an object, yet it considers
man in a different light than do any of these others. It considers what
God has revealed about man; thus it has data of its own. And it considers
man in relationship to God; thus it treats man within a frame of refer-
ence not examined by any of the other disciplines.

Why the Bible?

The question, however, may and should be raised as to why the Bible
should be made the primary source and criterion for building our
understanding of Christian theology or even of Christianity. This calls for
a closer analysis of the nature of Christianity.

Every organization or institution has some goals, objectives, or defin-
ing basis. These are usually formalized in something like a constitution
or charter which governs the form and functions of the organization,
and determines the qualifications for membership. Especially where
this is a legally incorporated body, these standards are in effect unless
they are replaced or modified by persons having authority to alter them.

Christianity is not an institution as such. While it may take institu-
tional form, the movement known as Christianity is just that, a move-
ment, rather than an organization per se. Thus, while local churches
may set up requirements for membership in their body, the universal
church must look elsewhere.

From the name itself it should be apparent that Christianity is a
movement which follows Jesus Christ. We would then logically look to
him to state what is to be believed and what is to be done, in short, what
constitutes being a Christian. Yet we have very little information outside
of the Bible regarding what Jesus taught and did. On the assumption
that the Gospels are reliable sources of historical information (an
assumption which will be tested at a later point), we must turn to them
for reports of Jesus’ life and teaching. Those books that Jesus endorsed
(i.e., the books that we now refer to as the Old Testament) must be
regarded as further sources for our Christianity. If Jesus taught that
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additional truth was to be revealed, that also is to be examined. If Jesus
claimed to be God himself, and if his claim is true, then of course no
human has the authority either to abrogate or to modify what he has
taught. It is the position which Jesus himself proposed in the founding of
the movement that is determinative, not what may be said and taught
by others who at some later point may call themselves Christians.

This is true in other areas as well. While there may be some reinter-
pretation and reapplication of the concepts of the founder of a school of
thought, there are limits beyond which changes cannot be made with-
out forfeiting the right to bear his name. Thus, Thomists are those who
hold substantially to the teachings of Thomas Aquinas. When too much
adaptation is done, the view has to be called neo-Thomism. Usually
these “neo” movements are within the broad stream and spirit of the
founder, but have made significant modifications. At some point the
differences may become so great that a movement cannot even be con-
sidered to be a “neo” version of the original. Note the arguments that go
on among Marxists as to who are the true Marxists and who are the
“revisionists.” Following the Reformation there were divisions within
Lutheranism between the genuine Lutherans and the Philippists, the
followers of Philipp Melanchthon.

This is not to say that the doctrines will be maintained in precisely the
same form of expression that was held to in biblical times. To be truly
biblical does not ordinarily mean to repeat the words of Scripture pre-
cisely as they were written. Indeed, to repeat the exact words of Scrip-
ture may be to make the message quite unbiblical. A'biblical sermon
does not consist exclusively of biblical quotations strung together.
Rather, it involves interpreting, paraphrasing, analyzing, and resynthesiz-
ing the materials, applying them to a given situation. To give a biblical
message is to say what Jesus (or Paul, etc.) would say today to this
situation. Indeed, Paul and Jesus did not always give the same message
in precisely the same way. They adapted what they had to say to their
hearers, using slightly different nuances of meaning for different set-
tings. An example is found in Paul’s epistles to the Romans and to the
Galatians, which deal with basically the same subject, but with slight
differences.

In making the Bible the primary or supreme source of our under-
standing, we are not completely excluding all other sources. In particu-
lar, if God has also revealed himself in general ways in such areas as
nature and history (as the Bible itself seems to teach), then we may also
fruitfully examine these for additional clues to understanding the prin-
cipal revelation. But these will be secondary to the Bible.



Theology and Philosophy

Types of Relationships Between Theolqgy and Philosophy

Some Twentieth-Century Philosophies
Pragmatism
Existentialism
Analytical Philosophy
Process Philosophy

Theology’s Use of Philosophy

O f all the disciplines of human inquiry and knowledge, prob-
ably the one with which theology has had the greatest amount of inter-
action over the years of the history of the church is philosophy. The
theologian and the philosopher have frequently been partners in dia-
logue. There are a number of reasons for this, but perhaps the major
one is that there is considerable commonality between the two. For
example, they deal with some of the same subject matter. Both treat
unseen or transempirical objects, at least in the traditional formulation
of philosophy. Both are concerned with values. And both have focused
at least a part of their attention upon humans.

This overlap was particularly true early in the history of philosophy
before its many children left home. For in the earliest days many topics
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now treated by other separate disciplines were part of philosophy. An
indication of this is the variety of works in the Aristotelian corpus:
mathematics, psychology, political science, and so forth. One by one,
however, these children matured and made their own homes, where
they in turn formed families. Although psychology, sociology, and other
behavioral sciences have long since left the philosophical nest, they still
discuss the key philosophical and theological issue of the nature and
purpose of human existence, at least in connection with ethics. And in
one sense or another, both philosophy and theology attempt to give
some integrative approach to reality, some understanding of life. Where
the agenda is at least in part the same, there will inevitably be some type
of exchange.

Types of Relationships
Between Theology and Philosophy

1. The relationship between theology and philosophy has taken differ-
ent forms. The first we will note is, in effect, no relationship at all; that is,
theology disjoined from philosophy. This approach manifested itself as
early as Tertullian (c. 160-230). Consider his famous lines:

What is there in common between Athens and Jerusalem?
What between the Academy and the Church:
What between heretics and Christians?!

This approach regards philosophy as having nothing to contribute to
Christian theology. In fact, the two have such different goals that the
Christian is well advised to avoid contact and dialogue with philosophy
completely. Belief does not arise because of support from philosophy or
other sources, but virtually in spite of the contribution of these disci-
plines. This view also appeared in the Middle Ages in the thought of the
Averroists, who taught virtually a double-truth concept: that the truth of
theology and that of philosophy are two totally different and separate
matters.* Martin Luther, reacting against the scholastic Catholic philoso-
phy of Thomas Aquinas, tended to reject philosophy. In his Table-Talk
Luther says, “Let philosophy remain within her bounds, as God has
appointed, and let us make use of her as a character in a comedy?

1. Tertullian De praescriptione haereticorum 7.

2. Stuart McClintock, “Averroism,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards
(New York: Macmillan, 1967), val. 1, p. 225.

3. Martin Luther, The Table-Talk, trans. William Hazlitt (Philadelphia: United Lutheran
Publishing House, n.d.), p. 27.
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2. The second position to arise historically was that of Augustine, who
felt that theology can be elucidated by philosophy. He stressed the prior-
ity of faith and acceptance of the biblical revelation, but also insisted
that philosophy may help us to understand better our Christian theol-
ogy. He adopted the philosophy of Plato, finding therein a vehicle for
theology. Augustine felt, for example, that the Christian metaphysic, with
its concept of the supernatural world of God and the created world
which derives from and depends on that supernatural world, might be
better understood in terms of Plato’s imagery of the divided line. On one
side are the unseen Ideas, which are more real than the sensible objects
on the other side. The sensible objects are but shadows cast by these
Ideas.4 The Platonic theory of knowledge was also adapted to Augustine’s
theology. Plato taught that all the knowledge which we have is actually
of the Ideas or pure Forms. In a preexistent state our soul had contact
with these Ideas (whiteness, truth, chairness, etc.), enabling us to recog-
nize these qualities in empirical particulars today.5 Augustine adapted
this part of the Platonic philosophy to his own doctrine of illumination:
the light enlightening every man who comes into the world (John 1:9) is
God impressing the Forms upon the human intellect.6

3. Theology is sometimes established by philosophy. As Christian
theology began to encounter both paganism and non-Christian relig-
ions, it became necessary to find some neutral basis on which to estab-
lish the truth of the authoritative message. Thomas found such a basis
in Aristotle’s arguments for the existence of God.” In this case philosophy
was able to supply theology with credibility. In addition, Aristotle’s
substance-accident metaphysic became the basis for formulating cer-
tain key doctrines, such as the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.

4, Theology may also be judged by philosophy. From the position that
theology can be proved by philosophy came the logical development
that theology must be proved by philosophy in order to be accepted.
Deism resolved to accept only those tenets of religion which could be
tested and demonstrated by reason.*

5. In some cases philosophy even supplies content to theology. Georg
Hegel, for example, interpreted Christianity in terms of his own idealistic

4. Plato Republic 6.

5. For an interpretation which understands the Forms or Ideas of Plato’s epistemology
not as universals but as formulae for the particulars, see A. E. Taylor, “On the First Part
of Plato’'s Parmenides,” Mind, n.s., vol. 12 (1903): 7.

6. Augustine The City of God 12. 25; On Christian Doctrine 2.32.

7. Thomas Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles.

8. John Toland, Christianity Not Mysterious: Or, A Treatise Showing That There Is
Nothing in the Gospel Contrary to Reason, Nor Above It. Reprinted in Deisn: An Anthol-
ogy, ed. Peter Gay (New Y ork: Van Nostrand-Reinhold, 1968), pp. 52-77.
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philosophy. The result was a thoroughly rationalized version of Chris-
tianity. He saw the truths of Christianity as merely examples of a univer-
sal truth, a dialectical pattern which history follows. Take the Trinity, for
example. As pure abstract thought God is the Father; as going forth
eternally into finite being, he is the Son; as returning home again
enriched by this being, he is the Holy Spirit. Because the doctrines of
Christianity fit the triadic pattern of all history (thesis, antithesis, synthe-
sis), their truth is established and guaranteed, but as universal truths,
not particular facts. Thus the understanding of Christianity was modi-
fied as its content was accommodated to a philosophy believed to be
true.®

Some Twentieth-Century Philosophies

At this point it is necessary to examine briefly several significant
philosophical movements of the twentieth century. Because they may to
some extent influence our thinking, even unconsciously, it is helpful to
be able to recognize and evaluate their valid and invalid emphases.

Pragmatism

Pragmatism is perhaps the one distinctively American philosophy. It
was the most influential philosophy in the United States in the first
quarter of the twentieth century.'® Through John Dewey’s influence
upon educational philosophy, it exercised much more power than would
be recognized from an analysis of its formal constituency. This influence
still lives on, as a mood of much American life, long after its popularity
as a distinct movement has declined.

Although the adherents of pragmatism maintain that it had ante-
cedents in the thought of such persons as John Stuart Mill,!'! it appears
that its actual beginning was in a “Metaphysical Club” founded by

9. Georg Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. A. V. Miller (New York: Humanities,
1910); “Revealed Religion,” in Phenomenology of Mind (New York: Macmillan, 1961), pp.
750-85. Contrary to popular opinion, Hegel never used the terms thesis, antithesis, and
synthesis together in one place to describe his own view. His only usage of these three
terms in combination was in referring to the thought of Immanuel Kant. The terms were
also used in combination by Johann Fichte, Friedrich Schelling, and Karl Marx. See
Walter Kaufmann, Hegel: A Reinterpretation (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), p. 168;
Gustav Emil Miiller, “The Hegel Legend of Thesis, Antithesis, Synthesis,” Journal of the
History of Ideas 19 (1958): 411-14.

10. H. S. Thayer, “Pragmatism,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 6, p. 430.
11. Donald S. Mackay, “Pragmatism,” in A History of Philosophical Systems, ed.
Vergilius Ferm (New York: Philosophica Library, 1950), p. 394.
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Charles Sanders Peirce and William James in Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, in the 1870s. It is interesting that both Peirce and James came into
philosophy by rather indirect routes, Peirce being a practicing astrono-
mer and physicist, and James traveling the route of medicine and psy-
chology. While the ideas were a group product, the first galvanizing
event was a paper by Peirce on “How to Make Our Ideas Clear.”12 It was
James, however, who popularized the method of pragmatism, making
some significant changes in the form proposed by Peirce.

The common factor in the several varieties of pragmatism is its view
of truth. Traditional philosophy was concerned with a quest for absolute
reality as such. Science was seen as pursuing the same goal, but utilizing
a different method.!* Pragmatism emphasized that there is no absolute
truth; rather the meaning of an idea lies solely in its practical results.
Peirce concentrated on the repeatable experiments of the community of
scientists. James, on the other hand, stressed the particular beliefs of the
individual as a human being rather than as an intellectual investigator.14

The goal, then, is not metaphysical truth, statements about the nature
of ultimate reality. Rather, the meaning (for Peirce) or the truth (for
James) of a proposition is its experienceable consequences. Peirce took
particular note of the doctrine of transubstantiation, which has long
been a subject of dispute and disagreement between Roman Catholics
and Protestants. He observed that there really is no difference between
the two views. For while the adherents of the two views maintain that
they are describing different metaphysical conceptions, they actually
agree as to all the sensible effects.'s By the same measure, James did not
believe that there is any real difference between assigning the origin of
the world to purely material forces and assigning it to creation by God,
since this question deals only with the past.’ The world is what it is,
regardless of how it was made. Although the naturalistic cosmologist
and the theistic creationist maintain that their ideas are different, in
practical terms there really is no significant distinction.

In the thought of John Dewey, pragmatism took yet another turn.
Dewey's instrumentalism stressed that logic and truth are to be under-
stood in terms of capacity to solve problems and of impact upon the

12. Charles S. Peirce, “How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” in Philosophical Writings of
Peirce, ed. Justus Buchler (New York: Dover, 1955), pp. 23-41.

13. John Herman Randall, Jr., The Making of the Modern Mind, rev. ed. (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1940), p. 267.

14. Gertrude Ezorsky, “Pragmatic Theory of Truth,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
vol. 6, p. 427.

15. Charles S. Peirce, Collected Papers, ed. Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University, 1934), vol. 5, paragraphs 401,402 n. 2.

16. R. W. Sleeper, “Pragmatism, Religion, and ‘ Experienceable Difference,*’ in Ameri-
can Philosophy and the Future, ed. Michael Novak (New Y ork: Scribner, 1968), p. 291.
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values and moral development of human beings. Religion, in his view,
has the instrumental value of bringing persons together in a unity of
communication, of shared life and shared experience.!” Religion which
does not contribute to this unity, for instance, institutional and creedal
religion, is to be rejected. It is, in the pragmatist sense, not true religion,
for it does not help humans, individually or collectively, to develop true
values. With respect to “true” religion James once said, “On pragmatic
principles, if the hypothesis of God works satisfactorily in the widest
sense of the word, it is ‘true.”'®

It is difficult to assess the truth and validity of pragmatism, for the
writings of Peirce, James, Dewey, and others contain such a variety of
viewpoints. Further, the present forms of pragmatism are much more
diffuse. In fact, pragmatism appears even within Christian circles in the
form of an impatience with issues and ideas that do not show immediate
applicability. The value of the movement has been in calling attention to
the important link between ideas and actions. Certain cautions or limita-
tions need to be observed, however:

1. What does it mean to say that something “works”? Does this not
require some standards by which to measure our ideas and actions? To
say, as James did, that “the true is only the expedient in our way of
thinking just as the right is only the expedient in the way of our behav-
ing,”” does not really solve the question. Expedient for whom? and for
what? If Hitler had won World War II, would his treatment of the Jews
have been right? It might have been expedient for him, but not for the
Jews.

2. In effect James reduces the proposition “it is true that X exists” to
“it is useful to believe that X exists.” Yet in practice we certainly distin-
guish between the two propositions. Further; large numbers of proposi-
tions, such as those about past events, seem to have no usefulness one
way or the other. There is therefore an unjustified limitation of the
realm of true statements.

3. What is the time span for the evaluation of ideas? Is a true idea one
which will work immediately? In a year from now? In ten years? In a
hundred years? This is a question which needs to be addressed. Popular
pragmatism tends to assume that immediate workability is the criterion.
Yet what is expedient in the short term often turns out to be inexpedient
in the long run.

17. John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy (New York: H. Holt, 1920).
18. William James, Pragmatisi(New York: Meridian, 1955), p. 192.

19. William James, The Meaning of Truth: A Sequel to Pragmatism (New York: Long-

mans, Green, 1919), p. vii.

Theology and Philosophy 45

Existentialism

If existentialism was not founded by Ssren Kierkegaard (1813-1855),
itwas at least. anticipated by his thought. Kierkegaard was reacting
against two major influences upon his life. One was the philosophy of
Georg Hegel, according to which the whole of reality is rational. The
various concepts and facts of reality can be fitted into a logical system,
in which the individual has no ultimate significance. The other influence
on Kierkegaard was the cold, formal state church of his native Denmark,
in which dispassionate practice was the norm. Friedrich Nietzsche’s
(1844-1900) atheistic emphasis upon the human will also served to give
rise to existentialism, a major tenet of which is subjectivity. In the twen-
tieth century, Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Karl Jaspers, and
Gabriel Marcel have been spokesmen for the movement.

If one were to attempt to summarize existentialism in one sentence, it
would be that existentialism is a philosophy which emphasizes the prior-
ity of existence over essence.? That is to say, the question “Is it?” (“Does
it exist?) is more important than “What is it?”” But this brief and obscure
formula is not very helpful. It is necessary, therefore, to examine several
basic tenets or themes of this philosophy: (1) irrationalism, (2) individual-
ity, (3) freedom, and (4) subjectivity.

1. There are many aspects or dimensions to the tenet of irrationalism.
Basically it is the contention that reality cannot be captured within, or
reduced to, intellectual concepts. It goes beyond them, or breaks out of
them. Further, it is not possible to put ideas into a logical system.?! All
such attempts end in distortion of the elements. The truth is not
smoothly reducible to a neat package of coherent ideas. When reality is
looked at intellectually apparent paradoxes and contradictions emerge.
There is no discernible pattern of meaning to be detected by man. The
meaning of reality must be created by one’s own free choice.22

2. The individual is of paramount importance. In part this means the
uniqueness of individual persons. It is not possible to capture an individ-
ual by classifying him within a general category or series of categories. |
am not simply a member of the class of persons who are white, male,
American, blue-eyed, and so forth. Even if someone were to add up all of
these characteristics, including the answers given to each question of

20. Helmut Kuhn, “Existentialism,” in A History of Philosophical Systems, ed. Vergilius
Ferm (New York: Philosophical Library, 1950), p. 406.

21. Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufmann (Cleveland: World,
1956), p. 12.

22. Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism |Is a Humanism,” in Existentialism from Dos-
toevsky to Sartre, p. 291; Being and Nothingness (New Y ork: Philosophicd Library, 1956),
p. 43.
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the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, he still would not have
me. He would have, at most, a police description of me. Corresponding
to emphasis on the individual there is also within existentialism an
emphasis upon particular events or facts. Any effort to develop from
these events or facts some sort of general truths will inevitably give only
an abstraction which is not reality or life, but rather a poor shell of it.23

3. Another basic axiom of existentialism is human freedom. | am free.
Nothing can encumber my ability to choose, to decide my destiny to
create my world as it were.?* Sartre’s atheism is based largely upon this
point of freedom. If a sovereign God existed, he would encroach upon
my freedom. Therefore, he does not exist. He cannot.

A correlate of freedom is responsibility. | must not surrender my
freedom and individuality by simply accepting what the crowd thinks,
says, and does. To do so would be “inauthenticity? Rather, one must be
one’s own person, have one’s own ideas, “do one’s own thing,” in the
popular terminology. Another form of inauthenticity is to deny one’s
freedom by seeking to explain one’s actions on ‘the basis of some sort of
determinism. Each form of inauthenticity amounts to an unwillingness
to accept responsibility for one’s own behavior. One has freedom, but
must admit it, claim it, and exercise it.26

4. The final tenet of existentialism is subjectivity. Generally speaking,
existentialism classifies truth into two types. Objective truth is involved
when an idea correctly reflects or corresponds with the object signified.
Obijective truth applies in scientific-type endeavors. Subjective truth, on
the other hand, is not a matter of correspondence with the object
known, but rather of the effect of that object and idea on the knowing
subject. Where the object evokes great inward passion or subjectivity,
there is truth.2” This is the really important type of truth; it involves
knowing persons rather than things.

Of all philosophies existentialism has probably been the one most
widely utilized and even adopted by theologians in the twentieth cen-
tury, particularly in the period from about 1920 to 1950 or 1960. The
major influence of Ssren Kierkegaard was not upon his day but upon
those who lived two and three generations after his time. Karl Barth, for
example, recognized the presence of Kierkegaardian thought in his first

23. Ssren Kierkegaard, The Point of View for My Work as an Author (New Y ork:
Harper and Row, 1977), pp. 21, 114, 115.

24. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 40.

25. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (New Y ork: Harper and Row, 1962), p. 210.

26. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 498.

27. Seren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. D. F. Swenson and
W. Lowrie (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University, 1941), book 2, part 2, chapter 2.
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attempt at writing a dogmatics,?® and even though he attempted to
purge it from his later writing there is some question whether he ever
fully succeeded. And the indebtedness of Emil Brunner and Reinhold
Niebuhr to Kierkegaard is clear, as is the existentialist basis of the
thought of Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann.

There have been various effects of this existentializing of theology.
First among them is the subjectivizing of truth. Truth is truth when it
becomes truth for me. It is not to be thought of as an objective set of
propositions; it must be assimilated by someone if it is to be regarded as
truth.2® Second is the separating of religious truth from more objective
types of truth in general. Unlike these other types of truth revelation
does not come through general culture.®® A third result of the existen-
tializing of theology is a nonsubstantive or nonessentialist view of relig-
ious reality. Truth, sin, and salvation are not fixed substances, “blocks of
reality,” or permanent states. They are dynamic occurrences.31

There are motifs in existentialism that parallel biblical Christianity
and hence have reemphasized themes which have sometimes been ne-
glected. Among these themes are the nature of Christian faith and truth
as matters of passionate subjective concern and involvement, freedom
and the necessity of choice, the importance and uniqueness of individ-
ual persons, and, paradoxically, the absurdity and despair to which one
is led when he views life as having no discernible rational pattern.

There are also various points of inadequacy within existentialism:

1. The existentialists’ distinction between objective evidence for the
truth of a tenet and fervency of passion is worth noting, but this passion
is often nothing more than the anxiety of insecurity, and should not be
confused with the inward intensity of commitment which constitutes
Christian faith. In practice, commitment and action tend to increase,
rather than decrease, with certainty.

2. Existentialism has difficulty justifying the choice of one particular
object to which to relate in faith. If it does not offer a basis for preferring
one particular object to others, it tends to fall into subjectivism, in which
the subjective experience becomes the end in itself.

3. Existentialism has difficulty supporting its values and ethical judg-
ments. If meaning is created by one’s own choice, are not the good and
the right whatever one makes them to be by one’s own choice? On

28. Karl Barth, Die christliche Dogmatik in Entwurf (Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1927).

29. John Macquartie, An Existentialist Theology: A Comparison of Heidegger and
Rultmann (London: SCM, 1955), chapter 9.

30. Karl Barth, “No!” in Emil Brunner and Karl Barth, Natural Theology, trans. Peter
Fraenkel (London: Geoffrey Bles: The Centenary Press, 1946), p. 71.

3 1. Emil Brunner, The Divine-Human Encounter, trans. Amandus W. Loos (Philadel-
phia: Westminster, 1943).



48 Studying God

existentialist grounds, helping an old lady across the road or beating her
over the head and snatching her handbag might be equally right. Con-
sider also Sartre’s inconsistency when he signed the Algerian Manifesto.
He was taking a moral stand which he was urging upon others as if this
was somehow objectively right, yet on his own existentialist terms there
seems little basis for such an action.®

Analytical Philosophy

There has always been an element within philosophy which is con-
cerned with getting at the meaning of language, with clarifying con-
cepts, with analyzing what is being said and how. Socrates in particular
was noted for this. He pictured himself as a midwife. He himself did not
give birth to any ideas. What he did instead was to lead others to truth
by helping them discover it.

In the twentieth century this task was taken on in a serious and
systematic fashion. Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore in particular were
early practitioners of analysis in the modern sense.?? Philosophers in the
past had attempted to make pronouncements on a variety of subjects:
what is right, what is true, what is beautiful. In modern times, however,
philosophers have adopted much more modest goals. In part this is due
to the fact that a number of these areas are now the domain of certain
special sciences. Now philosophers focus instead on the meaning of
language. The clarification and illumination of the goals of language
and of the means by which it achieves those goals are the task of
philosophy. Instead of having a special subject matter, philosophy is
concerned with the subject matter of all the various disciplines, but in a
special way. It deals with the language of ethics, science, and religion,
examining how it functions and how it signifies. Typical questions with
which philosophy is to be concerned are, “What do you mean by that?”
and “What kind of statement is that?"34

This means that philosophy has come to be conceived of as an activ-
ity rather than a theory or a body of knowledge. Ludwig Wittgenstein
put it this way: “The result of philosophy is not a number of ‘philosophi-
cal propositions,” but to make propositions clear.“35

32. Francis Schaeffer, The God Who Is There (Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity, 1968),
pp. 24, 56, 124.

33. Moritz Weitz, “Analysis, Philosophical,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 1, pp.
97-101.

34. Frederick Ferré, Language, Logic, and God (New York: Harper and Row, 1961),
pp. 1-7.

35. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (New York: Harcourt, Brace,
1922),p. 77.
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There have been two major stages of analytical philosophy in the
twentieth century. The first was a militant stage in which the philoso-
phers were aggressive and even dogmatic. This was associated particu-
larly with the label “logical positivism,” a movement which grew out of a
seminar conducted by Moritz Schlick at the University of Vienna in
1923. Names associated with this movement are A. J. Ayer, Rudolf
Car-nap, Herbert Feigl, and the early Wittgenstein. This movement set up
rather rigid standards of meaningfulness. According to this view, there
are only two types of meaningful language: (1) mathematico-logical
truths, in which the predicate is contained within the subject, such as
“the sum of the angles of a triangle is 180 degrees,” and (2) empirical
truths such as “the book is on the table.” Empirical truths are proposi-
tions which are verified by sense data. These are the only meaningful
types of language. All other propositions, that is, propositions which are
neither mathematical-type truths nor empirical or scientific-type state-
ments verified by sense data, are literally “non-sense” or meaningless.
They are actually pseudopropositions. They fall into the category of
expressive language; like the arts, they express the emotions of the
speaker or writer. The force of a statement like “the universe is actually
mental rather than material” is more like “Ouch!” or “Hurrah!” than it is
like “the book is on the table.” The language of metaphysics, ethics,
theology, and many other time-honored disciplines was consigned by
the logical positivists to this status.36

It can be seen from this brief synopsis that the logical positivists were
imposing a standard or criterion upon language. This led to the type of
analysis termed “ideal language philosophy,” which set up the language
of science as the paradigm to which all languages which would inform
had to conform. Here there was a prescribing, a telling of how language
should operate.

In the second stage of modern analytical philosophy, however, the
approach is quite different. Rather than insisting that language must
function in a particular way to be meaningful, now philosophy tries to
describe how language actually does function. It asks rather than pre-
scribes. Recognizing the narrowness of the earlier approach, the phi-
losophers of the second stage observe the ordinary language used by
people in everyday conversation, as well as more technical forms of
language. Instead of insisting that all language must function in the
same way in order to be meaningful, they ask about the different func-
tions of language and the type of meaningfulness inherent in each. This
approach is termed “ordinary language philosophy” or “functional

36. The Age of Analysis, ed. Morton White (New York: New A ibrary, 1955),
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analysis.” Its aim is clarification; it seeks to untangle confusion by noting
illogic and misuses of language.?

From the perspective of theology, analytical philosophy is not a com-
petitor in the sense of offering an alternative view of reality or of values.
The philosopher is not a preacher with his own pulpit from which he
makes pronouncements. And in the latter phase, analytical philosophy is
not an opponent, ruling out theology’s right to speak. Rather, it is a
facilitator, helping theologians sharpen their use of words and avoid
misleading language. Analytical philosophy, then, can be of immediate
and obvious benefit to theology. Because Christianity has as a primary
objective the communication of its message, and because the task of
explicating the abstract concepts of theology is particularly difficult, any
help in using language is desirable.

There are certain problems with analytical philosophy, however:

1. Rather than being merely descriptive, analytical philosophy tends
to become prescriptive in subtle ways. To be sure, its prescriptiveness is
not categorical (“you must use language this way”), but suggestive (“if
you wish to avoid confusion, do not use language in the following way”).
Yet even the criteria of what is confusion and what is clarity are based
upon presuppositions. At times this tends to be overlooked.

2. Analytical philosophy sometimes appears to draw too sharp distinc-
tions between different types of language. Some language, particularly
theological, may participate in several different functions simultane-
ously. A statement such as “Jesus Christ is the risen Lord of the church”
may simultaneously have historical, metaphysical, ethical, and expres-
sive functions.

3. Analytical philosophy is not a truly neutral tool, for it does not
always guard against naturalistic assumptions, particularly with respect
to its conception of the nature of language. It should not preclude lan-
guage having supraempirical reference.

4. There are areas in which we cannot be content with descriptive,
nonprescriptive treatments. This is particularly true with regard to
ethics. If philosophy does not contribute in some normative way to
drawing conclusions in this area, who or what discipline will? Thus in
more recent years philosophy, in order to justify its existence, has begun
to move toward making a greater number of normative judgments than
it had. Contemporary society cannot afford the luxury of mere descrip-
tion and analysis, and even analytical philosophers have had to change
to avoid being left out of the ferment of the modern scene.

37. Ferr¢, Language, chapter 5.
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Process Philosophy

There has long been debate over whether reality changes or is basi-
cally fixed in character. Heraclitus maintained that change is of the very
essence of reality, whereas Parmenides emphasized fixity. Most philoso-
phers have recognized both change and permanence within the world.
Those who hold to a substantialist view have emphasized the fixed
states, regarding the changes as merely necessary transitions between
them. Others, such as Alfred North Whitehead, have seen the changes
themselves as the key to understanding reality. Whitehead is the father
of modern process thought, although later philosophers and theologians,
such as Charles Hartshorne, John B. Cobb, Jr., and Norman Pittenger,
have given it greater visibility.

Unlike the other three philosophies which we have sketched here,
process philosophy is avowedly metaphysical. While aware of the impa-
tience of many modern philosophers with metaphysics, the process
thinkers feel that their type of metaphysics is not as vulnerable to attack
as are essentialist, substantialist, or idealistic views. The central convic-
tion here is that change is the key to the understanding of reality, in fact,
that change is reality. The world is not basically made up of substances
which change from one to another. Rather, it is made up of dynamic
processes.® We are to be concerned not so much with things as with
events.

The divine reality participates in the reality of all else. Consequently it
(or he) is not a static unmoved mover or changeless essence. It is living,
active, creative. This observation underscores a basic tenet of process
thought: that reality is basically of one type. There is no dualism here,
whether of material and spiritual, nature and super-nature, phenomena
and noumena, or changing and unchanging. What is true of the whole
of reality is consequently true of each part of it. So the characteristics of
God are those of the rest of reality in general.

Whitehead thinks of the basic units of reality not as bits of matter but
as moments of experience. A moment of experience is always someone
experiencing something.?® There is an inter-relatedness among these
moments. Consequently each moment is a function of and related to
everything else. Even history is thought of in this way. It is not merely a
cataloguing of past events. It is a living-out of the past in the present.

38. John B. Cobb, Jr., and David Ray Griffin, Process Theology: An Introductory Expo-
sition (Philadelphiaz Westminster, 1976), p. 15. Herbert J. Nelson has argued that an
absolutely perfect being could be active, sympathetic, and yet unchanging (“The Resting
Place of Process Theology,” Harvard Theological Review 72, nos. I-2 [January-April
19791 1-21).

39. Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, p. 16.
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Thus history is all the occurrences in the past as they are included in
what is in the present. In a sense, nothing is ever really lost. It is retained
and incorporated into what now is.*°

Since the final units of reality are not persons or substances, but
momentary states or experiences,*! | am a concrete new reality every
fraction of a second. The “I” that is at this moment is able to feel a
concern for the “I” that will be a year from now. By similar bonds of
empathy, the “I” as | now am is able to feel concern for future units that
are part of series other than my own .*> Thus while reality is not a fixed
substance, it is not merely isolated individual moments either. There is
an organic connection between past, present, and future, and between
different series of these events, or what we might term persons.

Whenever process philosophy has been applied or adapted to Chris-
tianity, there has been a considerable impact. The Christian faith, for
example, is not conceived of as some fixed, permanent essence which
remains the same. It is not something which was, has been, or is. It is
something that is becoming, that will be. The same is true of the nature
of God. He does not have a fixed, final nature. His nature is what he is
doing, his becoming. That very becoming is what it is to be God. He is
not isolated, unable to empathize with what is non-God, to feel what is
occurring in us.

There is a significant value in the emphasis here upon change and the
good that can result. Sometimes the status quo has been so revered by
Christians as to seem to be good per se. Consequently, change has been
resisted and Christianity has been thought of by those outside as an
irrelevant and obsolete belief. It seems to be dealing with questions
asked years ago and problems that were present ages ago. But if Chris-
tianity is true, it is certainly a faith for all time and all times. The empha-
sis that God is empathetic and not impassive is also a biblical concept
and one that has great practical value.

Like the other modern philosophies we have examined, there are
significant problems with process philosophy as well:

1. What really is the basis of identity? If the connection between the
“I” which now is, the “I” which was a year ago, and the “I”” which will be
a year from now is not in a substance or a person, where is it? Presum-
ably there is some basis for distinguishing what Hartshorne calls one
“personal series” from another. But just what is it?

40. Robert B. Mellert, What Is Process Theology? (New York: Paulist, 1975), pp. 23-25.

41. Charles Hartshorne, “Process Philosophy as a Resource for Christian Thought,” in
Philosophical Resources for Christiun Thought, cd. Perry LeFevre (Nashville: Abingdon,
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2. What is the basis for evaluating change? This philosophy seems at
times to consider change per se to be good. But is it always good?
Sometimes change is not evolution but deterioration. On what criteria is
such a judgment made? In answer we note that process philosophers do
not insist that everything is changing. Values, for example, are not
changing. But what is their nature, their origin, their locus, their basis,
their justification? This is a question which does not seem to be fully
answered. To put it differently, what exempts these values from the
change that is seen virtually everywhere?

3. Is there no middle ground between the emphasis upon change as
the basic reality, and the view that ultimate reality is a static, immovable,
fixed substance? These alternatives are often stated as virtually exhaust-
ing the possibilities. It is worth noting here that classical orthodoxy has
not always been modeled on the Aristotelian prime mover. The biblical
picture of God seems rather to be of a being whose nature does not
change, but who experiences and empathizes, and who is constantly
active in the world which he has created.

4. How long is a moment? Hartshorne speaks of our being different
from the person we were a fraction of a second ago. But how long is this
instant? How many are there in an hour? Is there an infinite number of
these units, even within a finite time? Is it proper to speak of them as
units at all? While this is a reductio ad absurdum, it pinpoints a certain
lack of precision by process thought.

Theology’s Use of Philosophy

At the beginning of this chapter we noted the variety of relationships
which can exist between theology and philosophy. What should be the
role and place of philosophy in our theology? | propose two basic
guidelines.

First, in keeping with our fundamental presuppositions, revelation
rather than philosophy will supply the content of our theology. Thus,
revelation will be turned to first to supply the major tenets of our under-
standing of reality. This will give us the basic framework within which
our philosophizing will proceed. Our basic stance, then, falls somewhere
between the first and second positions outlined above (pp. 40-41). And
while philosophy will be employed, there will be no commitment to one
system of philosophy as such. Rather, we will insist upon the autonomy
of theology; thus the explication of the revealed content will not be
required to conform to any particular system of philosophy.
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Yet Christian theology has a definite world-view.43 The Bible quite
clearly affirms a theistic and, specifically, a monotheistic understanding
of reality. The supreme reality is a personal, all-powerful, all-knowing,
loving, and holy being-God. He has created everything else that is, not
by an emanation from his being, but by bringing it all into existence
without the use of preexisting materials. Thus the Christian metaphysic
is a dualism in which there are two types or levels of reality, the super-
natural and the natural, a dualism in which all that is not God has
received its existence from him. God preserves in existence the whole
creation and is in control of all that happens as history moves to the
fulfilment of his purpose. Everything is dependent upon him. Man, the
highest of God’s creatures, is, like him, personal, and hence capable of
having social relationships with other humans and with God. Nature is
not merely a neutral given. It is under God’s control; and while it ordi-
narily functions in uniform and predictable ways in obedience to the
laws he has structured into it, he can and does also act within it in ways
which contravene these normal patterns (miracles).

With this as a starting point, the Christian theologian is to utilize the
capacity of reasoning given him by God to work out the implications of
the revealed body of truth. In other words, he philosophizes from the
position or perspective created by the divine revelation. In this respect,
my position is close to that of Carl Henry, who maintains that the biblical
world-view is the starting point and framework for all intellectual en-
deavor.* It also agrees with Edwin Ramsdell*S and Arthur Holmes?*¢ that
Christian theology is perspectival.

Taking the biblical concepts as the tenets of one’s view of reality
restricts considerably the range of philosophical world-views that are
acceptable. For instance, a naturalistic world-view is excluded, both
because it restricts reality to the system of observable nature, and
because possible occurrences within this system are restricted to what
is in conformity with its fixed laws. Materialism is even more emphati-
cally opposed by biblical revelation. Similarly, most idealisms are ex-
cluded insofar as they tend to deny the reality of the material world and
the transcendence of God. Edgar Sheffield Brightman has spoken of
four main types of idealism:

43. James Orr, The Christian View of God and the World (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans,
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1. Platonic-value is objective. Its origin and meaning are more than
human.

2. Berkeleian-reality is mental. Material objects have no independ-
ent being, but exist only as concepts of mind.

3. Hegelian-reality is organic, that is, the whole has properties
which its parts do not possess. Ultimate reality is nothing but the
manifestation of reason.

4. Lotzean (or Leibnitzean)-reality is personal. Only persons or
selves are real.#”

It would seem that the first type of idealism can be assimilated within
Christian theology; the fourth can with certain limitations be adopted by
Christian theology. The second and third, however, seem incompatible
with the tenets of Christian theism as outlined above. Perhaps the most
compatible type of metaphysic is some form of realism, provided that it
includes a supernatural dimension rather than limiting itself to nature.

The world-view here presented is an objectivism. By this is meant
that there are objective measures of the true, the good, and the right.
The God who is the center of the world-view revealed in Scripture is
capable of emotion and action. Yet he is fully perfect, complete, and
thus, in a sense, unchanging. There are also norms and values that have
permanence. Love, truth, and honesty are enduringly good; and they are
so because they correspond to the unchanging nature of God. Thus
process philosophy does not seem to be a viable alternative.

The world-view here presented also regards truth as unitary. Rather
than there being one kind of truth (objective) in regard to scientific
matters, and another type (subjective) in matters of religion, truth has
something in common in all areas. Truth is a quality of statements or
propositions which agree with the way things are. Even William James,
the pragmatist, gives a similar definition of truth: “Truth, as any diction-
ary will tell you, is a property of certain of our ideas. It means their
‘agreement,’ as falsity means their disagreement, with ‘reality.” Pragma-
tists and intellectualists both accept this definition as a matter of
course.”® God and reality are what they are independently of anyone’s
perceiving, understanding, appreciating, or accepting them. While the
knower’s reaction is important, the truth is not dependent upon that
reaction. Thus any type of subjective idealism is precluded, as are cer-
tain aspects of existentialism.

Logic is applicable to all truth. While some areas are clothed in

47. Edgar Sheffield Brightman, “The Definition of Idealism,” Journulof Philosophy 30
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48. James, Pragmatism, p. 132.
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mystery, and may therefore be beyond our ability to understand all of
the relationships involved, no areas are believed to be inherently contra-
dictory. Coherent thought or at least communication depends on this
assumption. Truth is a quality of propositions, not something that
happens to them as a result of how we react or how they are used. Thus
a thoroughgoing functionalism also must be regarded as untenable.

Our second basic guideline is that philosophy should be thought of
primarily as an activity, philosophizing, rather than as a body of truths. It
is potentially capable of functioning from any perspective and with any
set of data. Hence it is a tool which can be used by theology. The form of
philosophy known as analytical philosophy aims at clarifying and refin-
ing the terms, concepts, and arguments found in theology. We will make
use of this discipline throughout the remainder of this treatise, and give
it special attention in chapter 6. Further, the philosophy of phenomenol-
ogy provides us with a method for isolating experiences, clarifying them,
and thus determining their true nature. An example of the application of
phenomenology is to be found in the investigation of the nature of
religion in the opening portion of chapter 1. Both of these can be useful
to theology to the extent that they are descriptive and analytical. Any
attempt to be prescriptive or normative, however, will need to be care-
fully evaluated in the light of their presuppositions.

Our primary use of philosophy will be to help us develop and employ
certain critical abilities which are of value in all areas of endeavor,
particularly intellectual inquiry, and which can accordingly be utilized
in doing theology:

1. Philosophy sharpens our understanding of concepts. Whatever be
the exact theory of meaning which we adopt, it is essential that we
ruthlessly seek to determine just what we mean by what we believe and
what we say. Progress in establishing the truth of ideas requires knowing
precisely what we mean by them. Further, communication involves the
ability to indicate to others just what it is that we are commending to
them. We are never able to make clear to others what is not clear to
ourselves.

2. Philosophy can help us ferret out the presuppositions behind an
idea or a system of thought. If, for example, we seek to combine two or
more ideas that depend upon incompatible presuppositions, the result
will inevitably be internal contradiction, regardless of how appealing
these ideas may initially appear. Philosophy can resolve the situation by
searching out and evaluating those presuppositions. We also need to be
aware that there is scarcely any such thing as a neutral analysis or
assessment. Every critique is made from somewhere. And the validity of
the perspective from which such an evaluation is made must be con-
sidered in determining how seriously the evaluation is to be taken. We
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do well to consider any such assertion to be the conclusion of a syllo-
gism, and to ask what are the premises of that syllogism. Sometimes we
will find that we are dealing with an enthymeme-an assumption, per-
haps a disputed or questionable one, has been smuggled in instead of
being made explicit.

Awareness of our presuppositions will help make us more objective.
Since presuppositions affect the way we perceive reality, we may not be
able to detect their influence, Knowing that they are present and pre-
sumably operative, however, should enable us to compensate for their
likely effect. This is like the problem faced by a fisherman who is spear-
ing fish. He sees a fish and his natural reaction is to drive the spear into
the water at the point where his eyes tell him the fish is. Yet his mind tells
him that because of the refraction of light passing from one medium
(water) to another (air) the fish is not where it seems to be. The fisher-
man must consciously thrust the spear at a point where the fish does
not seem to be. Similarly a hunter shooting at a moving object must
“lead” it, or shoot at a point where the target will be when the bullet
arrives. Awareness of presuppositions means that we will consciously
adjust our perception of things. This is true for both our general
approach and our analysis of specific points. As a Baptist, for example,
my background will lead me to weigh more heavily the arguments
favoring Baptist conclusions in such areas as the doctrine of the church.
I must consequently require what will seem to me excessive evidence
for conclusions which fit my biases.

3. Philosophy can help us trace out the implications of an idea. Often
it is not possible to assess the truth of an idea in itself. However, it may be
possible to see what implications follow from it. These implications will
then often be measurable against the data. If the implication proves
false, the tenet (or tenets) from which it logically derives will be false as
well, if the argument is valid. One method of determining implications is
simply the logical analysis of the ideas being advanced. Another is to
consider what have, in actual historical occurrence, been the results
where similar conceptions have been held.

4. Philosophy also makes us aware of the necessity of testing truth
claims. Assertions by themselves are not sufficient grounds for us to
accept them; they must be argued. This involves asking what kind of
evidence would bear upon the truth or falsity of the issue under consid-
eration, and when an appropriate type and a sufficient amount of evi-
dence would be present. There also needs to be assessment of the
logical structure of each argument, to determine whether the claimed
conclusions really follow from the support offered for them.*

49. The question of how we gain religious knowledge will be dealt with to some extent
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Inthe type of endeavor involved in theology, one should not expect
complete or exact proof. Probability is the best that can be hoped for. Yet
one must not be content with showing the plausibility of a conception. It
is necessary to demonstrate that this option is preferable to the alterna-
tives. Similarly, in criticism it is not sufficient to find flaws in a given view.
One must always ask, “What is the alternative?” and, “Does the alterna-
tive have fewer difficulties?”” John Baillie tells of writing a paper in which
he severely criticized a particular view. His professor commented, “Every
theory has its difficulties, but you have not considered whether any
other theory has less difficulties than the one you have criticized.”s

Whenever we critique a view different from our own, we must use
valid objective criteria. There would seem to be two types: the criteria
which a view sets for itself, and the criteria which all such views must
meet (i.e., universal criteria). It is not a damaging criticism to point out,
in effect, a difference between our view and another position. Much
criticism virtually consists of the charge that A is different from B. But
such a complaint is inconsequential, unless one has already established
that B is the correct view, or A claims to be an instance of B. To draw an
illustration from a totally different realm: suppose that a football team
stresses offense. If the team wins a game by the score of 40-35, it would
not be a valid criticism to point out the poor quality of its defense. On
the other hand, if the team wins a game by the score of 7-6, it would be
appropriate to point out its low scoring, since the team has not met its
own criterion of a well-played game. And if the team scores 49 points
but gives up 52, it is vulnerable to criticism on the basis of universal
criteria, since presumably all teams, regardless of their style of play,
intend to have more points at the end of the game than do their
opponents.

More will be said about the criteria for evaluating propositions and
systems in the chapter on religious language. At this point, it will be
sufficient to point out that the criteria generally utilized are internal
consistency and coherence of ideas or sets of ideas, and their ability to
accurately describe and account for all the relevant factual data.

in chapter 6. For recent treatments of the issue from an evangelica Christian perspective
see Jary H. Gill, The Possibility of Religious Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971);
Arthur Holmes, Faith, pp. 134-62.

50. John Baillie, Invitation to Pilgrimage (New Y ork: Scribner, 1942), p. 15.
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The Theological Scene Today

The Process of Doing Theology

. Collection of the Biblical Materials

. Unification of the Biblical Materials

. Analysis of the Meaning of Biblical Teachings
. Examination of Historical Treatments

. Identification of the Essence of the Doctrine

. lllumination from Sources Beyond the Bible

. Contemporary Expression of the Doctrine

. Development of a Central Interpretive Motif

. Stratification of the Topics
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Degrees Of Authority of Theological Statements

The doing of theology, like all other human endeavors, takes place
within a given context. Each theologian and each student of theology
lives at a specific period of time rather than in some timeless vacuum,
and theology must be done within that situation. There are both theo-
logical and nontheological (or cultural) factors in every situation. Before
we proceed, it is important for us to observe certain characteristics of
the present-day theological scene.

1. The first theological factor that is significant and to some extent
unique about the present period is the tendency for theologies to have
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brief life-spans. This has been a progressively developing trend. In earlier
times, a given form of theology might persist for decades or even cen-
turies, but that seems to have changed. In the fifth century Augustine
developed a synthesis of Platonic philosophy and theology (The City of
God) which in many ways dominated theology for more than eight
hundred years. Then Thomas Aquinas synthesized Catholic theology
with Aristotle’s philosophy (Summa theologica) and thus supplied a
basis for theology until the Reformation, the interval being nearly three
centuries. The Reformers developed a theology independent of the
earlier Catholic syntheses, with Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Relig-
ion being the most thorough statement of the new understanding of
Christianity. Although there were heretical movements from time to
time, and a somewhat different understanding of evangelical theology
came into being with the work of John Wesley, for a period of more than
250 years there was no major theological figure or writing to rival the
influence of Calvin.

Then, with the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher, came the birth of
liberal theology, not as an outside challenge to orthodoxy, as deism had
been, but as a competitor within the church. Schleiermacher’s On Reli-
gion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers and his Christian Faith were the
first indication that a new type of theology was abroad.1l Liberalism,
with its many different varieties, was to dominate European theology
throughout the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century,
its period of popularity being somewhat later in North America. If the
nineteenth century ended in August 1914 for Karl Barth,? it was in 1919
that this change became apparent to the rest of the theological world,
with the publication of his Der Rémerbrief (Epistle to the Rowmans).
This marked the end of the liberal theology and the ascendancy of what
came to be known as neoorthodoxy. The duration of its supremacy
proved notably shorter, however, than that of some of the preceding
theologies. In 1941, Rudolf Bultmann’s “New Testament and Mythology”
heralded the beginning of a movement (or actually a program) known
as demythologization.4 This was to prove a short-lived and yet a genuine
displacement of the neoorthodox view. In 1954, Ernst Kasemann pre-
sented a paper which marked the resurgence of the search for the

1. Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (New
York: Harper and Row, 1958); The Christian Faith, 2 vols. (New York: Harper and Row,
1963).

2. Karl Barth, God, Grace, and Gospel (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1959), pp. 57-58.

3. Karl Barth, Epistle to the Romans, 6th ed., trans. Edwyn C. Hoskyns (New York:
Oxford University, 1968). In 1963 E. V. Z. Verlag of Zurich issued a reprint of the origina
German edition-Der Romerbrief. Unverédnderter Nachdruck der ersten Auflage von 1919.

4. Rudolf Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” in Kerygma and Myth, ed.
HansBartsch (New York: Harper and Row, 1961), pp. 1-44.
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historical Jesus, calling into question the view of Bultmann.’ Yet this did
not really introduce a new system. It primarily indicated the end of
regnant systems as such.

Note what has been occurring during this period. The first great
theological systems which we observed lasted for hundreds of years, but
the period of dominance of each was shorter than that of its immediate
predecessor. The life-span of theologies is becoming shorter and shorter.
Thus, any theology which attempts to tie itself too closely to the present
conditions in the intellectual world is evidently consigned to early obso-
lescence. This is particularly obvious in the case of the Death of God
theology, which flourished briefly, as far as public attention was con-
cerned, in the mid- 1960s, and then faded from sight almost as quickly as
it had come to life. In the terminology of the present day the half-life of
new theologies is very short indeed.

2. Another phenomenon of the present time is the demise of great
schools of theology as such. By this we do not mean educational institu-
tions, but definite movements or clusterings of adherents around a
given set of teachings. Today there are merely individual theologies and
theologians. While this is not completely true, there is nonetheless a
considerable element of correctness in the generalization. When | began
doctoral studies in theology in 1959, it was fairly easy to classify theo-
logians into camps or teams. There were the orthodox team, the neoor-
thodox, the neoliberals, the demythologizers, and other groups. Here
and there individuals, such as Paul Tillich, defied classification, falling
outside every particular group. Catholic theology was considered, at
least by those outside it, to be rather monolithic: all Catholic theologians
were Thomists.

Today matters are quite different. To use an athletic metaphor:
whereas previously the playing field was occupied by several teams
easily distinguishable by their uniforms, now each player seems to wear
a different uniform. There are, to be sure, specific theologies; for exam-
ple, the theology of hope and process theology. Yet these lack the inter-
nal coherence and complete set of doctrines traditionally manifested by
theological systems built on an overall theme or even a mood. Move-
ments such as the theology of liberation, black theology, feminist theol-
ogy, and various secular theologies are simply orientations to some
specific sociological concerns. None of these really deserves to be
termed a theological system.

What all this means is that it no longer is possible to adopt one’s
theology by buying into a system. Whereas in earlier times there were
distinctive theologies which had worked out their view of virtually every
topic and one could therefore find consistent answers to each particular

5. Ernst Kasemann, “The Problem of the Historicad Jesus” in Essays on New Testa-
ment Themes, trans. W. J. Montague (London: SCM, 1964), pp. 15-47.
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guestion by buying into a system, this is no longer the case. There are
only sketches, rather than detailed blueprints, of theology.

3. Related to these other two developments is the fact that there do
not seem to be the theological giants that were abroad even a generation
ago. In the first half of the twentieth century, there were great theologi-
cal thinkers who formulated extensive, carefully crafted systems of
theology: Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, Paul Tillich, Rudolf Bultmann. In
conservative circles men like G. C. Berkouwer in the Netherlands and
Edward Carnell and Carl Henry in the United States were recognized as
leaders. Now most of these men have passed from the active theological
scene, and no thinkers have arisen to dominate the theological land-
scape quite as they did. Two who have made noteworthy accomplish-
ments are Wolfhart Pannenberg and Jiirgen Moltmann, but they have
not gathered sizable followings. Consequently there is a considerably
larger circle of influential theologians, but the extent of the influence
exerted by any one of them is less than that of the men already
mentioned.

Theology is now being done in a period characterized by, among
other things, a “knowledge explosion.” The amount of information is
growing so rapidly that mastery of a large area of thought is becoming
increasingly difficult. While this is especially true in technological areas,
biblical and theological knowledge is also much broader than it once
was. The result has been a much greater degree of specialization than
was previously the case. In biblical studies, for example, New Testament
scholars tend to specialize in the Gospels or in the Pauline writings.
Church historians tend to specialize in one period, such as the Reforma-
tion. Consequently, research and publication are often in narrower areas
and greater depth.

This means that the systematic theologian will find it increasingly
difficult to cover the entire range of doctrines. To do all of theology in
depth, as Karl Barth sought to do in his massive Church Dogmatics, for
example, becomes the task of a lifetime (Barth himself died before
completing his work). Systematic theology is further complicated by the
fact that it requires a knowledge of all of Scripture and of the develop-
ment of thought throughout the whole history of the church. Moreover,
as far as new information is concerned, systematic theology is not re-
stricted to recent discoveries in the field of Hebrew philology, for exam-
ple, but must also relate to modern developments in such “secular”
areas as sociology, biology, and numerous other disciplines. Yet the task
must be done-and at various levels, including the elementary or
introductory.

Recent decades saw the development of an intellectual atmosphere
which was rather unfavorable to the doing of systematic theology. In
part, this was a result of the atomistic (rather than holistic) approach to
knowledge. Awareness of the vast amounts of detail to be mastered
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produced the feeling that the bits and pieces of data could not bc effec-
tively gathered into any sort of inclusive whole. It was considered
impossible for anyone to have an overview of the entire field of system-
atic theology.

Another factor impeding systematic theology was the view of revela-
tion as historical events. According to this view, revelation was always
given in concrete historical situations. Hence, what was revealed was
limited to that localized perspective. The message dealt with specifics
rather than with universal statements about things in general. Some-
times there was a tendency to believe that this diversity of particulars
could not be combined into any sort of harmonious whole. This, it
should be noted, was based upon the implicit assumption that reality is
internally incoherent. Consequently, any attempt to harmonize or sys-
tematize would inevitably be distortive of the reality under consideration.

The result of all this was that biblical theology was thought to be
adequate and systematic theology dispensable. In effect, biblical theol-
ogy was substituted for systematic theology.6 This had two effects. First,
it meant that the theology written and studied had a more limited scope.
It was now possible to concentrate upon Paul’s anthropology or Mat-
thew’s Christology. This was a much more manageable endeavor than
attempting to see what the entire Bible had to say on these subjects. The
second effect was that theology became descriptive rather than norma-
tive. The question was no longer, “What do you believe about sin?” but
“What do you believe Paul taught about sin?” The views of Luke, Isaiah,
and other biblical writers who mentioned sin might then in turn be
described. Particularly where there was thought to be tension between
these views, biblical theology could hardly be normative for belief.

During those years, systematic theology was in retreat. It was engaged
in introspective concern about its own nature. Was it in fact justified?
How could it be carried out? Relatively little was being done in terms of
comprehensive, overall treatments of theology. Essays on particular
topics of theology were being written, but not the synoptic system-
building that had traditionally characterized the discipline. Now, how-
ever, that is changing. Several new systematic-theology textbooks have
appeared, and others are in preparation.7 Now it is biblical theology
which, far from replacing systematic theology, is being reexamined as to
its viability. And one rather prophetic treatment of biblical theology in
effect argues that it must move toward becoming more like systematic

6. Henry J. Cadbury, “The Peril of Archaizing Ourselves,” Interpretation 3 (1949):
332-33.

7. Examples are Gordon D. Kaufman, Systematic Theology: A Historicist Perspective
(New York: Scribner, 1968); John Macquarrie, Principles of Christiun Theology (New York:
Scribner, 1966); Donald Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical Theology, 2 vols. (New York:
Harper and Row, 1978); Dale Moody, The Word of Truth: A Summary of Christian Doc-
trine Based on Biblical Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981).
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theology.8 There are indications of a swing away from the emphasis
upon immediate experience, which contributed to the reaction against
systematic theology.® The growth of cults and foreign religions, some of
them extreme in their control of their devotees and in the practices in
which they engage, has reminded us that the reflective and critical
element in religion is indispensable. And there has been a growing
awareness, partly through the rise of the “new hermeneutic,” that it is
not possible to formulate a theology simply on the basis of the Bible.
Issues such as how the Bible is to be conceived of and how it is to be
approached in interpretation must be dealt with.!® And one is therefore
plunged into the much larger realm of issues traditionally dealt with in
systematic theology.

One of the lessons which we might well learn from the foregoing brief
survey of the recent and present status of the theological milieu is to
beware of too close an identification with any current mood in culture.
The rapid changes in theologies are but a reflection of the rapid changes
in culture in general. In times of such rapid change, it is probably wise
not to attempt too close a fit between theology and the world in which it
is expressed. While we will in chapter 5 discuss the matter of contempo-
rizing the Christian message, it is perhaps wise at the present time to
take a step back toward the timeless form of Christian truth, and away
from an ultracontemporary statement of it. Two analogies come to
mind, one from athletics, the other from mechanics. The defensive back
in football or the player on defense in basketball must be careful not to
play an extremely quick offensive player too closely. If he does, he may
find that his opponent is past him and that he is unable to recover
quickly enough. To avoid the danger of a big gain or an easy score, he
must risk the chance of his opponent’s catching a short pass or getting
off a long shot. Similarly, it is well not to have too much looseness in a
mechanical device, since this would lead to excessive wear. But if the
mechanism is tightened too severely, there may not be enough play to
allow for normal movement of the parts, and they may snap.

The theology to be developed within this writing will seek to strike
something of a balance between the timeless essence of the doctrines
and a statement of them geared to the contemporary audience. To
the extent that it concentrates on the former, it will make the ele-
ments found within the Bible normative for its basic structure. In this

8. Brevard Childs, Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970),
chapter 6.

9. Eg, Harold Kuhn, “Reason Versus Faith: Chalenging the Antithesis” Christianity
Today, 10 April 1981, pp. 86-87.

10. Anthony Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philo-
sophical Description (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans, 1980).
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connection it should be pointed out that the orthodox form of theology
is not the theology of any one particular period, not even a fairly recent
one. This latter erroneous conception seems to underlie Brevard Childs’s
characterization of Louis Berkhof’s Systematic Theology as a “repristi-
nation of seventeenth century dogmatics.”!! To some, this present work
may appear to be the same. To be sure, the incorporation or repetition
of seventeenth-century statements of orthodox theology may justify a
criticism of that type. But a theology should not be assessed as being
nothing but a version of an earlier theology simply because it happens
to agree with the theology of an earlier time. Rather, the two theologies
may be differing versions of the traditional Christian position. In the
preface, we alluded to a remark by Kirsopp Lake:

It is a mistake often made by educated persons who happen to have but
little knowledge of historical theology to suppose that fundamentalism is a
new and strange form of thought. It is nothing of the kind; it is the partial
and uneducated survival of a theology which was once universally held by
all Christians. How many were there, for instance, in Christian churches in
the eighteenth century who doubted the infallible inspiration of all Scrip-
ture? A few, perhaps, but very few. No, the fundamentalist may be wrong; |
think that he is. But it is we who have departed from the tradition, not he;
and | am sorry for anyone who tries to argue with a fundamentalist on the
basis of authority. The Bible and the corpus theologicum of the Church
are on the fundamentalist side.12 [italics added]

A second lesson which we may learn from our survey of the present-
day theological scene is that a degree of eclecticism is both possible and
desirable. This is not to suggest the incorporation of ideas from a wide
variety of perspectives which presuppose mutually exclusive bases.
Rather, it is to note that today issues are generally being treated on a less
strongly ideological basis. As a result distinctive systems are not as read-
ily produced. We need to keep our doctrinal formulations flexible
enough to be able to recognize and utilize valid insights from positions
with which in general we disagree. While we are to systematize or inte-
grate the biblical data, we ought not do so from too narrow a basis.

A third lesson to be derived from the present situation is the impor-
tance of maintaining a degree of independence in one’s approach to
doing theology. When one theologian is a giant, there is a tendency to
simply adopt his treatment of a particular doctrine. There is a feeling
that there is no way that one can improve upon it. This was, for example,

1 1. Childs, Biblical Theology, p. 20.
12. Kirsopp Lake, The Religion of Yesterday and Tomorrow (Boston: Houghton, 1926),
p.61.
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the feeling that Jiirgen Moltmann had after reading Karl Barth’s Church
Dogmatics-Barth had said everything, so there was nothing left to say.!3
But when one becomes unreservedly committed to another persons
system of thought, he becomes a disciple in the worst sense of that term,
merely repeating what he has learned from the master. Creative and
critical independent thinking ceases. But the fact that there are no
undisputed superstars, or at least very few of them, should spur us to
being both critical of the teaching of anyone whom we read or hear and
willing to modify it at any point where we think we can improve upon it.

The Process of Doing Theology

We now turn to the actual task of developing a theology. There is a
sense in which theology is an art as well as a science, so that it cannot
follow a rigid structure. Yet procedures need to be spelled out. The
following steps will not necessarily be followed in this sequence, but
there must be a comparable logical order of development. The reader
will notice that in this procedure biblical theology, in both the “true” and
“pure” sense, is developed before systematic theology, so that the se-
guence is exegesis-biblical theology-systematic theology. We do not
move directly from exegesis to systematic theology.

1. Collection of the Biblical Materials

The first step in our theological method will be to gather all the
relevant biblical passages on the doctrine being investigated. This step
will also involve a thorough and consistent utilization of the very best
and most appropriate tools and methods for getting at the meaning of
these passages.

But before we can get at the meaning of the biblical passages, atten-
tion should be given to the procedures of exegesis. Sometimes there is a
tendency to assume that we are working with neutral methods. In actu-
ality, however, there are interpretative factors inherent within the
methodology itself; therefore, careful and continued scrutiny and refine-
ment of the methodology are required. We have already noted the
importance of knowing the whole philosophical framework within
which a theologian is functioning. This applies at the level of exegesis as
well; the exegete will want to make certain that the presuppositions of

13.Jirgen Moltmann, “Politics and the Practice of Hope,” Christian Century, 11
March 1970, p. 289.
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the tools and methods he is using are harmonious with his own. Exege-
sis involves, among other things, consulting grammars and dictionaries.
These will have to be carefully analyzed. An example is the massive and
prestigious Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (often referred
to simply as “Kittel”)."* Each of the contributors to this work operates
within a tradition and a context of his own. James Barr has pointed out
and Kittel himself has observed that such presuppositions underlie this
reference work.!> The theologian will insist, as part of the preexegetical
task, on investigating the presuppositions of the authors he consults, or,
at the very least, on being alert to the presence of factors that might
influence what is said. In the case of some authors, such as Rudolf
Bultmann, who has overtly indicated his philosophical biases, this is
fairly easy to do. In the case of others, it may be a much more elusive
search. Yet there should be inquiry into the intellectual biography and
pedigree of even these authors in order to sensitize the exegete to the
possible presence of presuppositions with which he might not agree.

Not only the tools but the methods of exegesis as well must be scru-
tinized. Here one must insist that the method not preclude anything
which, at least upon a surface examination, the documents seem to
assume. Since the Bible reports the occurrence of miracles, a method-
ology which virtually assumes that everything can be explained without
resorting to supernatural concepts or causes will result in an interpreta-
tion at variance with what the Bible claims has happened. This is true
not only with respect to the events reported within the Bible, but also
with respect to the very process of production of the Bible. If the
assumption is that the existence of the documents can be fully ac-
counted for simply by tracing the history of the formation of the tradi-
tion, then any possibility of direct revelation or communication from
God will be eliminated.

The opposite problem may also occur. A supranaturalistic approach
may be taken, in which the Bible is regarded as so unique that the types
of criteria and methods used to interpret and evaluate other historical
documents are excluded in interpreting and evaluating the Bible. In this
case, the Bible will be virtually taken out of the class of historical
materials. If the former approach emphasizes too strongly the human
character of the Bible, the latter would seem to assume too strongly the
divine character.

14. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard
Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1964-1976).

15. James Barr, Semantics of Biblical Language (New York: Oxford University, 1961),
pp. 206-62; Gerhard Kittel, Lexicographia Sacra, Theology Occasional Papers 7 (London:
SP.CK., 1938)—German version in Deutsche Theologie 5 (1938): 91-109.
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What is being suggested here is that the approach be one which is
open to any possibilities. Thus, it should not be assumed that the most
supernatural explanation possible must be what occurred, nor that it
cannot have occurred. Rather, the assumption should be that it may or
may nhot have happened; the objective is to determine just what did
happen. In particular, it is important to take seriously what the biblical
text claims, and to assess that claim carefully. This is what Hans-Georg
Gadamer means by grasping what is said in its distance from the inter-
preter.'¢ That is, the interpreter should simply attempt to see what was
said, what was meant by the writer or speaker, and how the ancient
message would have been understood by the readers or hearers.

It is possible simply to adopt uncritically the methodology of another,
without asking whether it is really consistent with the material being
examined or with our own perspective. If we do so, we will to a certain
extent have built in our conclusions at the very beginning. Interpretation
is in many ways like navigation. In dead reckoning, a pilot works with the
information that his ship or aircraft begins from a given point and pro-
ceeds in a certain direction at a certain speed for a certain length of
time. Even if the speed and direction of the wind and the speed of the
vessel or craft have been precisely and accurately determined, the cor-
rectness of the course will depend upon the accuracy of the compass
(or, more exactly, the accuracy of the pilot’s knowledge of the compass,
since all compasses have slight variations at different headings). If the
compass reading is merely one degree off, then after one hundred miles
of travel, the craft will be almost two miles off course. The larger the
error, the larger the departure from the intended course. Similarly, a
slight error in the presuppositions of a methodology will adversely affect
the conclusions. What we are warning against here is blind acceptance
of a particular set of presuppositions; rather, the theologian should self-
consciously scrutinize his methodology and carefully determine his
starting point.

Once the theologian has carefully defined his methodology, it will
then be important to make the broadest possible inquiry into doctrinal
content. This will include careful word study of the terms that apply to
the issue under consideration. A correct understanding of faith, for
example, will be dependent upon a careful examination of the numer-
ous uses of the word pistis in the New Testament. Lexical studies will
often be the foundation of doctrinal inquiry.

There must also be close examination of what is said about the topic
in the didactic sections of Scripture. Whereas lexical studies give us

16. Hans-Georg Gadamcr, Truth and Method (London: Sheed and Ward, 1975), PP.
270-73.
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general insight into the building blocks of meaning, the portions of
Scripture in which Paul, for example, expounds upon faith will give us a
deeper understanding of the specific meanings of the concept. Particu-
lar significance should be attached to those passages where the subject
is afforded a thorough, systematic treatment, rather than a mere inci-
dental reference.

Attention also needs to be given to the narrative passages. While these
are not so easily dealt with as the didactic passages, they often shed
special light upon the issue, not so much in defining or explaining the
concept, as in illustrating and thus illuminating it. Here we see the doc-
trinal truth in action. In some cases, the term under consideration may
not even occur in a relevant passage. For example, Genesis 22 describes
the testing of Abraham; he was asked to offer up his son Isaac as a
sacrifice to God, a burnt offering. The words faith and believe do not
appear in the passage, yet it is a powerful description of the dynamics of
faith, and the writer to the Hebrews in the famous chapter on faith
identifies Abraham’s willingness to offer up his son as an act of faith
(11:17-19).

It will be important, in studying the biblical material, to view it against
the historical and cultural background of the time. We must guard
against modernizing the Bible. The Bible must be allowed to say first
what it was saying to the readers and hearers of that time, rather than
what we think it should have said, or what we think it is saying to us.
There are a time and a place for this, but not at this step.

2. Unification of the Biblical Materials

We must next develop some unifying statements on the doctrinal
theme being investigated. Rather than having simply the theology of
Paul, Luke, or John on a particular doctrine, we must attempt to
coalesce their various emphases into a coherent whole.

This means that we are proceeding on the assumption that there are
a unity and a consistency among these several books and authors. We
will, then, emphasize the points of agreement among the Synoptic Gos-
pels and interpret the rest in that light. We will treat any apparent dis-
crepancies as differing and complementary interpretations rather than
contradictions. Even without undue or strained effort, if we expect har-
mony, we will generally find it to be greater than we would if we
expected paradox.

Note that this is the procedure ordinarily followed in other areas of
research. Usually, in investigating the writings of an author or of a
school of thought or even of diverse contributors on a given subject, the
researcher begins by trying to find a common ground. Generally he



el Studying God

at tempts to see whether the various passages can be interpreted to
reveal coherence rather than diversity and disparity. We are not here
advocating a forced interpretative approach which seeks agreement at
any cost. Rather, we are advocating that the theologian seek out the
points of harmony rather than discord.

To use a Reformation term and principle, the analogia fidei or anal-
ogy of faith should be followed in interpretation. The whole Bible must
be taken into account when we interpret Scripture. The Old Testament
and New Testament are to be approached with the expectation that a
unity between the two exists. As one student put it, “The whole Bible is
my context.” This is simply practicing biblical theology in Gabler’s “pure”
sense.

3. Analysis of the Meaning of Biblical Teachings

Once the doctrinal material has been synthesized into a coherent
whole, it is necessary to ask, “What is really meant by this?” When we
deal with theological terminology with which we are familiar, we may
consider only the connotations which these words have for us and
ignore their denotations. Take as examples references to the church as
the body of Christ and Jesus’ statement, “You must be born again” (John
3:7). Numerous other biblical terms and concepts come to mind as well.
What do they really mean? In a homogeneous group these terms may
become signals which evoke a particular reaction on the basis of a
conditioned response. Once beyond that closed circle, however, com-
munication of the meaning of these terms may be difficult. Here people
do not share the same experience. We may find ourselves hard pressed
to communicate exactly what we do mean. And difficulty making some-
thing clear to someone else may be an indication that we ourselves do
not really understand what we mean. It is very difficult to make clear to
others what is not clear to oneself.

At this point, we are still dealing with the meaning of the biblical
concepts as biblical concepts. The theologian will relentlessly press the
question, “What does this really mean?” If these biblical concepts are to
be translated into contemporary form, it is essential that their biblical
form be precisely analyzed. If not, there is bound to be even greater
imprecision at later points in the process as the ambiguity is com-
pounded. Unless we know just what it is that we wish to communicate,
the task will-perhaps without our knowledge-be greatly complicated
from the very start.

4, Examination of Historical Treatments

While the utilization of history may take place at any one of several
stages in the methodological process, this seems to be a particularly
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appropriate point. In chapter 1 we discussed some of the roles which
historical theology plays in the doing of systematic theology. (It should
be noted that we do not study the earlier formulations out of a special
regard for the authority of tradition.) A key role is to help us isolate the
essence of the doctrine under consideration (the next step in our
methodological process). We will find that some expressions of a doc-
trine which seem so self-evidently the only way to handle it are not
indeed the only option; they are just one of many possibilities. This is
also true of the interpretation of a given biblical text. At the very least,
the examination of these other possibilities should impart an element of
humility and tentativeness to our commitment to our own view. We may
also be able to detect within the many variations the common element
that constitutes the essence of the doctrine, although we must be careful
not to assume that the lowest common denominator is necessarily the
essence.

Historical theology may be of direct value for the constructing of our
own expressions of theology. By studying a period very similar to our
own, we may find models which can be adapted for modern doctrinal
formulations. Or we may find that some current expressions are but
variations upon earlier instances of the same basic view. We may then
see what the implications were, at least in terms of the historical conse-
guences. We may learn from past instances of the present formulation.

5. Identification of the Essence of the Doctrine

We will need to distinguish the permanent, unvarying content of the
doctrine from the cultural vehicle in which it is expressed. This is not a
matter of “throwing out the cultural baggage,” as some term it. It is
rather a matter of separating the message to the Corinthians as first-
century Christians living in Corinth, for example, from the message to
them as Christians. The latter will be the abiding truth of Paul’s teaching,
which in an appropriate form of expression applies to all Christians at all
times and places, as contrasted with what was pertinent in that re-
stricted situation. This is Gabler’s “pure” biblical theology.

In the Bible permanent truths are often expressed in the form of a
particular application to a specific situation. An example of this is the
matter of sacrifices. In the Old Testament, sacrifices were regarded as
the means of atonement. We will have to ask ourselves whether the
system of sacrifices (burnt offerings—Ilambs, doves, etc.) is of the essence
of the doctrine, or whether it was simply an expression, at one point, of
the abiding truth that there must be vicarious sacrifice for the sins of
humanity. This separation of permanent truth from temporary form is of
such importance that an entire chapter (chapter 5) will be devoted to it.
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6. lllumination from Sources Beyond the Bible

While the Bible is systematic theology’s major source, it is not the
only one. While the use of these other sources must be very carefully
limited, it is nonetheless a significant part of the process. Some evangeli-
cals, noting the excesses to which natural theology has gone in con-
structing a theology quite apart from the Bible, have overreacted to the
point of ignoring the general revelation. But if God has revealed himself
in two complementary and harmonious revelations, then at least in
theory something can be learned from the study of Gods creation.
General revelation will be of value when it sheds light upon the special
revelation or fills it out at certain points where it does not speak.

If, for instance, God has created man in his own image, as the Bible
teaches, what does this image of God consist of? The Bible tells us little,
but does seem to make clear that the image of God is what distinguishes
man from the rest of the creatures. (While man is described as created
“in the image of God,” the other creatures are described as being
brought forth “after their kind.*) Since the Bible and the behavioral
sciences intersect one another at this point of common interest and
concern, the behavioral sciences may be able to help us identify what is
unique about man, thus yielding at least a partial understanding of the
image of God. The data of these behavioral sciences will have to be
studied and evaluated critically, of course, to make sure that their pre-
suppositions are harmonious with those of our biblical inquiry, If the
presuppositions are harmonious, the behavioral sciences may be re-
garded as another method of getting at the truth of what God has done.

Other areas of inquiry will also be of service. If God’s creation
involves the rest of the universe, both living and inert, then the natural
sciences should help us understand what he has done. Salvation (par-
ticularly such aspects as conversion, regeneration, and sanctification)
involves man’s psychological makeup. Thus psychology, and particularly
psychology of religion, should help illuminate this divine work. If, as
we believe, God is operative within history, then the study of history
should increase our comprehension of the specific outworkings of his
providence.

We should note that historically the nonbiblical disciplines have in
fact contributed to our theological knowledge-sometimes despite the
reluctance of biblical exegetes and theologians. It was not primarily
exegetical considerations which moved theologians to observe that, of
the various possible meanings of the Hebrew word =+ (yom), “a period
of time” might, in the case of interpreting the creation account, be
preferable to the more literal and common “twenty-four-hour day.”

We need to be careful in our correlation of theology and other
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disciplines, however. While the special revelation (preserved for us in the
Bible) and the general revelation are ultimately in harmony with one
another, that harmony is apparent only as each is fully understood and
correctly interpreted. In practice, we never have a complete understand-
ing of either of these sources of God’s truth, so some friction between
the two may well be possible.

7. Contemporary Expression of the Doctrine

Once we have determined the essence of the doctrine, the next task is
to give it a contemporary expression, to clothe the timeless truth in an
appropriate form. This can be done in several ways, one of which is to
find the present form of the questions to which the specific doctrine
offers answers. This is similar to the method of correlation which Paul
Tillich developed.

Tillich characterized his theology as an apologetic or answering
theology.!” He viewed the theologian as moving back and forth between
two poles. One pole is the theological authority, the source from which
the theology is drawn. In our case, it is the Bible. This pole is necessary in
order to assure that the theology is authoritative. The other pole is what
Tillich calls the situation. By this he does not mean the specific predica-
ment of individuals or a temporary facet of this year’s headlines. (There
is room in preaching and personal evangelistic work to deal with these
matters. This may be the stuff of which best-seller Christian books are
made, but no one remembers such books a decade later.) Rather, he
means the art, music, politics of a culture, in short, the whole expression
of the mind-set or of the mood or outlook of a given society. From an
analysis of this situation it will become apparent what questions are
being asked, either explicitly or implicitly, by the culture. Such an analy-
sis, in Tillich’s judgment, is largely the role of philosophy.

In this dialogical approach (question and answer) to the doing of
theology, the authoritative pole supplies the content of theology. But the
form of expression will be determined by correlating the answers
offered by the Bible with the questions being asked by the culture. Thus,
the message is not proclaimed without regard for the situation of the
hearer. Nor is it proclaimed in the manner of an ideologue who runs
down the street, shouting, “I have an answer! | have an answer! Who has
the question?” Rather, an analysis of the situation, that is, of the ques-
tions being asked, will give a general cast, an orientation, to the message.

It is necessary to emphasize again that the questions influence only

17. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1951), val. 1,
pp. |-8.
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the form of the answer, not the content. One problem of the modernism
in the United States during the early twentieth century was that it was
too concerned with the immediate situation and could not adjust when
the situation changed. Underlying this problem was the fact that mod-
ernism tended to determine not only its form but also its content from
the situation it faced. Thus, it did not merely restate its answers; it
actually restructured them. It did not offer the permanent answer in a
new form; it gave a new answer, a different answer.

The analysis of a culture must be carefully and thoroughly done. A
superficial treatment will often be very misleading, for the apparent
situation may in fact belie the actual questions being asked. Two exam-
ples, from persons of very different perspective, may be noted. On the
one hand, Francis Schaeffer, in his analysis of mid-twentieth-century
Western culture, has observed that on the surface there seem to be a
rejection of rationality and a strong emphasis instead upon the irra-
tional, the volitional. The popular conception seems to be that meaning
is not discovered, but created by willing. This emphasis has been espe-
cially true of existentialism. But in actuality, Schaeffer says, society has a
deep need for, is asking for, a rational interpretation of reality.!® On the
other hand, Langdon Gilkey has pointed out that on the surface modern
secularism seems to present a philosophy in which man is seen as com-
pletely in control of things, and as having lost any sense of mystery or of
need of outside help. In actuality, Gilkey argues, there are within
modern secular man’s experience definite “dimensions of ultimacy” to
which the Christian message can be addressed.!®

Theologies which attempt to respond directly to the apparent mood
of the time are doomed to having their immediate popularity succeeded
quickly by a sharp decline. An example of an attempt to respond directly
to the situation is the Death of God theology, which attracted a éreat
deal of attention, if not following, in the mid-1960s. This movement
accepted the apparent secularism and attempted to build a theology
that was similarly secular. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, on the other hand, was
positively prophetic in his criticism of “cheap grace.” He realized that
attempting to respond to the mood of the time by overemphasizing
grace and decrying legalism would result in superficial religion.20

Another way of stating the thesis of this section is to say that we
should attempt to find a model that makes the doctrine intelligible in a

18. Francis Scheeffer, The God Who Is There (Downers Grove, lIl.: Inter-Varsity, 1968),
pp. 87-115.

19.Langdon Gilkey, Naming the Whirlwind: The Renewal 0f God-Language (Indian-
apolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969), pp. 247-413.

20. Dictrich Bonhoetfer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Macmillan, 1963), pp.
45-60.
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contemporary context. A model is an analogy or image used to repre-
sent and clarify the truth which is being examined or conveyed. The
search for contemporary models will constitute a major part of the
work of systematic theology (unlike biblical theology, which restricts
itself to biblical models). We are here speaking of synthetic rather than
analytical models. The latter are tools of understanding, the former tools
of expression. The synthetic model should be freely exchangeable for
other more suitable and useful models.

What we are calling for here is not to make the message acceptable to
all, particularly to those who are rooted in the secular assumptions of
the time. There is an element of the message of Jesus Christ which will
always be what Paul called a “scandal” or an offense (1 Cor. 1:23). The
gospel, for example, requires a surrender of the autonomy to which we
tend to cling so tenaciously, no matter what age we live in. The aim, then,
is not to make the message acceptable, but to make sure, as far as
possible, that the message is at least understood.

A number of themes will present themselves as fruitful for explora-
tion as we seek to formulate a contemporary expression of the message.
Although our age seems to be increasingly characterized by depersonali-
zation and detachment, there are indications that there is a real craving
for a personal dimension in life, to which the doctrine of the God who
knows and cares about each one can be profitably related. And although
there has been a type of confidence that modern technology could solve
the problems of the world, there are growing indications of an aware-
ness that the problems are much larger and more frightening than
realized and that man is the greatest problem to himself. Against this
backdrop the power and providence of God have a new pertinence. In
addition, giving a different cast to our theology may enable us to make
the world face questions which it does not want to ask, but must ask.

Today it is popular to speak of “contextualizing” the message.?!
Because the message originally was expressed in a contextualized form,
it must first be “decontextualized” (the essence of the doctrine must be
found). Then, however, it must be recontextualized in three dimensions.
The first we may refer to as length, involving the transition from a
first-century (or earlier) setting to a twentieth-century setting. We have
already made mention of this.

The second dimension is what we might refer to as breadth. At a
given time period, there are many different cultures. It has been cus-
tomary to observe the difference between East and West, and to note
that Christianity, while preserving its essence, may take on somewhat

2 1. F. Ross-Hinder, “Mission and Context: The Current Debate About Contextualiza-
tion,” Evangelical Missions Quarterly 14 (1978): 23-29.
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ditferent forms of expression in different settings. Some institutions have
disregarded this, and the result has been a ludicrous exportation of
Western customs; for example, little white chapels with spires were
sometimes built for Christian worship in the Orient. Just as church
architecture may appropriately take on a form indigenous to a given
part of the world, so also may the doctrines. We are becoming increas-
ingly aware that the most significant distinction culturally may be
between North and South, rather than between East and West, as the
Third World becomes especially prominent. This may be particularly
important to Christianity, as its rapid growth in places like Africa shifts
the balance from the traditional centers in North America and Europe.
Missions, and specifically cross-cultural studies, are keenly aware of this
dimension of the contextualization process.??

There is also the dimension of height. Theology may be dealt with on
varying levels of abstraction, complexity, and sophistication. We may
think of this as a ladder with rungs from top to bottom. On the top level
are the theological superstars. These are the outstanding thinkers who
make profoundly insightful and innovative breakthroughs in theology.
Here are found the Augustines, Calvins, Schleiermachers, and Barths. In
some cases, they do not work out all the details of the theological system
which they found, but they begin the process. Their writings are com-
pulsory reading for the large number of professional theologians who
arc one level below. While these ordinary theologians admire the super-
stars on the top level and aspire to join them, most of them will never
become part of that sclect group. On the next rung down are students in
theological schools, and persons engaged in the practice of ministry.
While they study theology with competence, that is only one part of
their commitment. Consequently, their understanding of theology is less
thorough and penetrating than that of those who devote full time to its
study.

On lower rungs of the ladder are lay persons-those who have never
studied theology in a formal setting. Here several levels of theological
literacy will be found. Various factors determine where each lay person
stands on the ladder-the amount of background in biblical study (as in
church and/or Sunday school), chronological age or maturity, the
number of years of formal education. True contextualization of the
message means that it will be capable of being expressed at each of

22. For cxample, the modern missionary takes the particular culture into considera-
tionwhen he decides which of the many complementary motifs of the Christian doctrine
ol theatonement he will stress. Inan African culture where sin is viewed as oppressive,
enslaving darkness, it might be wise 1o emphasize the power of God to overcome evil
(whatGustaf Aulen has called the “classical view” of the atonement) as a beginning point
lcading to the other moatifs itt the doctrine.
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these levels. Most persons in ministry will be called upon to interpret the
message at a level about one step below where they are personally; they
should also try to study some theology at least one step above their
position in order to remain intellectually alive and growing.

8. Development of a Central Interpretive Motif

Each theologian must decide on a particular theme which, for him, is
the most significant and helpful in approaching theology as a whole.
Considerable differences will be found among leading thinkers in terms
of the basic idea that characterizes their approach to theology. For
example, many see Luther’s theology as centering on salvation by grace
through faith. Calvin seemed to make the sovereignty of God basic to his
theology. Karl Barth emphasized the Word of God, by which he meant
the living Word, Jesus Christ; as a result some have characterized his
theology as Christomonism. Paul Tillich made much of the ground of
being. Nels Ferré and the Lundensian school of such Swedish thinkers
as Anders Nygren and Gustaf Aulen made the love of God central. Oscar
Cullmann stressed the “already but not yet.”

There is need for each theologian to formulate such a central motif. It
will lend unity to his system, and thus power to his communication of it.
I was once taught in an introductory speech course that just as a basket
has a handle by which it can be picked up, so a speech should have a
central proposition or thesis by which the whole can be grasped, and in
terms of which the whole can be understood. The metaphor applies
equally to theology. There is also the fact that a central motif in one’s
theology will give a basic emphasis or thrust to his ministry.

One might think of the central motif as a perspective from which the
data of theology are viewed. The perspective does not affect what the
data are, but it does give a particular angle or cast to the way in which
they are viewed. Just as standing at a particular elevation or location
often enables us to perceive a landscape more accurately, so a useful
integrative motif will give us a more accurate understanding of theo-
logical data.

It could be argued that any theology which has coherence has an
integrating motif. It could also be argued that sometimes there may be
more than one motif and these may even be somewhat contradictory in
nature. What is being pled for here is conscious and competent choice
and use of an integrating motif.

Care must be exercised lest this become a hindering, rather than a
facilitating, factor. Our central motif must never determine our interpre-
tation of passages where it is not relevant. This would be a case of
eisegesis rather than exegesis. Even if we hold that “already but not yet”
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is the key to understanding Christian doctrine, we should not expect that
every passage of Scripture is to be understood as eschatological, and
find eschatology “behind every bush” in the New Testament. Neverthe-
less, the potential abuse of a central interpretive motif should not deter
us from making a legitimate application of it.

The integrative motif may have to be adjusted as a part of the con-
textualization of one’s theology. It may well be that at a different time or
in a different cultural or geographical setting one’s theology should be
organized on a somewhat different fulcrum. This is true where a major
element in the milieu calls for a different orientation. For example, one
structures one’s theology somewhat differently in an antinomian than in
a legalistic atmosphere.

By basing our central motif upon the broadest possible range of
biblical materials rather than upon selected passages, we can make sure
the motif will not distort our theology. The result may be a somewhat
broad and general motif, but we will be assured it is truly comprehen-
sive. Another important guideline is to keep the motif constantly subject
to revision. This is not to say that one will frequently exchange one motif
for another, but that the motif will be expanded, narrowed, refined, or
even replaced if necessary, to accommodate the full set of data it is
intended to cover.

The central motif around which theology will be developed in this
writing is the rmuagnificence of God. By this is meant the greatness of
God in terms of his power, knowledge, and other traditional “natural
attributes,” as well as the cxcellence and splendor of his moral nature.
Theology as well as life nceds to be centered upon the great living God,
rather than upon man the creature. Because God is the Alpha and
Omega, the beginning and the end, it is appropriate that our theology be
constructed with his greatness and goodness as the primary reference
point. A fresh vision of the magnificence of the Lord of all is the source
of the vitality that should pervade the Christian life. (Magnificence here
is to be understood as encompassing what has traditionally been asso-
ciated with the expression “the glory of God,” but without the connota-
tion of self-centeredness sometimes carried by that expression.)

9. Stratification of the Topics

The final step in the theological method is to range the topics on the
basis of their relative importance. This is, in effect, to say that we need to
outline our theology, assigning a Roman numeral to major topics, a
capital lctter to subtopics, an Arabic numeral to topics subordinate to
the subtopics, and so on. Weneed to know what the major issues are.
And weneed to know what can betreated as subtopics, that is, which
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issues, while important, are not quite so crucial and indispensable as are
the major divisions. For example, eschatology is a major area of doc-
trinal investigation. Within that area, the second coming is a major
belief. Rather less crucial (and considerably less clearly taught in Scrip-
ture) is the issue of whether the church will be removed from the world
before or after the great tribulation. Ranging these topics on the basis of
their magnitude should help spare us from expending major amounts of
time and energy on something which is of secondary (or even tertiary)
importance.

Once this is done, there will also need to be some evaluation even of
the topics which are on the same level of the outline. While they have
equal status, there are some which are more basic than others. For
example, the doctrine of Scripture affects all other doctrines, since they
are derived from the Scripture. Further, the doctrine of God deserves
special attention because it tends to form the framework within which
all the other doctrines are developed. A modification here will make a
considerable difference in the formulation of the other doctrines.

Finally, we need to note that at a particular time one doctrine may
need more attention than another. Thus, while we would not want to
assert that one doctrine is superior to another in some absolute sense,
we may conclude that at this point in time one of them is of greater
significance to the total theological and even ecclesiastical enterprise,
and therefore deserves greater attention.

Degrees of Authority of Theological Statements

Our theology will consist of various types of theological statements
which can be classified on the basis of their derivation. It is important to
attribute to each type of statement an appropriate degree of authority.

1. Direct statements of Scripture are to be accorded the greatest
weight. To the degree that they accurately represent what the Bible
teaches, they have the status of a direct word from God. Great care must
of course be exercised to make certain that we are dealing here with the
teaching of Scripture, and not an interpretation imposed upon it.

2. Direct implications of Scripture must also be given high priority.
They are to be regarded as slightly less authoritative than direct state-
ments, however, because the introduction of an additional step (logical
inference) carries with it the possibility of interpretational error.

3. Probable implications of Scripture, that is, inferences that are
drawn in cases where one of the assumptions or premises is only proba-
ble, are somewhat less authoritative than direct implications. While
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deserving respect, such statements should be held with a certain amount
of tentativeness.

4. Inductive conclusions from Scripture vary in their degree of
authority. Inductive investigation, of course, gives only probabilities. The
certainty of its conclusions increases as the proportion between the
number of references actually considered and the total number of per-
tinent references which could conceivably be considered increases.

5. Conclusions inferred from the general revelation, which is less par-
ticularized and less explicit than the special revelation, must, accord-
ingly, always be subject to the clearer and more explicit statements of
the Bible.

6. Outright speculations, which frequently include hypotheses based
upon a single statement or hint in Scripture, or derived from somewhat
obscure or unclear parts of the Bible, may also be stated and utilized by
the theologians. There is no harm in this as long as the theologian is
aware and warns the reader or hearer of what he is doing. A serious
problem enters if these speculations are presented with the same degree
of authoritativeness attributed to statements of the first category listed
above.

The theologian will want to employ all of the legitimate material
available, giving it in each case neither more nor less credence than is
appropriate in view of the nature of its sources.

Theology and Critical Study of the Bible

Form Criticism
Background
A Xioms
Values of Form Criticism
Criticism of Form Criticism
Redaction Criticism
Development and Nature of the Discipline
Criticisms of Redaction Criticism
Values of Redaction Criticism

Guidelines for Evaluating Critical Methods

O f many factors which have marked the transition from the
premodern to the modern period in theology, perhaps the most signifi-
cant has been the adoption of critical methodology in the study of the
Bible. For long periods of time, the task of the exegete was thought of as
merely explicating the plain sense of the Bible. The various books of the
Bible were assumed to have been written by the persons to whom they
were traditionally attributed, and at the dates usually ascribed to them.
Most Christians believed that the Bible described events as they had
actually occurred. It was thought that a chronology of the Bible could
be developed, and indeed this was done by Archbishop James Ussher,
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who dated creation at 4004 s.c. Harmonies of the Gospels were formu-
lated, purporting to give something of a biography of Jesus.

Gradually the approach to the study of the Bible changed, however.1
The discipline of historiography was developing new methodologies.
One of these was historical criticism, which, among other things, at-
tempts to ascertain the genuineness or spuriousness of certain docu-
ments. This method was used as early as the time of Laurentius Valla,
who in 1440 demonstrated the correctness of Nicholas of Cusa’s conten-
tion that the “Donation of Constantine” was not authentic. This docu-
ment purported to be from Constantine the Great to Pope Sylvester |,
and had been used by the Roman Catholic Church to support its claims
totemporal lordship over central Italy. But the critical study by Valla,
Reginald Pecock independently in 1450, and many others thereafter,
established the spuriousness of the document.

If this method could be used successfully to ascertain the genuine-
ness or spuriousness of the “Donation of Constantine,” it seemed reason-
able to some to assume that it could also be applied to the books of the
Bible. Did Moses actually write the five books traditionally credited to

1. For general introductions to the various types of criticism, the reader is referred to
the Guides to Biblical Scholarship series published by Fortress Press (Philadelphia):
Norman C. Habel, Literarv Criticism of the Old Testament (1971); Gene M. Tucker, Form
Criticisin of the Old Testament (1971); Walter E. Rast, Tradition History and the Old
lestarnent (1972); Raph W. Klein, Textual Criticism of the Old Testament (1974); Edgar
Krentz, The Historical-Critical Method (1975); J. Maxwell Miller, The Old Testament and
the Historian (1976); William A. Beardslee, Literary Criticism of the New Testament (1970);
Edgar V. McKnight, What Is Form Criticism? (1969); Norman Perrin, What 1Is Redaction
Criticism.? (1969); William G. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity (1973); Daniel Patte,
Whut Is Structural Exegesis? (1976).

General introductions to the Old Testament from a conservative perspective are
Gleason L. Archer, J., A Survev of Old Testarnent Introduction (Chicago: Moody, 1964),
and Roland K. Harrison, [ntroduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1969). A conservative reaction to the documentary anaysis of the Pentateuch is found in
Oswald T. Allis, The Five Books of Moses (Philadelphia Presbyterian and Reformed, 1949).
The weaknesses of pentateuchal criticism are discussed from a secular viewpoint in
Walter Kaufmann, Critique of Religion und Philosophy (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1961), pp. 377-96. An overview of the historicity of the Old Testament and the use of
critical methods is provided by Gordon Wenham, “History and the Old Testament,” in
History, Criticism and Faith, cd. Colin Brown (Downers Grove, Ill.; Inter-Varsity, 1976), pp.
13-75. For a discussion of sources underlying Old Testament books, see Cyrus Gordon,
“Higher Critics and Forbidden Fruit,” Christianity Today, 23 November 1959, pp. 3-6.

For conservative treatments of New Testament criticism see George E. Ladd, The New
lestament und Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), and Everett Harrison, [ntro-
duction to the New Testarnent (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1964). Discussions of the his-
toricity oft the New Testament may befound in two chapters in History, Criticism and
Fuith, ed. Colin Brown: F.F Brucce, "Mvth and History,” pp. 79-100, and R. T. France, “The
Authenticity Of the Sayings of Jesus,” pp. 101-43,

Theology and Critical Study of the Bible 83

him? Did events actually occur as described there? Historical criticism
was applied to the Pentateuch, and by the middle of the nineteenth
century the “documentary hypothesis” was quite fully developed. It
included the following tenets:

1. The Pentateuch is a compilation of several different documents.

These are referred to as J, E, D, and P. Proofs of the multiple

sources include the use of various divine names, the presence of

doublets (repeated or overlapping accounts), and secondary varia-
tions in vocabulary and style.

The Pentateuch was composed well after the time of Moses.

. The historical accounts are in many cases inaccurate. Some por-

tions are, in fact, clearly fictional and legendary.

4. According to some forms of the theory, later passages of the Penta-
teuch can be distinguished from earlier parts on the basis of an
evolutionary development of religion which is believed to have
taken place.

w N

If this hypothesis were in any sense true, the Bible could not simply be
taken at face value and indiscriminately quoted from as being depend-
able. It would rather be necessary to sift through the Bible to determine
what is genuine and what is not. From these early beginnings, critical
study of the Bible has become a highly developed procedure, involving
even the use of computers. It is possible today to distinguish several
types of criticism;

1. Textual criticism (which in the past was sometimes referred to as
lower criticism) is the attempt to determine the original text of the bibli-
cal books. This is done by comparing the various extant manuscripts.
Conservatives have often taken the lead in this endeavor.

2. Literary-source criticism is the effort to determine the various liter-
ary sources upon which books of the Bible are based or from which
they derive.

3. Form criticism is the endeavor to get behind the written sources of
the Bible to the period of oral tradition, and to isolate the oral forms that
went into the written sources. Insofar as this attempts to trace the his-
tory of the tradition, it is known as tradition criticism.

4. Redaction criticism is a study of the activitybf the biblical authors
in shaping, modifying, or even creating material for the final product
which they wrote.

5. Historical criticism in a sense employs all of the above and, in
addition, draws upon the data of archaeology and of secular historical
sources. It has as its aim the determination of the authorship and date of
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the biblical books, and the establishment and interpretation of what
actually occurred historically.

6. Comparative-religions criticism assumes that all religions follow
certain common patterns of development. It explains the history of the
Judeo-Christian faith in terms of these patterns. A common assumption
in this endeavor is that religions develop from polytheism to monotheism.

7. Structural criticism attempts to investigate the relationship between
the surface structure of the writing and the deeper implicit structures
that belong to literature as such. These implicit structures are the
formal literary possibilities with which the author must work.

The view of faith and reason espoused in this text will not permit the
guestion of the relationship between the contents of the Bible and his-
torical reality to be ignored or settled by presumption. We must, then,
make some use of the critical methods. Yet there have sometimes been
quite violent disagreements over the use of these methods. Those who
unqualifiedly accept and employ them may consider those who do not
to be naive. The latter, however, often see the critics as destructive and in
some cases as not believing the Bible. The stance adopted on this matter,
and the assumptions that go into one’s methodology, will have a far-
reaching effect upon the theological conclusions. It will therefore be
necessary to look closely and critically at biblical criticism itself.

The large number and complexity of critical methodologies ‘prevent
more than a selective examination of some of the issues. We have
chosen to limit ourselves to the New Testament, and particularly the
Gospels, and to two types of criticism, form and redaction, since an
adequate examination of all types of criticism of both Testaments would
require several volumes. It is hoped that this chapter will at least illus-
trate the stance of some conservative biblical scholars and theologians
in relation to modern critical methodology. And while it will not be
possible within the pages of a treatise of this size to share the process of
exegesis of each text cited, this brief chapter may serve to illustrate the
type of biblical study which lies behind our citation of those texts.

Form Criticism

Form criticism was in many ways a logical outgrowth of source criti-
cism, as biblical scholars sought to get behind the written sources to
determine the growth of the tradition in the preliterary or oral period.
While the early concentration was on the Synoptic Gospels, it has been
extended to other portions of the New Testament, and to the Old Testa-
mentas well.
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Background

By the year 1900, source critics had reached something of a consen-
sus regarding the Gospels. The earlier traditional belief that Matthew
was the earliest Gospel had been supplanted by belief in the chronologi-
cal priority of Mark. Mark was believed to have been written first, and
Matthew and Luke were thought to have depended in their writing upon
Mark and another source referred to as “Q” (from the German word
Quelle, meaning source). This was believed to have been made up, to a
large extent, of the sayings of Jesus. In addition, Matthew and Luke were
each thought to have relied upon an independent source, initially
referred to as “special Matthew” and “special Luke.” These independent
sources supposedly contained the material unique to the particular
Gospel in question. Special Luke, for example, was regarded as the
source of the parables of the good Samaritan and the prodigal son.

There was a growing conviction, however, that behind these written
documents were oral traditions. Form criticism represented an attempt
to get at these oral forms and trace the history of their development.
Thus, this methodology has been called Forrngeschichte or “form-
history.“* The underlying assumption was that knowledge gained from
studying the patterns of various forms in other literatures could be
applied to the Gospel accounts. Observation of the laws of development
followed by the oral forms in other cultures could help lead to an under-
standing of the development of the forms lying behind the Bible.

Axioms

1. The stories and sayings of Jesus were first circulated in small inde-
pendent units.?> When one looks carefully, the chronological and geo-
graphical transitions between many of the stories in the Gospels are
seen to be vague. These vague transitions are believed to be the work of
an editor trying to fit the stories together in some sort of coherent form.
They are particularly noticeable and abrupt in Mark, especially his
heavy use of the word ed6éws (“immediately”). Matthew and Luke have
done somewhat more skillful editing, thus obscuring the type of loose
transitions which are so apparent in Mark.

It is also to be noted that the Gospels present some of the same
incidents in different settings. This bears out the view that the evangel-
ists had stories before them “like a heap of unstrung pearls.” Mark took

2. Basil Redlich, Form Criticism /zs Value and Limitations (London: Duckworth,
1939), p. 9.
3. Edgar V.McKnight, What Is Form Criticism? (Philadelphia. Fortress, 1969), p. 18.
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this heap of pearls and strung them together in a way which seemed to
him to make good sense.

2. These self-contained units or elements of material found in the
Gospels can be classified according to their literary forms.4 This tenet is
based upon the observation that the oral traditions and literary works of
primitive cultures follow comparatively fixed patterns and occur in a
few definite styles. First there are the sayings, which include a variety of
subtypes: parables, proverbs of the sort found in wisdom literature (such
as Jewish, Greek, or Egyptian), prophetic and apocalyptic utterances,
legal prescriptions (including community rules), and “I” words (e.g., “I
came not to destroy the law, but to fulfil it””). And then there are the
stories, which also include several subtypes. (a) “Apothegm stories”
(which Martin Dibelius called “paradigm stories”) provide a historical
setting for a saying or pronouncement of Jesus. (b) Miracle stories are
characteristically made up of a description of the historical situation,
including the words Jesus spoke at the time, and a brief remark about
the effect of the miracle. (c) Legends resemble the tales or fragments of
tales concerning saints or holy men in both Christian and non-Christian
traditions. A biographical interest is dominant. An example is the story
of the cock’s crowing after Peter’s denial of Jesus. (d) Myths are literary
devices used to convey a supernatural or transcendent truth in earthly
form. They are not easily distinguishable from legends. They usually
present the words or works of a divine being.5

3. Once classified, the various units of Gospel material can be strati-
fied. That is to say, they can be ranged in terms of their relative ages.6
From this, the historical value of various types of Gospel units can be
determined. The earlier the material, the more historically reliable or
authentic it is.

The assumption is that the process by which the church handed
down the Gospel materials followed the same rules of development
which govern the transmission of other oral materials, including popu-
lar folk tales. If we know the general processes and patterns that oral
traditions follow, it will be possible to ascertain at what stage a certain
element is likely to have entered. This is particularly true if we know at
what time specific influences were present in the community preserving
and transmitting the tradition. In such circumstances it is relatively easy
to identify the earlier, purer “strata of tradition.”

A comic strip appearing in a college newspaper began with one stu-
dent telling another, “The president is wearing a red tie today.” In the

4.1bid., p. 20.
5. Ibid., pp. 21-23.
6. Redlich, Form Criticism, pp. 73-77.

Theology and Critical Study of the Bible 87

next frame the second student told a third student, “The president has
red ties.” This student told a fourth student, “Honest, Prexy is tied in with
the Reds.” Finally this student exclaimed to an amazed ffth student,
“The president is an out-and-out Communist!”” If one had only the
second and the fourth frames, but not the rest of the story, he could
determine which had come first, and probably could reconstruct the
first and third frames with a reasonable degree of accuracy. And just
like this rumor, oral traditions follow definite patterns of development.

Several conclusions emerge with respect to the Gospel materials. For
example, the explanations of the parables do not belong with the para-
bles; the moralizing conclusions often provided are secondary addi-
tions.” The parables themselves are likelier to go back to Jesus’ own
sayings than are the explanations and moralizing applications which
probably represent the work of the church serving as interpreter.8 The
miracles can often be stratified as well. Some miracles are typically
“Jewish” (healings and exorcisms); these accounts are presumed to have
arisen during the earlier period, when the church was almost exclusively
under Jewish influence. Others are “Hellenistic.” The so-called nature
miracles, such as the stilling of the waters and the cursing of the fig tree,
reflect a Hellenistic interest. They therefore must have entered the tradi-
tion at a later period when there were Greek influences upon the
church. Since the tradition of the healing miracles arose earlier, they are
likelier to be authentic than are the nature miracles.

4. The setting in life (Sitz im Leben) of the early church can be deter-
mined.® A careful study of the Gospels will reveal to us the problems
faced by the early church, for the form of the tradition was affected by
these problems. Specific words of Jesus were preserved in order to deal
with the needs of the church. In some cases sayings may even have been
created and attributed to him for this purpose. What we have therefore
in the Gospels is not so much what Jesus said and did, as what the
church preached about him (the kerygma). Why did the church pro-
claim what it did at this point? To meet the present situation. Even today,
by examining the manuscripts of sermons, including the way Jesus’
teachings are interpreted, we can often detect what situations’and prob-
lems the pastor of a local church was dealing with at a given time in his
ministry. The same is true of the early church. It preached what met the
need. This is not a matter merely of the form, however, but of the

7. Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (New York: Harper and
Row, 1963), p. 240.

8. Rudolf Bultmann, “The Study of the Synoptic Gospels,” in Rudolf Bultmann and
Karl Kundsin, Form Criticism Two Essays on New Testament Research (New York:
Harper, 1941), pp. 46ff.

9. Bultmann, History of the Synoptic Tradition, p. 4.
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content as well, according to the form critic. The church did not merely
select the message; it created the message in order to serve the needs of
its existential Sitz im Leben.

The results of form criticism have varied. Some critics, such as Rudolf
Bultmann, are very skeptical about the possibility of knowing what
really transpired in the life and ministry of Jesus. Bultmann wrote on
one occasion, “One may admit that for no single word of Jesus is it
possible to produce positive evidence of its authenticity.” This, however,
says Bultmann, is not total skepticism: “One may point to a whole series
of words found in the oldest stratum of tradition which do give us a
consistent representation of the historical message of Jesus.”10

Others reach much more positive conclusions regarding the historic-
ity of the Gospel accounts; and since the 1950s there has even been a
new search for the historical Jesus which takes into account the insights
and conclusions of form criticism. A difficulty which has emerged, how-
ever, is that if one accepts the methodology of form criticism, he cannot
simply utilize the materials of the Gospels as if the presence of a saying
or an account there establishes that this is indeed what was said or
done. In the view of a large number of form critics, the sayings of Jesus
may well be authentic, but there is a grave question about the frame-
work of the narrative. All information about the original situation in
which many of the sayings were uttered had been lost. Since these could
not simply be left dangling, a skeleton for the sayings was created.11
Further; it appears that what has been written about Jesus was not from
the standpoint of detached observers, but from the position of faith. The
authors of the Gospels were committed to Christ, and thus wrote from
the perspective of faith and of a desire to influence others to faith in this
same Jesus.'? If the position of most form critics is correct, the Gospels
should be seen as more like sales or promotional literature put out by a
manufacturer or merchandiser, and less like the carefully controlled
research bulletins issuing from an independent scientific laboratory. The
guestion, of course, will be to what extent these materials actually are
reliable, and, accompanying and logically preceding that question, to
what extent the method being used to determine their reliability is itself
reliable and objective.

Values of Form Criticism

We need to note the positive contributions of form criticism. Some of
these have been ignored at times. Partly this was a reaction to the

10.Bultmann, “Study of the Svnoptic Gospels,” p. 61.
11. Ibid., p. 43.
12. Martin Dibelius, Fror Tradition to Gospel (New York: Scribner, 1935), p. 31.
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findings of some early practitioners of form criticism, which were
rather extreme denials of the historicity of the Gospels. These early
critics were also somewhat extravagant in their estimation of the utility
of their method, regarding it as giving conclusive or definitive results.
Consequently, a reaction took place on the basis of both the content of
the conclusions and the degree of dogmatism with which these results
were held. Some of the early reactions to form criticism were similarly
extreme, regarding it as a totally negative and ephemeral method. Some
of this reaction was due to the association of form criticism with a
particular school of theology. In theory at least, form criticism can be
employed by persons holding various theologies. But because of the
visibility given to Rudolf Bultmann’s alignment of form-critical method-
ology with the demythologization which he practiced, the two came to
be regarded as synonymous or at least as inseparable in many people’s
minds, and the objections to the latter came to be attached to the
former. In spite of this, however, we must discuss a number of benefits
which have emerged from the use of the methodology.

1. Form criticism has pointed out the vital connection between, on
one hand, the incorporation of Jesus’ deeds and words into the Gospel
accounts and, on the other, the faith and life of his followers.‘3 Perhaps
the clearest statement of this was made by John: “These [things] are
written that you may believe” (John 20:31). This was not a neutral
observer writing merely to fulfil a scholarly concern for information and
desiring to convey that information to others. The Gospel of John was
written by a man who was convinced of the value of the one in whom
he had come to trust, and who wanted others to do the same. It was not
sufficient merely to know what Jesus had done and said, or even to
believe that he had done and said these things, or that what he had said
was true, and what he had done was worthy of note. It was more impor-
tant to obey the words of Jesus.

It is also apparent that the Gospel writers were not concerned to dwell
upon any aspects of Jesus which were not of significance for faith. For
example, we are told nothing about the bodily build of Jesus (although,
of course, we would assume that he was of an ideal weight!). We know
nothing of the color of his eyes or hair, although we may make some
surmises on the basis of his nationality. We are told nothing about the
qguality of his voice, its pitch, whether he spoke slowly or rapidly, or
anything of that type. We are not informed regarding the gestures which
he made when teaching or preaching. The reason for this is that these
details have nothing to do with the purposes for which the Gospels were
written. One’s faith is unaffected by whether the message was delivered

13. Ladd, New Testament and Criticism, p. 153.
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rapidly or slowly. It is the content, the ideas taught, that is important, not
how it was delivered.

It is obvious that a selection was made out of everything which Jesus
said and did. John makes this fact very clear (John 21:25). The selection
that John made reflected the announced purpose of his writing: that
those who hear and read might come to faith. Matters of merely bio-
graphical curiosity were omitted. That is why it would be difficult to
write a feature article about Jesus. Human-interest items usually are not
found in the books of the Bible.

2. The form critics have pointed out that the Gospels are products of
the group of believers. While this might seem to be a disadvantage, and
to lead to skepticism, the opposite is actually the case.!* If the Gospels
had been written by solitary individuals, there might be the sort of
private interpretation that so often enters when one lives alone and
never has opportunity to share his ideas with others and get their reac-
tion. Out of such situations frequently issue very limited or even dis-
torted understandings. But because the tradition was the possession of
the church, the Gospels reflect the sort of well-balanced judgment that
is possible when one’s ideas are subjected to the scrutiny of others.
Personal biases are balanced by the recollection and interpretation of
the group as a whole.

3. Form criticism points out that we are able to learn a considerable
amount about the early church and the situations it was facing from the
material the Gospel writers chose to include and the material they chose
to emphasize.'> Obviously a great deal more could have been included.
Some criteria were employed, and certainly the Holy Spirit inspired the
recording of matters which he knew would be of importance to the
church throughout its history, or at least at later times. Nonetheless,
because the revelation did come in what we will later describe as
anthropic form, it related particularly to situations which the church
was then facing. Consequently, to some extent the history of the early
church is illuminated by what is included in the Gospels.

4. Form criticism, when its presuppositions are not contrary to the
perspectives and positions of the biblical authors, is able to help confirm
some of the basic assertions of Scripture. Here the matter of presuppo-
sitions again becomes of crucial importance. At one point in the devel-
opment of the method, form critics believed that when the earlier strata
of tradition were identified, what would emerge would be a rather non-
supernatural Jesus, the type of person that Adolf von Harnack believed

14. James Price, Interpreting the New Testament (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Win-
ston, 1961), p. 159.
15.Redlich, Form Criticism, p. 79.
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he had found, a Jesus who called people to believe with him, not in him,
whose message was primarily about the Father, not about himself. This
has proven to be an illusory expectation, however. For at what are
judged to be the earlier strata of the tradition, we do not find this kind of
Jesus emerging.!® There has therefore tended to be confirmation of the
supernaturalness of Jesus. Other aspects suggested by the sayings and
stories have also been shown on the criteria of the form critic to be
authentic.

Criticism of Form Criticism

Yet there are a number of points at which caution must be exercised,
points relating to both the presuppositions and the application of form
criticism. It will be apparent that there are limitations upon the effective
use of this particular method. We must strive to achieve a balance
between an uncritical use of critical methodology and simply discarding
the method because of its excesses.

1. There seems to be an implicit assumption that the early Christians,
or those who preserved the traditions and reduced them to writing,
were really not too interested in history. It should be noted, however,
that, on the contrary, these were people to whom historical events were
very important.'” The kerygma itself indicates the importance of various
events. The crucifixion and resurrection, for example, were very signifi-
cant in the preaching of Peter (Acts 2:22-36) and the writing of Paul
(1 Cor. 15).

Further, the early Christians came from a background in which the
idea of God’s working in history was very important. The Passover, for
instance, was regarded as highly significant because at that time God
had specially intervened in history. The law was also regarded as signifi-
cant because in it God had actually spoken and revealed his will at
definite points in history. The early Christians believed that all of this was
part of God’s great redemptive working in history and that the events
occurring in their own time were a continuation and completion.

Stephen Neill has raised the question of why the first-generation
church should have been so disinterested in the actions of Jesus and the
historical context in which his teachings were set.!® Why should there
have been such a greater concern with the words than with the works?
And why, by comparison, should the second-generation believers then

16. Ladd, New Testament and Criticism, p. 158.

17. Clark Pinnock, “The Case Againgt Form Criticism,” Christianity Today, 16 July
1965, p. 12.

18. Stephen Neill, The Interpretation of the New Testament, /86/-/961 (New York:
Oxford University, 1964). p. 258.



v2 Studying God
have had such a strong interest in historical events? A possible explana-
tion is that the number of eyewitnesses was beginning to thin. But is it
not likely that these eyewitnesses would have passed on information
about the setting or framework along with the sayings?

2. There is an assumption in form criticism that the Gospel writers
were not persons of historical ability and dependability. But is this
assumption valid? The form critic gives the impression that the histori-
cal references were created for the occasion, to give a skeleton on which
to hang, or into which to insert, the sayings of Jesus. There are several
problems with this, however. First, it seems to assume that data about
the occurrences were not available. This, however, fails to take account
of the eyewitnesses who helped form and preserve the tradition.!® We
also should note that these were men who would place a high value on
veracity. James Price observes that in their background tradition was
very important. Beyond that, he points out that being Jewish, they were
possessed of a conservative mentality. They were prudent and cautious
as to what they believed. They simply should not be compared with the
naively credulous storytellers of many primitive societies. Nor should
the tenacity of the Oriental memory be forgotten. Moreover, in view of
what these men proved themselves willing to do and suffer for the sake
of what they proclaimed as true, the possibility of intentional falsifica-
tion is not a tenable suggestion.20

In all of this we are, of course, dealing with oral transmission of the
tradition. Robert Grant has pointed out that we must look at Frederic
Bartlett’s classification of two types of oral transmission.2! On the one
hand, there is “repeated reproduction”-someone reiterates what he
himself has seen or heard. Presumably this is what took place in the
early church. There also is “serial remembering”-a tradition is passed
on in a chain from one person to another. It is primarily the former that
we find in the New Testament. This type of oral transmission tends to be
more accurate than the latter.

Each retelling of a story cements it the more firmly in the memory of
the teller, particularly if he is highly dedicated to the task. To this day,
there are storytellers in nonliterate societies who can recite from
memory for several days at a time.22 Thus, even though there may have

19. Vincent Taylor, The Formation of the Gospel Tradition (London: Macmillan, 1933),
p. 41.

20. Price, Interpreting the New Testament, p. 160.

21. Robert M. Grant, A Historical Introduction 10 the New Testament (New Y ork:
Harper and Row, 1963), p. 301; Frederic C. Bartlett, Rermembering: A Study in Experimen-
tal and Social Psychology (New York: Oxford University, 1932), p. 176.

22. For data from anthropology regarding the memory capacities of storytellers, see
Ruth Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa (London: Clarendon, 1970), pp. 106, 201-02;
African Folklore, ed. Richard Dorson (Bloomington: Indiana University, 1972).
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been a fair amount of prior oral transmission, it is quite possible that we
have substantially accurate accounts in the Gospels. And even if we are
dealing with the serial-remembering variety of oral transmission, eye-
witnesses were still presumably present to serve as checks upon the
accuracy of the Gospels. Some form critics have failed to take account
of the relatively short time elapsing between the events and the writing.
In some cases, as little as twenty years (or even less, if one accepts the
theory that the Epistle to the Galatians was written to the churches of
provincial rather than geographical Galatia) is involved.

3. The effort to stratify the forms tends to break down. The entire
system depends upon this step, yet there are some forms which defy
such analysis, and at other points considerable artificiality enters the
endeavor.23 The classification of some items as Judaic and therefore
early, and others as Hellenistic and therefore late, seems to assume that
a similarity of style indicates a common origin. But is this not somewhat
subjective? One author may write in rather different style in different
situations, or in dealing with different topics. Another aspect of this
problem is the tendency to assume a rather radical dissimilarity between
the Jewish and Hellenistic mentalities; some critics even speak of a radi-
cal distortion of the tradition in the Hellenistic church. Yet one finds a
prevailing Semitic character throughout the Synoptic tradition.

There are some assumptions operative within form criticism which
bear further examination, such as the assumption that the miracle
stories are largely late additions, and that explicit Christology arose first
in the church rather than in the teaching of Christ. Although these
assumptions may be correct, they have not yet been sufficiently justified
to warrant the extent to which they govern the method.

4. The Sitz im Leben is regarded as the explanation for the inclusion
or even creation of many items. (At times the crucial distinction between
including a story which has been remembered and creating one is over-
looked.) But when we compare the Gospels with what we know to have
been the Sitz im Leben of the church at certain points in its early period,
we come up with some strange findings. On the one hand, some matters
that we would expect to find Jesus addressing are not present. For
example, it would not be surprising to find echoes of issues Paul dealt
with in his ministry, such as speaking in tongues, circumcision, Jewish-
Gentile relationships, or food offered to idols. Certainly it would have
been helpful to the church to have had some word from Jesus on these
topics, yet the Gospel accounts are strangely silent. Conversely, some
matters are present which we would not expect the church to have

23. Price, Interpreting the New Testament, p. 161.
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included. Inaperiod in which the apostolic authority was being estab-
lished, one would not expect to find references which cast the leaders of
the early church in an unfavorable light. Yet incidents are recounted
here which tend to compromise the status of some of these leaders. For
instance, Mark 8:32-33 records Jesus’ rebuke of Peter, “Get behind me,
Satan! For you are not on the side of God, but of men.” In Mark 9:19 the
disciples’ lack of faith and consequent lack of power are recorded. In
Mark 9:34, their debate as to which of them was the greatest is reported.
In Mark 14:26-72 the inability of the disciples to watch and pray is
featured, followed by Peter’s cowardly denial. These are not the types of
accounts one would expect to find if the Sitz im Leben were the prime
determinant of inclusion.?* The other possibility is that what was in-
cluded and what omitted were determined not by the Sitz im Leben, but
by the concern of the writers and of the transmitters of the tradition for
a reliable and historically accurate account.

5. Form criticism apparently regards uniqueness as the criterion of
authenticity. A saying cannot be considered to be an authentic word of
Jesus if there are parallels in the rabbinical records or the life of the
early church. Bultmann would even deny authenticity if there are paral-
lels within Gnosticism or Hellenism. On this basis, nothing Jesus might
have said would be admitted as authentic unless it is unique or without
parallels. But as EF. Bruce points out, this is a standard of authenticity
which “would not be countenanced by historical critics working in other
helds.”23

6. Form criticism seems to make little allowance for the possibility of
inspiration. It allows no room for active direction and guidance by the
Holy Spirit in the process of formation of the oral tradition. Rather, the
process was governed by the immanent laws that control the formation
of all oral traditions, and the writer was limited to the resources which
he had before him. The possibility of the Holy Spirit’s so guiding him
supernaturally that the traditional material was supplemented or abro-
gated does not seem to be an option considered by form critics.

7. Finally, the possibility that some of the eyewitnesses may have made
written records of what they had just observed is ignored. But what
about Matthew the publican, for instance? He was familiar with record-
keeping. Edgar Goodspeed discussed this very possibility in his treatise
Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist.2¢ Would it not be strange if not one of
the twelve disciples had kept a diary of some sort?

24. Ibid., p. 160.

25. EF. Bruce, “Are the New Testament Documents Still Reliable?” in Evangelical
Roots, ed. Kenneth S. Kantzer (Nashvillee Thomas Nelson, 1978), p. 53.

26. Edgar Goodspeed, Marthew, Apostle and Evangelist (New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston, 1959).
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While form criticism has useful contributions to make in clarifying
the biblical account, our judgment of its ability to evaluate the historicity
of the material must be tempered by the considerations advanced here.

Redaction Criticism

Development and Nature of the Discipline

Redaction criticism represents yet another stage in the attempt to
understand the Scriptures. While this method has been applied to other
portions of the Bible, it is again the Gospels that give us the clearest and
fullest indication of its utility. There are various opinions regarding how
form criticism, tradition criticism, and redaction criticism relate to one
another. Norman Perrin speaks of form criticism in such a way as to
include redaction criticism.?” On one occasion, Grant Osborne refers to
both tradition criticism and redaction criticism as stepchildren of form
criticism;28 at another time he speaks of tradition criticism as the critical
side of redaction research.?® For our purposes we will treat tradition
criticism as part of form criticism.

The term form criticism, if we are to be precise, probably should be
applied to the study of forms up to the point of classification, or possibly
of stratification, with tradition criticism carrying on from there. We shall
regard redaction criticism as an attempt to move beyond the findings of
literary-source, form, and tradition criticism, using the insights gathered
from them. Whereas form criticism attempts to go back before the first
written sources, redaction criticism is concerned, as is literary-source
criticism, with the relationship of the authors to the written sources.
Literary-source criticism envisions the writers as rather passively com-
piling the written sources into the final product. Redaction criticism sees
them as much more creative in their writing. Noting differences in the
way the Synoptic Gospels handle and report the same incidents, redac-
tion critics examine the active role of the evangelists in the production
of their Gospel accounts. Redaction criticism finds them to have been
genuine authors, not mere reporters or chroniclers on one hand, or
editors on another. It rests upon the assumption that the Gospels grew

27. Norman Perrin, Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus (New York: Harper and Row,
1967), pp. 15-32; What Is Redaction Criticism?, pp. 2-3.

28. Grant R. Osborne, “The Evangelical and Traditionsgeschichte,” Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 21 (1978): 117.

29. Grant R. Osborne, “The Evangelical and Redaction Criticism: Critique and
Methodology,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 22 (1979): 305.
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out of a theological concern which each of the Gospel writers had.
These men were, in a real sense, more theologians than historians.

The discipline which came to be known as redaction criticism devel-
oped and flowered following World War I1. While some critics had been
utilizing some of its insights, a trio of New Testament scholars were the
first to give it full application. Working relatively independently of one
another, each concentrated on a different book-Gunther Bornkamm
on Matthew,30 Hans Conzelmann on Luke?' and Willi Marxsen on
Mark.3? It was Marxsen who gave the method the name Redaktions-
geschichte. In many ways, however, it was Conzelmann’s work which
had the most important impact upon biblical scholarship. This was in
large part because of the status and importance of Luke.

There had been a rather widely held assumption that of all the
writers of the New Testament, Luke was probably the model of histori-
cal concern, competence, and exactness. The accuracy of his reference
to officials in the Roman Empire, his obvious close acquaintance with
the customs and life of the empire, and the vividness of his narrative in
Acts led many scholars to consider him the first church historian as it
were. In some ways he was thought more reliable than many who fol-
lowed him. Under Conzelmann’s scrutiny, however, a different facet of
Luke emerges. He is seen as a self-conscious theologian who modified
the tradition with which he was working in keeping with his theological
motivation. As an example, Luke places the postresurrection appear-
ances of Jesus in Jerusalem, whereas other New Testament testimony
depicts them as occurring mostly in Galilee. Luke was motivated in his
writing, then, not primarily by a desire to exercise historical accuracy,
but by his theological concept of the role of Jerusalem.

The procedure Conzelmann followed was careful comparison of the
text of Luke with his sources and especially Mark, a procedure which
reveals Luke’s editorial activity. When this type of analysis is applied to
the other Synoptics, those writers are also seen to have been self-
conscious theologians, including, expanding, compressing, omitting, and
even creating material for their account in keeping with their theological
purposes. In a very real sense, this makes the author simply the last
stage in the process of the development of the tradition. Thus it has
become customary to speak of three Sitze im Leben: (1) the original
situation in which Jesus spoke and acted; (2) the situation faced by the

30. Gunther Bornkamm et a., Tradition und Interpretation in Matthew, trans. Percy
Scott (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1963).

31. Hans Conzelmann, The Theology of St. Luke, trans. Geoffrey Buswell (New YOrk:
Harper and Row, 1960).

32. Willi Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist, trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Nashville: Abingdon,
1969).
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carly church in the conduct of its ministry; and (3) the situation of the
Gospel writer in his work and purpose.??

Redaction criticism’s orientation and emphasis are somewhat differ-
ent from those of form criticism. Form criticism concentrates more
upon the independent individual units of material, tending to break
them off from the framework. It attempts to understand them in their
most fundamental form. Redaction criticism, on the other hand, is more
concerned with the framework itself, with later forms of the tradition,
and, at the final stage, with the evangelist’s own frame of reference.

A number of redaction critics begin like the more radical form critics,
assuming that the evangelists were not greatly concerned about what
Jesus said and did. On this basis, the Gospel writers are regarded as
saying those things that served their purposes. Norman Perrin says that

very much of the materials in the Gospels must be ascribed to the theo-
logical motivation of the evangelist.. .. We must take as our starting-point
the assumption that the Gospels offer us directly information about the
theology of the early church and not about the teaching of the historica
Jesus, and that any information we may derive from them about Jesus can
only come as a result of the stringent application of very carefully con-
trived criteria for authenticity.>

With such an approach there is, of course, no assumption that what is
reportedly a word from Jesus is therefore authentic (i.e., was actually
spoken by him). Rather, the burden of proof lies upon the person who
assumes the reported words are authentic. Consider the comment of
Ernst Kasemann: “The obligation now laid upon us is to investigate and
make credible not the possible unauthenticity of the individual unit of
material but, on the contrary, its genuineness.“35 Perrin makes a similar
comment: “The nature of the synoptic tradition is such that the burden
of proof will be upon the claim to authenticity?

In the hands of the more radical redaction critics, a skepticism has
arisen not unlike that of the more extreme form critics. For now many
of the sayings attributed to Jesus must be understood as actually the
words of the evangelist. If form criticism says that the Gospels give us
more of the faith of the church than the words of Jesus, then redaction
criticism says the Gospels give us to a large extent the theology of

33, Joachim Rohde, Rediscovering the Teaching of the Evangelists (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1968), pp. 21ff.

34. Perrin, What Is Redaction Criticism?, p. 69.

35. Erngt Kasemann, Essays on New Testarment Themes (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R. Allen-
son, 1964),p. 34.

36. Perrin, Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus, p. 39.
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Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Faith becomes a faith, not in the Jesus
who was, but in the Jesus who was believed in, and whom the evan-
gelists want us to believe in.

Rather lengthy lists of criteria have been drawn up in efforts to
determine what are traditional and what are redactional materials.
William Walker has compiled a list of steps to follow in attempting to
distinguish redactional from traditional material*? He proceeds on the
assumption (a rather conservative one) that material is to be considered
traditional unless there is good reason to consider it redactional. His
criteria include both functional and linguistic factors. Among passages
which on the basis of their function may be considered redactional are
those which (1) explain, interpret, or otherwise comment upon the
accompanying material; (2) provide condensed summaries of some
general feature of Jesus’ preaching, teaching, healing, or fame; (3) fore-
shadow or anticipate events to be related later in the Gospel; (4) intro-
duce collections of sayings or narrative material; (5) provide brief
indications of time, place, or circumstance. Significant linguistic phe-
nomena occurring often in one Gospel but seldom or never in the others
may be a sign of redactional origin. While Walker lays the burden on
proving that a piece of material is redactional rather than traditional,
many others would turn the process around.

Criticisms of Redaction Criticism

R. S. Barbour has pointed up well the shortcomings of redaction
criticism:3#

1. Redaction criticism seems to credit the evangelists with a remark-
able refinement of theological purpose and method. The authors
apparently utilized a great degree of subtlety and indirectness in the
arrangement and modification of their material, creating their own new
emphases for old stories and sayings. It is almost as if they had mastered
modern methods of verisimilitude. In this respect they are virtually
without parallel in the ancient or even the modern world. But it seems
unlikely that they had this amount of ingenuity and creativity,

2. The search for the Sitz im Leben has a tendency to assume that
everything in the Gospels or even the entire New Testament is said with
a particular audience and a particular issue in view. While this is true of

37. William A. Waker, “A Method for ldentifying Redactional Passages in Matthew on
Functional and Linguistic Grounds,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 39 (1977): 76-93.

38. R. S. Bat-hour, “Redaction Criticism and Practica Theology,” Reformed World 33
(1975): 263-65.
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much of the New Testament, it is highly questionable that all of it should
be so regarded.

3. The force of linguistic or stylistic criteria varies greatly. It may
indeed be of significance that the little word rére (then) occurs ninety-
one times in Matthew, six times in Mark, fourteen in Luke, and ten in
John. But to conclude that a certain phrase is redactional because it
occurs four times in Luke and Acts but not in the other Gospels is
unwarranted.

4. It is sometimes assumed that the theology of the author can be
determined from the editorial passages alone. But the traditional mate-
rial is in many respects just as significant for this purpose, since the
editor did choose to include it after all.

5. Redaction criticism as a method limits itself to the investigation of
the situation and purpose of the evangelists. It does not raise questions
of the historicity of the material recorded in their works. There is a
tendency in redaction criticism to follow the Geschichte-Historie dis-
tinction found in form criticism. It is supposed that the Gospel writers
were concerned with the significance of history, its impact on lives and
the church (Geschichte), not with the facts of history, what actually
happened (Historie). It was the present experience with the risen Lord
which motivated the evangelists. Both their view of the past and their
hope for the future were shaped by the experience in the present.
According to Perrin, the Gospels are in a sense very similar to the letters
to the seven churches found in the opening chapters of Revelation.
Although the Gospels take the form of stories and sayings from the past
and Revelation is focused on the future, in both cases it is Jesus’ message
to the present that is important.**> And since the Gospel writers, then,
were relatively unconcerned about what actually occurred in the past,
S0 is redaction criticism.

Values of Redaction Criticism

We have seen that there are problems with redaction criticism if it is
taken as a means of distinguishing the traditional and the redactional
material. This is particularly so if we assume that no given unit shall be
considered authentic unless demonstrated to be so. But are there not
values in a careful use of redaction criticism if the criteria of authentic-
ity are made more reasonable and some of the more subjective method-
ological assumptions are eliminated or restrained?

Here we should note that there are at least two meanings of redaction

39. Perrin, Whut Is Redaction Criticism?, p. 78.
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criticism, a wider and a narrower sense. 40 In the narrower sense, it refers
to a school of German scholarship whose members (not all of whom are
of German nationality) regard themselves as the successors of the form
critics. In the broader sense, it includes all works in which the evan-
gelists are not treated as mere compilers, but as authors with a point of
view or even a theology of their own. In this latter sense, there have been
redaction critics throughout much of the history of the church, even
before the rise of modern methods of criticism. They have attempted
simply to see the distinctive ways in which each author adapted and
applied the material which he had received. The work of these critics
can be of benefit to the evangelical biblical scholar.

A number of evangelical biblical scholars have argued for a restricted
use of redaction criticism. They note that the late Ned B. Stonehouse of
Westminster Seminary was using its sounder methods before the school
of redaction criticism even developed. They advocate utilizing its tech-
niques, but on the foundation of presuppositions harmonious with the
stated claims of the Bible itself. Redaction criticism is seen as a means of
elucidating the meaning of biblical passages, rather than a means of
making negative judgments about historicity, authenticity, and the like.

Grant Osborne lists three values of redaction criticism?

1. Sound redaction criticism can help rebut the destructive use of
critical tools and substantiate the veracity of the text.

2. The delineating of redactional emphases aids the scholar in de-
termining the particular emphases of the evangelists.

3. Use of the redactional tools helps answer Synoptic problems.

To these | would add a fourth. By observing how a given evangelist
adapted and applied the material he had received, we can gain insight
into how the message of Christ can be adapted to new situations which
we encounter. For these biblical authors were doing essentially what a
preacher or teacher does today in communicating his message to an
audience.®

The activity of the evangelists, then, included interpretation. They
were taking Jesus’ statements and paraphrasing them, expanding them,
condensing them. They were, however, remaining true to the original
teaching of Jesus. Just as a preacher or writer today may make the same
point somewhat differently or vary the application in accordance with
the audience, so the evangelists were adapting, but not distorting, the

40. George B. Caird, “The Study of the Gospels. Ill: Redaction Criticism,” The Exposi-
tory Times 87 (1976): 169.

41. Osborne, “The Evangelicd and Redaction Criticism,” pp. 313-14.

42. Barbour, “Redaction Criticism,” pp. 265-66.
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tradition. And the idea that they actually created sayings of Jesus, put-
ting their own words and ideas in his mouth, is to be rejected. R. T.
France says:

Our conclusion from all this is that while it is undeniable that the evan-
gelists and their predecessors adapted, selected, and reshaped the mate-
rial which came down to them, there is no reason to extend this “freedom”
to include the creation of new sayings attributed to Jesus; that in fact such
evidence as we have points decisively the other way, to a respect for the
sayings of Jesus as such which was sufficient to prevent any of his follow-
ers attributing their own teaching to him.43

What we have, then, is not ipsissirma verba, but the ipsissima vox. We
do not have exactly the words which Jesus spoke, but we do have the
substance of what he said. We have what Jesus would have said if he
were addressing the exact group which the evangelist was addressing.
Thus the Gospel writers cannot be accused of misrepresenting or mis-
construing what Jesus said.

Inerrancy does not demand that the Logia Jesu (the sayings of Jesus)
contain the ipsissima verba (the exact words) of Jesus, only the ipsissima
vox (the exact voice). ... When a New Testament writer cites the sayings of
Jesus, it need not be that Jesus said those exact words. Undoubtedly the
exact words of Jesus are to be found in the New Testament, but they need
not be so in every instance. For one thing, many of the sayings were
spoken by our Lord in Aramaic and therefore had to be translated into
Greek. Moreover, ... the writers of the New Testament did not have
available to them the linguistic conventions that we have today. Thus it is
impossible for us to know which of the sayings are direct quotes, which
are indirect discourse, and which are even freer renderings. With regard
to the sayings of Jesus what, in light of these facts, would count against
inerrancy? If the sense of the words attributed to Jesus by the writers was
not uttered by Jesus, or if the exact words of Jesus are so construed that
they have a sense never intended by Jesus, then inerrancy would be
threatened.*

One way in which the more conservative understanding of redaction
criticism differs from the more skeptical variety is in their explanations
of the precise nature of the evangelist’s redaction work. Several posi-
tions are possible, for example, with respect to the origin of a saying of

43. France, ‘Authenticity of the Sayings of Jesus” p. 125; cf. Rohde, Rediscovering,
p. 258.

44, Paul D. Feinberg, “The Meaning of Inerrancy,” in Inerrancy, ed. Norman Geider
(Grand Rapids. Zondervan, 1979), p. 301.
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Jesus which is found in one of the Gospels but not in the tradition. One
position is that, if the writer was fully dependent upon the received
tradition for what he wrote, this saying must represent a creation on his
part, an imposition, as it were, of his own view upon Jesus.*s A second
position is that a saying found in the Bible but not in the tradition may
have been an attempt to give expression to the believers’ present expe-
rience with the risen Lord. That is, it may have been an attempt to relate
the early church’s understanding of its present situation (its Sitz im
Leben) directly to the figure of Jesus.#s A third possibility is that
although the saying in question was not uttered by Jesus during his
earthly ministry, it was nevertheless specially revealed by the risen and
ascended Lord to the evangelist.4” A fourth possibility is that the saying
was actually uttered by Jesus during his earthly ministry, but not pre-
served in the tradition. It was something of which the Gospel writer had
knowledge independent of the tradition. This may have been through
the availability of other sources, his own memory or notes if he was an
eyewitness, or even a direct revelation from God.*® Only in the case of
the first two positions would there seem to be a question about the
truthfulness of the Scripture. And where, in contrast to what we have
just been discussing, Scripture does reflect traditional material, but in a
modified form, what we have are not changes in Jesus’ sayings, but
rather a “highlighting of different nuances of meaning” within those
sayings.4

Guidelines for Evaluating Critical Methods

There are some guidelines which will help preserve us from over-
estimating the utility and conclusiveness of critical methodologies, and
from adopting inappropriate forms of them.

1. We need to be on guard against assumptions which are antisuper-
natural in import. For example, if the miraculous (and particularly the
resurrection of Jesus) is considered unhistorical because it contradicts
our uniform experience of today, we ought to be aware that something
of Bultmann’s “closed continuum,” according to which all events are
bound in a causal network, is present.

2. We need to be watchful for the presence of circular reasoning.

45, Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist, p. 9.

46. Perrin, What Is Redaction Criticism?, p. 78.

47. Gerald Hawthorne, in a paper read a the annua meeting of the Evangelical
Theologica Society, Wheaton, lllinois, December 1973.

48. Robert Gundry, The Use Of the OT in St. Matthew? Gospel (Leiden: Brill, 1967),
pp. 181-85.

49. Oshorne, “The Evangelical and Redaction Criticism,” pp. 313, 322.
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Critics who use stories in the Gospels to help them reconstruct the Sitz
im Leben of the early church, and then use this Sitz im Leben to explan
the origin of these same stories, are guilty of circular reasoning.50

3. We should be watchful for unwarranted inferences. A similarity of
thought is sometimes understood to indicate a common origin ora
causal connection. Identifying the circumstances in which an idea was
taught is sometimes thought to exclude the possibility of its having been
taught in other circumstances. It is supposed that a saying which
expresses a belief of the church was never spoken by Jesus. There is a
suppressed premise here, namely, “If something is found in the teaching
of the church (or Judaism), it could not have been part of Jesus’ teaching
as well.” Uniqueness (what Perrin calls “dissimilarity”>! and Reginald
Fuller calls “distinctiveness”*?) is regarded as the criterion of authen-
ticity. But this assumption, when laid bare in this fashion, begins to look
rather arbitrary and even improbable.

4. We need to be aware of arbitrariness and subjectivity. For example,
redaction critics often attach a considerable degree of conclusiveness to
their reconstructions of the Sizz im Leben, to their explanations of
causes and origins. Yet these conclusions really cannot be verified or
checked by an independent means. One way to assess the reliability of a
method would be to apply it to a contemporary or recent piece of
writing, in which case it is possible to verify or falsify the analysis. C. S.
Lewis complains that some of the analyses and explanations of his writ-
ings simply have not squared with the actual facts. But if this is the case
with Lewis’s writings, what are we to think of some of the explanations
of the origins of elements of the Gospels? As Lewis says, Mark is dead.
The conclusions of his critics really cannot be tested.>

5. We should be alert to the presence of assumptions regarding an
antithetical relationship between faith and reason. For example, Perrin
speaks of the view that the early Christian preaching was interested in
historical reminiscence and the “opposite view” that it was theologically
motivated.54 This seems to suggest that there is a conflict between
theological motivation (faith) and historical interest and concern. This

50. M. D. Hooker, “On Using the Wrong Tool,” Theology 75 (1972): 570-81.

5 1. Perrin, Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus, pp. 15-49.

52. Reginald H. Fuller, A Critical Introduction to the New Testament (Naperville, Ill.:
Alec R. Allenson, 1966), pp. 91-104.

53. C. S. Lewis, “Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism,” in Christian Reflections
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), pp. 159-62. See aso Walter Kaufmann's devastating
criticism of “Quellenscheidung” and his parody analyzing Goethe's Faust (Critique of
Religion and Philosophy, pp. 377-88). Coming as it does from a secular writer, Kauf-
mann’s criticism is even more impressive than Lewis's

54. Perrin, What /s Redaction Criticism?, p. 40.
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apparent conflict is reflected in the rather sharp distinction between
Historie and Geschichte. And this in turn goes back to Seren Kierke-
gaard’s distinction between objective and subjective thinking; he asserted
that the amount of inward passion or subjectivity is inversely propor-
tional to the amount of objective evidence or certainty.> This view of
faith and reason may be correct (although | do not think so). We should
be aware, however, that it is only an assumption.

6. We need to note that in all these matters we are dealing with
probability rather than certainty, and that where probabilities build
upon one another, there is a cumulative effect upon the conclusion. For
example, if we work with a premise which has a probability of 75 per-
cent, then the probability of the conclusion is 75 percent. If, however, we
work with two such premises, the probability of the final conclusion is
only 56 percent; three, 42 percent; four, 32 percent. In much of redaction
criticism there is a whole series of such premises, each depending upon
the preceding one, and with a correspondingly declining probability.
This should be kept in mind when evaluating the conclusions of redac-
tion criticism.

It should be apparent that biblical criticism need not be negative in its
results. When the method is formulated using assumptions that are
open to the possibility of the supernatural and of the authenticity of the
materials, and criteria are applied that are not more severe than those
used in other areas of historical inquiry, very positive results occur. Thus
Joachim Jeremias says that the language and style of the Synoptic Gos-
pels show “so much faithfulness and such respect towards the tradition
of the sayings of Jesus that we are justified in drawing up the following
principle of method: In the Synoptic tradition it is the inauthenticity, and
not the authenticity, of the sayings of Jesus that must be demon-
strated.”>¢ This of course rests upon an assumption of the reliability of
the sources, but this assumption, when tested against the data, proves
more tenable than the alternative.

Biblical criticism, then, if carefully used and based upon assumptions
that are consistent with the full authority of the Bible, can be a helpful
means of shedding further light on the meaning of Scripture. And
although the Bible need not satisfy biblical criticism’s criteria of authen-
ticity to be accepted as dependable, when it does satisfy those standards,
we have additional confirmation of its reliability.

55. Ssren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, trans. D. E Swenson and
W. Lowrie (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University, 1941), pp. 182ff.

56. Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology (New York: Scribner,1971), val. 1,
p. 37.
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The Challenge of Obsolescence

One problem of particular concern to the theologian, and of course to
the entire Christian church, is the apparent difference between the
world of the Bible and the present world. Not only the language and
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concepts, but in some cases the entire frame of reference seems so
sharply different. We begin this chapter by describing an extreme view
of the difference.

Rudolf Bultmann shook the theological world with his essay “New
Testament and Mythology? In it he observed that the New Testament
gives us a mythical view of the world. This is seen most obviously in its
conception of cosmology. According to Bultmann, the New Testament
views the world as essentially a three-storied structure, with heaven,
containing God and the angels, up above; earth, the habitation of man, in
between; and hell, with the devil and his demons, below. Even on the
earth, what occurs is not merely a series of natural events. Miracles
occur. God appears, and his angels communicate messages and assist
man. Demons from the realm below afflict man, creating illnesses and
other woes, and even taking possession of man on occasion. God may
inspire the thoughts of man or guide his actions. He may give him
heavenly visions. He may give him the supernatural power of his Spirit.
The world is the battlefield on which is taking place a great struggle or
combat between these forces of good and evil. But the time is coming,
and coming soon, when this will come to a cataclysmic end. There will
be the woes of the last time, after which the Judge will come from
heaven, the dead will rise, the last judgment will take place, and every-
one will enter his final state, either of eternal salvation or eternal
damnation.2

According to Bultmann, this mythological view of the world was the
general view of reality at the time the Bible was written. It can be found
in the Jewish apocalyptic and the Gnostic redemption myths. There is, in
other words, nothing unique in the Bible’s cosmology. The Bible merely
reflects a first-century perspective. As such, its ideas on these matters
are obsolete for us today.3

Bultmann asserts that the three-story view of the universe is unten-
able for anyone today. Copernicus has made this so for any aware, alert,
thinking person of our time, or, for that matter, of any time since Coper-
nicus himself. (It simply is not possible to revive the idea of a flat earth,
despite persons who hold membership in the Flat Earth Society. These
people insist that the space shots are all staged in a studio, with the
views of the earth purportedly transmitted from the moon being mere
mockups.) For the vast majority of persons living today, it is not possible

1. Rudolf Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” in Kerygma and Myth, ed.
Hans Bartsch (New York: Harper and Row, 1961), pp. |-44.

2. Ibid., pp. 1-2. By myth, Bultmann means imagery drawn from the perceived world
by which man tries to express his understanding of himself and of the unseen spiritual
powers.

3. Ibid,, p. 3.
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to hold to the ancient idea of a flat earth with four corners. The same is
true of the idea that illnesses are caused by demon possession. Modern
medicine has shown us that illnesses are caused by bacteria and viruses,
not by demon possession. In view of our new understanding of natural
causation, the miracles of the New Testament are no longer regarded as
miraculous, just as the idea of Jesus’ ascension to a heavenly place has
disappeared with the loss of the mythical three-tiered universe.4 The
mythical biblical eschatology is similarly untenable, if for no other
reason than that the second coming of Christ has not taken place. If we
do expect within time an end to the universe as we know it, we undoubt-
edly expect it to happen through some form of catastrophe, such as a
nuclear holocaust, rather than through the mythical event of the return
of Christ. It is impossible to take these myths literally. What Bultmann
suggests is a reinterpretation of them.

If Bultmann raises logical objections to holding what he regards as
outmoded myths, there is also a psychological difficulty. The average
Christian, even the one who attends church regularly, lives in two differ-
ent worlds. On Sunday morning, from eleven o’clock to noon, he lives in
a world in which axheads float, rivers stop as if dammed, donkeys speak,
people walk on water, dead persons come back to life, even days after
death, and a child is born to a virgin mother. But during the rest of the
week, the Christian functions in a very different atmosphere. Here tech-
nology, the application of modern scientific discoveries, is the norm. He
drives away from church in his modern automobile, with automatic
transmission, power steering, power brakes, AM-FM stereo radio, air
conditioning, and other gadgets. He goes to his home, which has similar
up-to-date features. In practice the two worlds clash. In the Christian’s
biblical world, when people are ill, prayer is uttered for divine healing. In
his secular world, they go to the doctor, or if worse comes to worst, to
the Mayo Clinic. For how long can this kind of schizophrenia be main-
tained? These are the problems, as Bultmann views the situation.

The Locus of Permanence in Christianity

Bultmann contends that the outmoded conceptions can and must be
changed, but that in so doing we do not lose the genius of Christianity. It
is still Christianity. But has he in fact lost the essence of the religion in so
doing? Here we must ask the question, What must we retain in order
to maintain genuine Christianity, or to remain genuinely Christian?

4. 1bid., p. 4.
5. Ibid., p. 5.
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Different theologians and segments of Christianity have suggested vari-
ous answers as to what is the abiding element in Christianity: (1) an
institution, (2) acts of God, (3) experiences, (4) doctrines, (5) a way of
life.

An Institution

A first answer is that the permanent element in Christianity is institu-
tional. Perhaps the purest form of this answer is the traditional Roman
Catholic view. According to this view, God has given a final deposit of
truth to the church. Revelation ceased with the death of the last apostle.
Since that time the church has not been adding to the content of revela-
tion, but declaring or defining what has been revealed. It adds new
dogmas, but not new revelation. The church, as successor of the apos-
tles, to whom the truth was entrusted, has the authority to promulgate
these new dogmas by expounding them. It also is the infallible interpre-
ter of these dogmas once they are promulgated. Consequently, the
church is the constant factor. The truth to be believed is the current
teaching of the church. While dogma may grow and modify, the church
remains constant.t

Acts of God

Another answer given in recent years is that the permanent element
of Christianity is certain unique historical events or mighty acts of God.
This is the position taken by the “biblical theology” or “Heilsgeschichte”
school of thought.” Most biblical accounts are not necessarily accurate
or normative, for the Bible includes much more than these central
unique acts. Biblical religion consists of the response of human persons
to these acts of God. Thus, most of the narratives are merely interpreta-
tions by the covenant people of what they believed God had done. The
one great event of the Old Testament, the one act of God, is the exodus.
The events reported as preceding the exodus are the Hebrews’ interpre-
tations of their past as based upon the faith gained at the exodus. These
are not so much literal histories of what God did as they are parables
expressive of the Hebrews’ faith. They represent what the Hebrews
expected the kind of God that they had experienced to have performed.

6. “Dogma,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), vol. 4,
pp. 947-48.

7. G. Ernest Wright and Reginald H. Fuller, Book of the Acts of God (Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1959); Bernhard Anderson, Understanding the Old Testament, 3rd ed. (Engle-
wood Clitfs, N.J.: Prentice-Hal, 1975).
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Similarly, the postexodus accounts are to be understood as their inter-
pretation of subsequent events through the perspective of the faith they
had gained in the exodus. They saw God’s hand at work in all sorts of
occurrences.

For this school of thought there are, in effect, two acts of God: the
exodus in the Old Testament and the “Christ event” in the New. Thus, the
Bible is not so much an account of the acts of God as of Hebrew
religion. A subtle shift has taken place. Emphasis is no longer on God as
the subject of the verbs of the Bible, but on Hebrew religious faith and
Hebrew minds as the subjects of the verbs in modern books on the
meaning of the Bible. As Langdon Gilkey pointed out in a classic article,
the shift is concealed by putting the verbs in the passive voice (“was seen
to be,” “was believed to be,” i.e., by the Hebrews).8

On this basis, it is the acts of God, not biblical accounts, which are the
permanent and authoritative element in Christianity. Here the distinc-
tion between biblical theology, as what the Hebrews believed, and sys-
tematic theology, as what we believe, becomes crucial. Gilkey sees this
approach as a view which is half liberal and modern on the one hand,
and half biblical and orthodox on the other.9 For those who hold to it say
that in developing our theology for today, or, for that matter, our religion,
we are to retain the central acts of God as normative. They were once-
for-all occurrences. On the other hand, the interpretations which were
given to previous and subsequent events may be freely replaced by
more appropriate and currently informed understandings.

Experiences

Yet another answer is that abiding experiences are the essence, the
permanent factor, of Christianity. While doctrinal beliefs may change,
people of all periods have the same experiences. A notable example of
such experiences is the universal hope of immortality. Harry E. Fosdick
considers the biblical idea of the resurrection of the body as the way
persons living in that time gave expression to their hope of immortality.
Given the Hebrew conception of Sheol, a place just beneath the surface
of the earth where the dead abide in an empty and meaningless exis-
tence, it is not surprising that people hoped for a restoration to the earth,
a resurrection from Sheol.'® Added to this was the influence of Zoroas-
trianism, which during the exile became the mold into which the

8. Langdon Gilkey, “Cosmology, Ontology, and the Travail of Biblical Language,”
Journal of Religion 41 (1961): 194-205.

9. Ibid., pp. 198, 194.

10. Harry E. Fosdick, The Modern Use of the Bible (New York: Macmillan, 1933), p. 99.
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Hebrew expectation of a life beyond death was poured. Thus, the hope
that death would not be final came to take the familiar form of an
intermediate state between death and judgment day, a general resurrec-
tion of righteous and unrighteous, a judgment and the consigning of
these body-souls to heaven or hell. Although the New Testament makes
some modifications, it still presents this basic view.!!

Fosdick finds the idea of a bodily resurrection grossly materialistic. In
his view it is not necessary to preserve this particular doctrine. What is
essential is to retain the abiding experience out of which it arose, and
which it satisfies. This experience is the expectation of future life. This
expectation can be retained within a different “mental framework.”
Fosdick is aware that he is changing doctrinal or conceptual under-
standings. !2 This is not of any consequence to Fosdick, however, since
nothing in human history seems so changeable as mental categories.
They rise and fall and pass away. They are merely transient phrasings of
permanent convictions and experiences. He suggests that the hope of
immortality can be preserved while a different doctrinal understanding
is substituted for the idea of bodily resurrection. The new understand-
ing that he proposes is the immortality of the soul. This particular
insight was first propounded by Origen. Fosdick maintains that with this
conception he and others like him have comforted the bereaved, ren-
dered the “patient continuance” of old age more joyful, and made
youth’s struggle for character more worthwhile. This conception helps
clarify the universal experience of the ancient Hebrews and contem-
porary Christians.13

Doctrines

Some have contended that the permanent and unchanging in Chris-
tianity consists of certain doctrines presented in biblical times and con-
tinuing to the present. Unlike Fosdick, those who hold this view insist
that modern conceptions may not be substituted for biblical doctrines.
J. Gresham Machen was an articulate defender of this view. He takes
particular note of the attempt to separate Jesus’ ethical teaching from
the doctrine which accompanied it. Some, for example, have maintained
that Jesus’ disciples, in rooting their faith in the event of Jesus’ life and
death, were actually going beyond his intentions. According to this view,
Jesus simply proclaimed a kingdom of God without making himself the
object of belief. He did not conceive of himself as the Messiah. This

1. 1bid., p. 100.
12. Ibid., p. 101.
13. 1bid., p. 103.
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theory, however, has proved unsustainable.'* Although William Wrede
and Adolf von Harnack reconstructed a Jesus without the messianic
self-understanding, they did so by a careful selection of passages. Yet in
spite of the careful selection of certain portions such as the Sermon on
the Mount, there remains an ineradicable problem. For even here,
where Jesus talked much about the kind of behavior which is to charac-
terize the citizens of the kingdom, there is a peculiar approach. Whereas
the prophets said, “Thus says the Lord,” Jesus announced, “I say to you.”
He evidently regarded himself as someone having the right to supersede
the law, and on his own authority at that.!s

Let us for the moment bypass such considerations and see what
happens if we construct a Christianity which retains and practices only
the ethical teachings of Jesus. Suppose we take the position that the
doctrines are there and were taught by Jesus, but we are not bound to
abide by them. We may freely ignore these doctrines (since they are now
untenable) and merely practice the application of Jesus’ sublime ethical
teachings. But what is the result? Take the Golden Rule, for example,
says Machen. If all of society applied the rule (“Do unto others as you
would have others do unto you™), would that really solve society’s prob-
lems? In some instances the Golden Rule might well work not for good
but for evil. Take the case of someone trying to recover from alcoholism,
for example. His former drinking partners, if they follow the rule, will of
course offer him a drink, for that is what they would want someone to
do for them. Thus, the Golden Rule becomes a powerful obstacle in the
way of moral advance. The problem here, however, lies not with the rule,
but with the interpretation of its scope. Like the rest of the Sermon on
the Mount, the Golden Rule was not addressed to the entire world. Jesus
intended it to be practiced by his disciples, citizens of the kingdom of
God. (Here we get into the matter of doctrine.) They are persons who
have undergone moral and spiritual transformation. If they do to others
what they would have others do to them, they will do what is right, for
the things they desire done to themselves are high and pure. And beyond
that, the ability to do to others what one wants done to oneself presup-
poses a transformation and an infusion of spiritual power. The ethical
teaching is insufficient without the reality which is spoken of by the
doctrine lying behind the Golden Rule. If we ignore or alter the doctrine,
the ethical teaching loses its validity.16 And for that matter, the experi-
ences of which Fosdick speaks so glowingly are really not possible with-
out the doctrinal truths which guarantee them.

14. J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1923),
p. 34.
15. Ibid., p. 36.
16. Ibid., pp. 37-38.
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A Way of Life

A final view identifies the locus of permanence as a particular way of
life, or, in other words, a particular ethic. Following in the direction
pointed by Immanuel Kant and later by Albrecht Ritschl, those who
hold to this view see the essence of religion as lying in behavior rather
than belief. Walter Rauschenbusch was one of the leading exponents of
this view.

To determine the real nature and purpose of Christianity, Rauschen-
busch observes, we must see it in its pure and unperverted form as it
was in the heart of Jesus Christ, for it has been modified in significant
ways throughout church history. Jesus’ understanding and expression of
Christianity can be summed up in the simple phrase “the reign of God.”
It was the center of his parables and prophecies. It was the basis for all
that he did. This is the first and most essential dogma of the Christian
faith. The reign of God is the lost social ideal of Christianity (the
sixteenth-century Reformation was merely a revival of Pauline theol-
ogy). What Rauschenbusch is calling for is a renewal of the spirit and
aims of Jesus himself.17

Jesus’ teaching regarding the reign of God in human hearts was not
something novel and unprecedented, according to Rauschenbusch. If
this were the case, it would never have received the positive reaction
which it did. Rather, he was simply continuing and elaborating the
prophets’ emphasis upon personal and social righteousness.!® Jesus
opposed the popular conceptions at those points where they were in
conflict with these ideals. What he proposed was a kingdom of God on
earth; he never mentioned it in connection with heaven.!? It is this con-
cern for righteousness, justice, social equality, and democracy that was
the core of Jesus’ teaching and practice. It should be our ideal also.

Two Approaches to Contemporizing Theology

It should be apparent, from the view of religion adopted in the first
chapter, that the doctrinal content is one of the major components of
Christianity, and is therefore to be preserved. For our purposes in this
volume, it will be regarded as the most important permanent element.
But if we are to maintain the pertinence of the Christian religion, we

17.Walter Rauschenbusch, Christianizing the Social Order (New York: Macmillan,
1919), p. 49.

18.1 bid., pp. SOH.

19.1bid., p. 66.
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must at this point introduce an additional concern: how to contemporize
theology.

There are two differing approaches taken by those who see the beliefs
involved in Christianity as important but in need of contemporary
statement. (In this section we are no longer considering those persons
who do not consider the concepts of great importance and who are
therefore somewhat indifferent as to what is done with them.) The clas-
sification used by William Hordern is helpful. He denominates the two
types of approach as those of the translators and the transformers.20
The translators are theologians who feel a need for reexpressing the
message in a more intelligible form, but intend to retain the content, as
one does when translating from one language to another. The trans-
formers, however, as the name would indicate, are prepared to make
rather serious changes in the content of the message in order to relate it
to the modern world. This latter, more radical view will be examined
first.

Transformers

The transformer is convinced that the world has undergone a serious
change since biblical times. Whether he is thinking of the technological
transformations of the last few years or the large changes in basic
science in this century and earlier, the world of today is simply no longer
the world in which Christianity arose and grew. Moreover, Christianity’s
beliefs as they stand are so inseparably tied to that ancient world-view
that they cannot be maintained independently of it. In other words, the
beliefs are the dependent variable, the broader intellectual milieu the
independent constant. There really is no possibility of retaining the
beliefs by merely restating or modernizing them.

Liberals espouse this position. While there are some who prefer the
label modernist, seeing themselves as updaters of the old beliefs, they
do not really regard the essence of Christianity as bound up with the
particular doctrines that were held by ancient believers. Thus, it is not
necessary to conserve or preserve those doctrines.

The transformers also believe that man has radically changed with
the passage of time. Whereas at one point the message may have been
suitable and helpful to man in addition to being acceptable to him, he is
now so different, his very nature so altered, that the message will fall on
unresponsive or even rejecting ears.?!

20. William Hordern, New Directions in Theology Today, vol. 1, Introduction (Phila-
delphiaz Westminster, 1966).
2 1. Ibid., pp. 141-42.
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Here modern man is made the measure of truth. Since truth is to a
large extent considered relative, man today is the judge of what is right
and wrong. In no real sense is there the idea of a revelation from God
which somehow is the source and criterion of truth. Thus, there is
nothing normative outside human experience, nothing which could sit
in judgment upon man’s ideas. If there is to be any alteration to produce
consistency between traditional Christianity and modern man’s think-
ing, it is Christian doctrine which must change, not man. Relevance is
the key word, rather than authoritativeness. If the Christian message
does not prove acceptable to man, then the message may and should be
altered as necessary. The sources from which the content of Christianity
is drawn will thus be considerably broader than in traditional Christian-
ity. Not merely some sacred documents of truth, but rather the whole
sweep of literature, philosophy, and the sciences is to be consulted in
informing the Christian belief.

A clear case of the transformer approach is the Death of God theol-
ogy, which had a brief but spectacular life in the middle 1960s. It was a
distinctly American theology, although it had parallels, such as the
thought of John A. T. Robinson in England. The best-known representa-
tives of the movement were Thomas J. J. Altizer, William Hamilton, and
Paul Van Buren. The very name of the movement is indicative of how
radically these men were willing to carry out their objective of trans-
forming the Christian message. They would even give up the traditional
belief in God ifecessary. Certainly no belief of Christianity could be
more basic than God.

These theologians found the conception of God untenable. For some
of them, the death of God meant the unreality of the idea of God or the
word God. Paul Van Buren, following the method of analytical philoso-
phy, found the concept to be without meaning in an empirically oriented
world.22 In part, all of this resulted from what the Death of God theolo-
gians regarded as a breakdown in the neoorthodox view of revelation.23
According to neoorthodoxy, God is not known through nature or
through experiences generally and universally available to all men, but
through and in his special personal encounter with man. But this
encounter, which cannot be controlled or forced, did not seem to the
Death of God theologians to be occurring any longer. There seemed to
be an absence of the presence of God. Further, the familiar capacity to
experience God seemed to have dried up for many modern men. Some

22. Paul Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel (New York: Macmillan, 1963).

23. William Hamilton, “The Death of God Theologies Today,” in Thomas J. J. Altizer
and William Hamilton, Radical Theology und the Death of God (Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill 1966), p. 27.
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Christians find God meaningfully within certain settings. A quiet sanc-
t uary, stained-glass windows, an organ playing certain types of music,
evoke religious feelings for many people, simply because of their condi-
tioned responses to these stimuli. Some persons cannot hear or sing
“How Great Thou Art” without feeling pious. Increasing numbers of
contemporary persons, however, do not have such a response. They have
never had this type of experience. Thus,, the Death of God theologians
concluded, the “sense of the presence of God” must be a psychological
rather than religious phenomenon.

There is also the problem here of what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “a
world come of age.” In past times, God was the answer to puzzles and
the solution to problems. Whatever could not be understood was ex-
plained as caused by God. This led to the expression the “god of the
gaps ’—the gaps being lacunae in man’s knowledge. As knowledge has
grown, however, the place of God as an explanatory principle has cor-
respondingly shrunk. He has retreated from first one island and then
another. Geology, biology, and psychology have each in turn displaced
God. The other familiar function performed by God, the solution of
problems, has also tended to evaporate. In biblical times, if a man’s wife
was barren, prayers were offered to God to “open her womb” so that
children might be born to them. Sarah and Hannah are two notable
biblical instances. In our day, a woman goes to a gynecologist, who
prescribes fertility pills; and a child (or children) is born. In the Bible, if
there was a drought, man prayed to God to send rain, and it rained.
Today, modern man finds a cloud containing some moisture, flies over it
and seeds it with silver iodide or something of that sort, and rain falls!
God is, as it were, unemployed. The familiar place which he occupied in
human experience is now filled by others. He is not needed as part of the
world, and consequently the concept of God is not meaningful to man.?*

There is more to the problem, however. Man’s difficulty is not merely
the absence of the experience of God.?® It is the experience of the
absence of God. The problem of evil is real and serious. To see the
destructiveness of nature is disturbing to one who believes in an all-
powerful divine being. And beyond that is the problem of moral evil.
Man’s cruelty and indifference to his fellow man are appalling. If God is
really God, if he is all-powerful and all-loving, he would certainly desire
to prevent this type of evil in the world and would be able to do so. The
continued presence of evil in both forms seems to argue loudly and
eloquently against the existence of such a God.

If Van Buren and Hamilton come at the problem from the perspective

24. 1bid., pp. 35-36, 39.
25. Ibid., p. 25.
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of a reasoned intellectual concern, Altizer comes with a more subjective,.
almost mystical approach. He emphasizes not so much the cessation of
the experience of God, but the death of the primordial or transcendent
God. This God has voluntarily undergone transformation from a being
outside the world who occasionally acts within it, to a being fully
immersed within the processes of this world. While the incarnation has
in orthodox theology been thought of as the act of God’s becoming one
with the human race, for Altizer it is but a symbol, just one of a whole
series of such comings. Throughout history God has been coming to
man. The process is now complete. But unlike orthodoxy, where God
also continues to be the primordial being, here he changes from the
transcendent to an immanent being. He leaves the primordial character
of his nature behind in an irreversible step. The death of God is thus the
suicide of the primordial God and the birth of an immanent one.?¢

A thoroughly secular faith is what the Death of God theologians
recommended. Instead of finding God in transcendent fashion, in acts of
worship and prayer, this movement proposed to find him again in activ-
ity, such as involvement in the civil-rights movement. This new secular
Christianity was to be world-affirming, hoping to find God in secular
experiences, hoping to find a way to enjoy God rather than using or
needing him.??

In this way of thinking, modern man is the standard, and what seems
reasonable to him is acceptable. There is no authoritative word from a
God who reveals himself from outside the world. Rather, insight is
sought from the visions of authors such as William Blake and Friedrich
Nietzsche.28 The truth comes in these visions rather than those of the
Hebrew prophets. Altizer, in fact, when pressed on one occasion to give
the ultimate basis of his belief, said, “Moby Dick”! The great white whale
going down into the water for the final time is the most complete picture
of the primordial God coming into the world.

Translators

To the translators, the transformers seem not to have reexpressed the
message, but to have substituted another message for it. A Christianity
without God, or at least without a transcendent God, and without a
gualitatively unique place for Jesus Christ, scarcely seems worthy of
being called Christianity any longer. The translators share with the

26. Thomas J. J. Altizer, The Gospel of Christian Atheism (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1966), pp. 102-12.
27. Hamilton, “The Death of God Theologies Today,” pp. 37-42.

28. Thomas J. J. Altizer, “Theology and the Death of God,” in Radical Theology and the
Death of God, pp. 98-101.

Contemporizing the Christian Message 117

transformers the desire to speak a fresh and intelligible word to the
modern world. They emphasize much more strongly, however, the need
for making certain that it is the authoritative message that is being
spoken. One of their aims is to retain the basic content of the message.
In this sense, translators are conservatives. Another aim is to put the
message in a new form, to speak the language of the hearer. Just as one
would not think of preaching a sermon in biblical Greek to someone
who does not know the language, so it is crucial to get away from old
and unfamiliar expressions and use synonyms drawn from contempo-
rary experience. The translators attempt to say what the Bible would say
if it were being written to us in our present situation.?®

In conservative Christian circles there seems to be a real desire for
this type of endeavor. The popularity of paraphrases of the Bible testifies
to this perceived need. The Living Bible, the J. B. Phillips version, and
even the Cotton Patch Version make the events of the Bible seem real.
While biblical translators and exegetes frequently decry these para-
phrases of the Bible as poor translations (they were, of course, never
intended to be translations), the lay persons of our day frequently find
them helpful and enlightening. The success of paraphrases may suggest
that in the past biblical scholars did a better job of finding out what the
Bible meant to the original hearers than of stating what it means for the
present day.

The translator maintains that man is not the measure of what is true.
Truth generates from above, from a higher source. It is God who speaks
and man who is on trial, not the other way around. If transformation is
needed, it is man, not the message, that must be transformed. While the
translator aims to make the message intelligible or understandable, he
does not expect to make it acceptable on modern man’s grounds. There
is a built-in dimension of the message that will always be a cause of
offense to natural man. There is thus a sense in which the message must
be antithetical to and critical of the contemporary understanding of
reality. The message must challenge the contemporary mindset, not
simply accommodate to it.3°

It will not be merely the doctrinal teachings which cause tension
between the Bible and contemporary man. Perhaps even more offensive
than the belief structures of the Bible are its ethical teachings. These
scem to call into question not merely what one believes, but also what
he does and even what he is. Whether doctrinal or ethical in nature, a
friction will be created by the biblical message, a friction which the
t hcologian and the church should not attempt to remove.

29. Hordern, New Directions, vol. 1, pp. 146-47.
30. lhid., pp. 148-49.
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The translator must carefully distinguish the message from the inter-
pretations and traditions which have grown up about it. The latter
sometimes have become as influential as the message itself. Indeed,
some persons are unable to distinguish the interpretation from the mes-
sage. To them, any attempt to restate the message seems to be a tamper-
ing with and a modification or abandonment of the message. They must
be mindful, however, that the non-Christian may find a particular inter-
pretation disagreeable, and hence reject the message. There is no virtue,
from the translator’s standpoint, in attempting to preserve for all time
one way of expressing a concept. Particular interpretations are the
proper subject of historical theology, what has been believed, rather
than of systematic theology, what we are to believe.

Part of the difficulty in contemporizing the message stems from the
fact that the biblical revelation came to particular situations. Thus, the
message took on a localized form. The problem is to detect what was
simply something to be believed and done in that situation, and what is
of more universal application. Examples readily come to mind: is foot-
washing a practice which the church is to continue, much as it does
baptism and the Lord’s Supper, or was it simply something appropriate
to the biblical situation? Is the mode of baptism essential to the act, so
that we must determine and attempt to preserve the precise mode used
in biblical times? And what of church government? Does the New Tes-
tament give the normative form for all time, or are there only sugges-
tions which we may feel free to modify as needs require?

An additional complication arises from the fact that the Bible does
not address fully the issues connected with certain doctrines. In con-
temporizing the message, are we to limit ourselves to the explicit state-
ments of Scripture, or may we assume that the biblical writers, had they
faced the more complex issues we face, would have said more? An
example is the doctrine of the Trinity, which nowhere in Scripture is
explicitly and directly addressed. This is not to say that there were no
conceptions about the Trinity in biblical times, but that reflection on and
formulation of the doctrine had not progressed to such a point as to
warrant specific expression in Scripture. Consequently, on this doctrine
we do not have a biblical outworking such as Paul gives us on the
doctrine of justification, for example.

Another difficulty stems from the necessity of relating the biblical
revelation to our more complete current understanding of the general
revelation. For example, Paul taught quite clearly that all men are
sinners (he discussed in detail our corrupted, sinful nature and our
consequent guilty standing before God). This he attributed in some way
to Adam and his sin (Rom. 5:12-21). Today, biology, anthropology, psy-
chology, sociology, and numerous other disciplines pose new questions
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about human nature, the soul (including whether it exists), and the basis
of personal traits. If we are to relate the biblical revelation to our
modern culture, we are now required to address questions which Paul
did not address. If he had by inspiration somehow discussed them, he
would not have been understood by his first readers.

Further, some biblical truths are expressed in forms not meaningful
to persons living today. Note that we are talking about the form of
expression of a truth rather than its essence. The doctrine of the provi-
dence of God is the teaching that God watches over and guides all that is
and happens. To illustrate this truth, the Bible compares God to the good
shepherd who cares for his sheep; it also notes that God protects the
birds of the air, feeding them and protecting them from danger. Many
modern persons living in urban settings rarely see birds and may never
have seen a shepherd caring for his sheep. If such persons are to be
given a concrete picture of providence, imagery of a very different form
will have to be selected. What is the relationship of God’s providence to
cybernetics or to modern nuclear war, for example?

It is sometimes said that there are two steps we must take if our aim is
to preserve the essential content but give a contemporary statement of a
biblical teaching: first we must determine what it meant in its original
context and then we must tell what it means today. What is being advo-
cated is a direct translation of meaning from the past situation to the
present. This parallels the method of learning a foreign language to
which most of us were probably exposed.

In this method, we learn what word in one language is equivalent to
what word in another language. Thus, English-speaking persons learn-
ing German are taught that der Stuhl= the chair. We memorize this
equivalent. We look up a German word in the German-English diction-
ary to find an English equivalent. But the meaning of der Stuhl is not
“the chair.” The real meaning is an object with a seat, a backrest, and
four legs. “The chair” is only a particularization of that meaning in one
language, English, just as der Stuhl is a particularization in German, la
chaise in French, la silla in Spanish, and so on. Note that we are not here
attempting to make a case for Platonism. We are not arguing that the
real meaning of der Stuhl is “chairness.” We are referring to a particular
object. We are referring to the meaning which that object has in
common in all cultures. Nor are we attempting to make a case for
conceptual-dynamic (as opposed to verbal) inspiration! The problem
with this approach to learning a language is that it can work with only
two specific languages at a time. And when in either language a word

3 1. These issues will be discussed at greater length in chapter 9.
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involved takes on a different meaning, the expression of the truth
becomes obsolete.

There is another method of language teaching, one which is usable
simultaneously with people who speak many different languages. Here
the instructor does not say, ‘“Der Stuhl (or la chaise or la silla) means the
chair.” He simply points to or touches a chair and says ‘der Stuhl “(The
class will usually understand by his inflections and his actions that they
are to repeat the word after him.) He touches the wall and says ‘die
Wand.” By demonstration the words for various actions can also be
taught. Abstract concepts, of which theology is largely composed, are
more difficult to express, but can also be conveyed, once more basic and
concrete words and meanings have been grasped.

We have brought this second type of language teaching into our dis-
cussion of theological methodology in order to make a crucial point. In
the process of contemporizing a biblical statement, we must introduce a
middle step between determining what it meant in its original context
and telling what it means today. Thus the first type of language teaching
is an inadequate metaphor. For we must find the essential meaning
underlying all particular expressions of a biblical teaching. Thus, if the
biblical teaching is that God is high above the earth, we must discover its
permanent thrust, namely, that God is transcendent. He is not limited to
a certain spot within nature. Rather, he is beyond nature. He does not
have the limited knowledge which we do. His love, mercy, and other
attributes go far beyond anything found in human beings. To make this
truth meaningful for today will mean giving it a new concrete expres-
sion, just as was done in biblical times. Note that we are not giving a
“dynamic equivalent” of the biblical statement. What we are doing
instead is giving a new concrete expression to the same lasting truth that
was concretely conveyed in biblical times by terms and images which
were common then.

Criteria of Permanence

It will be seen from the foregoing that the really crucial task of theol-
ogy will be to identify the timeless truths, the essence of the doctrines,
and to separate them from the temporal form in which they were
expressed, so that a new form may be created. How can we locate and
identify this permanent element or essence? In some cases, this is quite
simple, for the timeless truth is put in the form of a universal didactic
statement. Examples of this are quite numerous in the Psalms. One is
found in Psalm 100:5—“For the Lorp is good: his steadfast love endures
for ever, and his faithfulness to all generations.” In other cases, the
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timeless truth must be extracted from a narrative passage or from a
teaching dealing with a particular problem. There are a number of
criteria by which the permanent factors or the essence of the doctrine
may be identified: (1) constancy across cultures, (2) universal setting,
(3) a recognized permanent factor as a base, (4) indissoluble link with an
experience regarded as essential, and (5) final position within progres-
sive revelation.

Constancy Across Cultures

We are aware of the variety of cultures present in our world today,
and of the vast span of time separating us from biblical times. What we
sometimes forget is that the biblical period did not consist of a uniform
set of situations. The temporal, geographical, linguistic, and cultural
settings found within the canonical Scriptures vary widely. Many cen-
turies intervened between the writing of the first books of the Old Tes-
tament and the last books of the New. Geographical and cultural
situations range from a pastoral setting in ancient Palestine to the urban
setting of imperial Rome. There are differences between Hebrew and
Greek culture and language, which, although sometimes exaggerated,
are nonetheless very real. If, then, there is a constancy of biblical teach-
ing across several settings, we may well be in possession of a genuine
cultural constant or the essence of the doctrine. Variations may be
thought of as part of the form of the doctrine.

One illustration of constancy across cultures is the principle of sacri-
ficial atonement, and with it the rejection of any type of works-
righteousness. We find this principle present in the Old Testament
sacrificial system. We also find it in the New Testament teaching regard-
ing the atoning death of Christ. Another example is the centrality of
belief in Jesus Christ, which spans any gap between Jew and Gentile.
Peter preached it at Pentecost in Jerusalem to Jews from various cul-
tures. Paul declared it in a Gentile setting to the Philippian jailer (Acts
16:3 1),

Universal Setting

Another criterion by which to determine the essence of a doctrine is
to note what elements are put forth in a universal fashion. Baptism is
mentioned not only with reference to the specific situations where it
was practiced, but also in the universal setting of the Great Commission:
“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them into the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe
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all that 1 have commanded you; and lo, | am with you always, to the close
of the age” (Matt. 28:18-20). There are several counts on which we can
regard this as a universal setting: (1) Jesus’ statement that all authority
had been given to him suggests that, as he transfers his functions and
responsibilities to his disciples, he has in mind a task which is presum-
ably to carry on indefinitely. (2) The “all nations” suggests a universality
of place and culture (cf. the commission of Acts 1:8—“You shall be my
witnesses. . .to the end of the earth”). (3) That Jesus would be with them
always, even to the end of the age, suggests that this threefold commis-
sion is to apply permanently. On the basis of this type of consideration,
we may conclude that baptism was not merely an isolated phenomenon,
localized at one time and place. It is of permanent applicability.

On the other hand, the footwashing incident in John 13 is not put into
a general or universal setting. While Jesus did say, “You also ought to
wash one another’s feet” (v. 14), nothing is said about the duration of the
practice. While he said, “I have given you an example, that you also
should do as | have done to you” (v. 15), there is reason to believe that his
example was not necessarily to be extended universally in this precise
form. He does not indicate that the practice is to be perpetually per-
formed. The underlying reason for his action appears in his statement
regarding the servant’s not being greater than the master (v. 16). What
he was attempting to instill within his disciples was the attitude of a
servant: humility and a willingness to put others ahead of oneself. In that
culture, washing the feet of others would symbolize such an attitude.
But in another culture, some other act might more appropriately convey
the same truth. Because we find humility taught elsewhere in Scripture
without mention of footwashing (Matt. 20:27;23:10-12; Phil. 2:3), we
conclude that the attitude of humility, not the particular act of footwash-
ing as such, is the permanent component in Christ’s teaching.

A Recognized Permanent Factor as a Base

A particular teaching based upon a recognized permanent factor may
itself be permanent. For example, Jesus bases his teaching about the
permanence of marriage on the fact that God made man as male and
female and pronounced them to be one (Matt. 19:4-6, citing Gen. 2:24).
The antecedent is assumed to be a once-for-all occurrence having per-
manent significance. From this, the permanent nature of the marriage
relationship is deduced. Similarly, the priesthood of all believers is based
upon the fact that our great High Priest has once for all “passed through
the heavens.” We therefore can “with confidence draw near to the
throne of grace” (Heb. 4:14-16). Moreover, because Jesus is a priest
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forever (Heb. 7:21, 24), it is always the case that all are saved who draw
near to God through him (v. 25).

Indissoluble Link with an Experience Regarded as Essential

In Rudolf Bultmann’s view, the Geschichte of the resurrection (the
renewal of hope and openness to the future which we experience) is
independent of the Historie (the question of whether Jesus actually was
raised). But Paul asserts that the experience is dependent upon the
resurrection of Christ. He says, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith
is futile and you are still in your sins” (1 Cor. 1517). If our experience of
the resurrection is real and permanent, the resurrection of Christ must
be factual, permanent, and universal. Replacing or changing this doc-
trine in any way will be accompanied by a similar change in the expe-
rience. If we regard this experience as essential, abandonment of what
the Bible affirms to be the cause will require finding some other basis to
explain the result. Our experience of believing that evil will be overcome
is based upon belief in a supernatural work of God in connection with
the second coming. Fosdick’s experience of believing that evil will be
overcome is quite different, for he bases it upon belief in progress, which
requires a certain type of human effort and is accompanied by a cor-
responding degree of insecurity. His experience, then, is built on a less
than solid foundation and will prove impermanent. Whenever, on the
other hand, our experience proves to be real and permanent, we can be
assured that the biblical doctrine on which it is dependent is permanent
as well.

Final Position Within Progressive Revelation

A final criterion relates to the matter of progressive revelation. If we
understand God to have worked in a process of accomplishing redemp-
tion for man, revealing himself and his plan gradually, we will weight
later developments more heavily than earlier ones. The assumption is
that we have transient forms in the earlier cases, and that the latest case
is the final form. If there is an element of absoluteness about it, we may
conclude that the latest case expresses the essence of the doctrine in
which the earlier varieties participated by way of anticipation. An exam-
ple would be the sacrificial work of Christ. Whereas the Old Testament
called for continual offerings of sacrifice in the court, twice-daily offer-
ings of incense in the outer tent, and an annual sacrifice by the high
priest in the inner place, the Holy of Holies (Heb. 9:1-10), Christ brought
this process to an end by fulfilling it (v. 12). His offering of his own blood
was once for all. Furthermore, Jesus often said, “You have heard that it
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was said ..., but | say to you that. ...” In these instances Jesus was
making a statement of the essence of the doctrine to replace earlier
approximations of it.

In some cases, the essence of a doctrine was not explicitly realized
within biblical times. For example, the status of women in society was
elevated dramatically by Jesus. Similarly, Paul granted an unusual status
to slaves. Yet the lot of each of these groups did not improve as much as
it should have. So to find the essence of how such persons should be
treated, we must look to principles laid down or implied regarding their
status, not to accounts of how they actually were treated in biblical
times.

We will attempt to get at the basic essence of the message, recogniz-
ing that all of the revelation has a point. We are not speaking here of
separating the kernel from the husk, as did people like Harnack, and
then discarding the husk. Nor are we talking about “discarding the
cultural baggage,” as some anthropologically oriented interpreters of
the Bible say in our time. We are referring to finding the essential spiri-
tual truth upon which a given portion of Scripture rests, and then
making a contemporary application of it.

It is common to observe (correctly) that very few Christians turn to
the genealogies in Scripture for their personal devotions. Yet even these
portions must have some significance. An attempt to go directly from
“what a genealogy meant” to “what it means” will probably prove frus-
trating. Instead, we must ask, “What are the underlying truths?” Several
possibilities come to mind: (1) all of us have a human heritage from
which we derive much of what we are; (2) we have all, through the long
process of descent, received our life from God; (3) God is at work provi-
dentially in human history, a fact of which we will be acutely aware if we
study that history and God'’s dealings with man. These truths have mean-
ings for our situations today. Similarly, the Old Testament rules of sanita-
tion speak to us of God’s concern for human health and well-being, and
the importance of taking steps to preserve that well-being. Pollution
control and wise dietary practices would be modern applications of the
underlying truth. To some exegetes this will sound like allegorizing. But
we are not looking for symbolism, spiritual meanings hidden in literal
references. Rather, what we are advocating is that one ask himself the
real reason why a particular statement was spoken or written.

In doing all of this, we must be careful to recognize that our under-
standing and interpretation are influenced by our own circumstances in
history, lest we mistakenly identify the form in which we state a biblical
teaching with its permanent essence. If we fail to recognize this, we will
absolutize our form, and be unable to update it when the situation
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changes. | once heard a Roman Catholic theologian trace the history of
the formulation of the doctrine of revelation. He then attempted to
describe the permanent essence of the doctrine, and stated very clearly
and accurately a twentieth-century, neoorthodox, existentially oriented
view of revelation!

It is important to note that finding the abiding essence is not a matter
of studying historical theology in order to distill out the lowest common
denominator from the various formulations of a doctrine. On the con-
trary, historical theology points out that all postbiblical formulations are
conditional. It is the biblical statements themselves from which we must
draw out the essence, and they are the continuing criteria of the validity
of that essence.
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Theological Language and Verificational Analysis:
The Accusation of Meaninglessness

Theological Language and Functional Analysis

Answers to the Accusation of Meaninglessness
The Concept of the Blik
Theological Language as Personal Language
Theological Language and Eschatological Verification
Theological Language as Metaphysical Synthesis
Theological Language as a Means to Discernment and Commitment

The church has always been concerned about its language,
since it is in the business of communicating and believes that what it has
to communicate is of vital importance. Thus, Augustine and even earlier
theologians gave serious attention to the matter of the nature and func-
tion of theological language.l In the twentieth century, however, this
concern has taken on a new dimension of urgency. For philosophy,
which has so often been a conversational partner with theology, began

in the twentieth century to give primary and in some cases virtually
exclusive attention to the analysis of language.

1. Augustine On Christian Doctrine 3.
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Theological Language and Verificational Analysis:
The Accusation of Meaninglessness

Early in the twentieth century, philosophers such as G. E. Moore and
Bertrand Russell engaged in the analysis of language.? In part this was
an offshoot of an interest in mathematics and symbolic logic. It was with
the rise of the movement known as logical positivism, however, that real
momentum was added to this interest in language. Logical positivism
began with a seminar led by Moritz Schlick at the University of Vienna
in 19233 The seminar was made up of two groups: practicing scientists
with an interest in the philosophy of science, and philosophers interested
in science. They focused upon the meaning of meaning. They observed
that there are two basic types of cognitive propositions. One type is a
priori, analytic statements, such as two plus two equals four. When
combined in this fashion, the symbols two and plus have the meaning of
four. The predicate is contained, by definition, within the subject of the
sentence. Such mathematical-type statements are necessarily true, but
they are uninformative regarding the empirical world.*

The other type of statement is more interesting. These are the syn-
thetic statements, in which there is something in the predicate which
was not contained within the subject. Whereas “all bachelors are
unmarried” is an example of the first type of statement, “all bachelors
are tall” is an example of the latter type. This is not a tautology, for
nothing about height is contained inherently within the definition of
bachelor. The truth or falsity of such a statement can be determined
only by an examination of the real world. Nothing less will do.

What is it that makes a statement meaningful? Analytical, a priori
statements are meaningful in that they define terms. But what about
synthetic, a posterior-i (scientific-type) statements? The answer given by
logical positivism is that such statements are meaningful in that there is
a set of sense data that will verify (or falsify) them.5 The statement, “the
stone in my left hand is heavier than the stone in my right hand,” is
meaningful, for it can be tested by sense data. If | put the first stone in
the left pan of a balance scale and the other in the right pan of the scale,
I will have the sense experience of seeing the left pan go down and the

2. Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New Y ork: Simon and Schuster,
1945), chapter 31.

3. The Age of Analysis, ed. Morton White (New York: New American Library, 1955),
pp. 203-05.

4. 1bid., pp. 207-08. A priori statements are logicaly prior to and independent of
Sensory experience; aposteriori statements are logicaly posterior to and dependent upon
s¢ensory - expcerience.

5. ibid., p. 209.
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right pan go up. That is what is meant by “heavier than.” That is exactly
what is meant by the expression, and that is all that is meant by it.

It is not necessary on these grounds that a statement be true in order
to be meaningful. It may be false, but we can specify what would count
for or against the truth of the statement. Nor is it actually necessary to
be able to perform the test, as long as the statement is in principle
verifiable. Thus the statement, “the other side of the moon is made of
green cheese,” was a meaningful statement even before space travel
made the other side of the moon observable. Although it was not possi-
ble to inspect the other side of the moon, one could specify what would
be seen there if the statement were true and one were able to take a
look. The mere technical difficulty did not render the statement mean-
ingless, just as lacking a telescope would not make statements about
Saturn’s rings meaningless. On the other hand, any statement that
purports to be synthetic (i.e., factually informative), but is not at least
in principle verifiable by sense data, must be discarded as literally
non-sense.$

This means that some statements which seem to be factual may be
meaningless. Only verifiability or falsifiability counts for anything here.
This principle, known as the verifiability principle, became highly impor-
tant to philosophers. Many otherwise impressive sentences were cast on
the discard heap of meaninglessness as a result.

William Hordern somewhat facetiously asks whether there is any
meaning to statements like “there is a fairy in my watch.”” Ostensibly,
this statement means a fairy is sitting inside my watch and making its
hands go around. He even makes a tick-tick sound as he works. If asked
how | know that the statement is true, | would be hard pressed to
answer. Does it mean that if | removed the back of my watch, | would
see the fairy all hunched up in there, happily working away? No, for this
is an invisible fairy. Does it mean that | would not find the usual move-
ment and escapement within? No, my watch has all of the usual
mechanical apparatus, for this fairy works immanently, through the
usual process of the escapement. Then what does the statement mean?
It means simply that there is a fairy in my watch. Quite likely no one else
will understand, for there is nothing to which I can point that would in
any way count for or against the truth of the statement. Since it is
neither verifiable nor falsifiable, it is meaningless.

When examined this way, many far more serious topics that philoso-
phy has traditionally attended to are now seen to be meaningless. The
argument as to whether reality is basically mental or material is

6. Rudolf Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax (New York: AMS, 1979), p. 17.
7. William Hordern, Speaking of God (New Y ork: Macmillan, 1964), p. 61.
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meaningless, as is the argument about whether reality is composed of
one or two ultimate principles. These problems, like all problems that
cannot be resolved by appeal either to definitions or conventions on the
one hand, or to sense data that would confirm or disconfirm on the
other, are simply pseudoproblems. While they seem to be amenable to
debate, involving, as they do, contrary positions, they cannot be resolved.
It is not that one of the positions may not be true; the difficulty is that
both are meaningless.

The same problem attaches to many theological propositions. Al-
though they bear the form of valid synthetic statements, they are mean-
ingless. What does theology mean by its propositions? Take, for example,
the statement, “God is a loving Father,” or “God loves us as a father loves
his children.” What is the meaning of this? What counts for the truth of
this statement? And equally important, what counts against it?

John Macquarrie tells of a man who was crossing a street one day
when a bus came around the corner and narrowly missed him. “God
loves me,” he exclaimed, “for the bus did not hit me.” On another occa-
sion he was struck and injured by a bus, but said, “God loves me, for the
bus did not kill me.” Later a bus struck and killed him. The mourners
were philosophical, however: “God loves him, for he has called him out
of this unhappy and sinful world.” Everything that occurred was seen as
evidence of God’s fatherly love. Nothing counted against it. And in such a
situation, nothing could really count for it either. With such an ap-
proach, “God is a loving Father” is a non-sense statement. It really has
Nno meaning at all.®

Other instances can be thought of. Take the statement, “God answers
prayer.” What is its meaning? Does it mean that if we take a relatively
homogeneous group and divide it into two equal subgroups and have
one half pray about matters of great concern to them, and the other
group simply think intently about and wish for matters of concern to
them, the results will significantly favor the former group? Here again
nothing will be allowed to count against the proposition. For if the
request is not granted, the Christian usually replies, “It wasn’t God’s will,”
or “God answered, but his answer was no.” What is the difference, then,
between these beliefs and assertions, and “there is a fairy in my watch”?
All of them are meaningless.

John Wisdom put this quite succinctly in a parable.® Two explorers
once happened upon a clearing in the jungle. The clearing contained

8. John Macquarrie, God-Talk An Examination of the Language and Logic of Theol-
ogy (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 108-09.

9. John Wisdom, “Gods,” in Philosophy and Psychoanalysis (Oxford: B. Blackwell,
1957), pp. 154-55.
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many flowers and also many weeds. One explorer said, “Some gardener
must tend this plot.” The other disagreed. So they pitched their tents and
watched, but they did not see any gardener. The believer suggested that
the gardener must be invisible. So they set up a barbed-wire fence,
electrified it, and patrolled with bloodhounds. Still no gardener was
found. “There is no gardener,” said the skeptic. “He is invisible and
intangible,” retorted the believer. “He has no scent, makes no sound, and
comes secretly to tend the garden.” Here is another instance in which no
counterevidence is allowed. Antony Flew comments: “A fine brash
hypothesis [belief in the gardener, or in God] may thus be killed by
inches, the death by a thousand qualifications.”’® That is, a position
which requires constant qualifications in order to keep from being falsi-
fied (which is, in effect, not open to falsification) is meaningless.

This is the situation of the major propositions of Christian theology.
The Christian and non-Christian work with the same facts but disagree
on their interpretation. Since the Christian, whether theologian or not,
cannot explicate the meaning of his propositions (prove his interpreta-
tions) by recourse to sensory data, these propositions have to be re-
garded as meaningless.

Logical positivism is an attempt to set up a definite standard of mean-
ing by which all language is to be measured. On the basis of this stan-
dard, the only meaningful uses of language (what logical positivism
labels representative language) are the mathematical-type or tautologi-
cal language, and the scientific type, which meets the verifiability prin-
ciple. But what of all the other propositions which appear within
Christian theology? What is their status?

Logical positivism recognizes a use of language other than the repre-
sentative. That is the expressive or emotive use. Here language does not
actually describe or denote anything, but rather expresses the feelings
of the speaker or writer. While such propositions may have the gram-
matical form and hence appearance of assertions, they are actually
expressing the feelings, the mood, the attitudes of the speaker. They are
more like “Wow!” “Hurrah!” “Ouch!” and similar expressions. They are
not susceptible to verification and falsification. The major portion of the
history of philosophy has apparently been a highly sophisticated series
of grunts and groans.11

What is true of philosophy’s utterances is also true of theology’s Since
they do not meet the criteria required of all representative use of lan-
guage, they must be expressive. The theologian may think he is telling us

10. Antony Flew, “Theology and Falsification,” in New Essays in Philosophical Theol-
ogy, ed. Antony Flew and Alasdair Macintyre (New York: Macmillan, 1955),p. 97.
11. Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax, pp. 26-31.
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something about how things are, but in reality he is merely giving vent
to his feelings. The statement, “God watches over us as a loving father
watches over his children,” appears to describe God. In reality, however,
it is expressing one’s warm and positive feelings about the universe.
There is no harm in such use of language as long as people are not
misled into thinking that something factual is expressed by it. It may be
highly cathartic for the preacher, and therapeutic for the hearers as
well.12 Such a classification of religious and theological language may be
surprising and distressing to theologians, preachers, and ordinary be-
lievers alike. They have believed themselves to be actually referring to
something as they spoke. Yet, if logical positivism’s assumptions are
granted, they have only been expressing their own emotions.

Many philosophers grew uneasy regarding logical positivism, how-
ever. There was a certain neatness to this approach in that all statements
could be classified into one category or the other. Yet this very neatness
appeared artificial. It virtually discarded many traditional uses of lan-
guage despite the fact that those who employed ethical and religious
language found them serviceable and highly meaningful. It appeared to
have arbitrarily set up its own standards of what language must be, and,
unfortunately, in the process used terminology not as descriptive and
representative as might have been wished. For terms such as “meaning-
less” and “emotive” themselves involve emotive connotations.!?

There was another very basic and serious problem as well. It con-
cerned the status of the verifiability principle. Is it an analytic statement?
If so, it is merely a definition, and one could refute it simply by saying, “I
do not define the criterion of meaningfulness that way.” On the other
hand, if it is a synthetic statement, actually informing us of something
not implicit in the definition, it must meet its own criterion of meaning-
fulness. But what is the set of sensory data that would verify or falsify
this proposition? Since there is none, the proposition would seem mean-
ingless and self-contradictory as well.

The logical positivists saw this problem and attempted to respond.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, for example, suggested that the propositions of his
philosophy were merely elucidative. One finally recognizes them as
senseless when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them.
One “must so to speak throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up
over them.”!* One must use these propositions and then surmount them.
This hardly seemed satisfactory, however. Rudolf Car-nap maintained

12. Ibid.

13. Frederick Ferré, Language, Logic, and God (New York: Harper and Row, 1961),
chapter 4.

14. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (New York: Harcourt, Brace,
1922), p. 189.
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that a good many of these propositions are meaningful, but did not
specify in what way. ' A. J. Ayer claimed that the verifiability principle is
really a definition.!® But then it is subject to the difficulty noted above.
This solution seemed no more satisfactory than the others, with the
result that logical positivism in its original form had to be abandoned or
greatly modified.

Theological Language and Functional Analysis

Analytical philosophy thus moved to another stage. The earlier form,
which Frederick Ferré has referred to as “verificational analysis,” at-
tempted to prescribe how language should be used. The later form,
which he calls “functional analysis,” attempted instead to describe how
language actually is used.!” Here a wide diversity of uses of language
becomes apparent. These varieties of language are approached with a
curiosity as to how language has arisen and grown. The mindset of the
biologist, whose aim is to observe and classify, should characterize the
philosopher of language. This approach substitutes for the dogmatic
assertions of the logical positivists a question-“What is the logic of
statements of this kind?” To put it differently, philosophers focusing on
functional analysis ask: “How are these statements to be verified, or
tested, or justified? What are their use and function; what jobs do they
do?”

Wittgenstein in his later work was a pioneer in this area. In his Philo-
sophical Investigations he spoke of various “language games.” He listed
such varied uses of language as giving orders, reporting an event,
making up and telling a joke, cursing, praying.18 He used the term ‘lan-
guage game” to point up the fact that language is an activity. The prob-
lem with the verifiability principle does not lie in the criterion it sets for
the empirical type of sentence. The problem consists in failure to recog-
nize other forms of language as legitimate and meaningful.

A major role of philosophy, then, is to examine the way language
actually functions in context. And beyond that, the philosopher attempts
to uncover misuses of language when they occur. Wittgenstein says that
“philosophical problems arise when language goes on holiday. ™ “The

15. Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax, p. 38.

16. A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth, and Logic (New York: Dover, 1946), p. 16.

17. Ferré, Language, Logic, and God, p. 58.

18. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G. E. M. Anscombe, 3rd
cd. (New York: Macmillan, 1958), pp. 11¢,12¢.

19. Ihid., p. 19¢.
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confusions which occupy us arise when language is like an engine idling,
not when it is doing work.”20

Functional analysis utilizes two methods for elucidating the functions
of language which is unclear: the paradigm-case technique and the
technique of significant comparison. The paradigm-case technique in-
volves finding a clear, straightforward use of the very word or sentence
which is unclear. This will enable one to see how the word or sentence
which is causing difficulty is actually functioning. For example, Ferré
notes that the word solid might not be clear in view of the fact that
modern science tells us everything is really a whirling mass of electrical
charges. But picturing stone walls or desks when one encounters the
word solid will resolve the difficulty.2!

The other technique, significant comparison, involves comparing a
particular phrase with other forms of language or even nonverbal activi-
ties that do the same work. Ferré uses the example of a mayor who says,
“l hereby declare this expressway open” (or simply, “this expressway is
now open”). While on the surface this statement seems to inform us of a
fact, close examination will reveal that it actually performs the same
role as would cutting a ribbon or removing a barrier. It actually effects
something rather than reporting something.22

To the functional analyst it is apparent that the different language
games each have their own rules. Problems arise either when these
rules are violated, or when one slips from one form of language game
into another without realizing it, or tries to apply the rules of one game
to another. A basketball player attempting to punt a basketball or a
football team attempting to fast break down the field with a series of
forward passes is making an illicit transfer from one game to another.
The functional analyst says treating theological language about divine
creation as a statement about the empirical origin of the universe is a
switch from one language game to another, from theological language
to empirical language.

Failure to recognize such transitions will result in confusion. For
example, it is important to observe the change in language usage in
sentences like, “I was driving down the street and another driver cut me
off, and | became hot under the collar.” Someone who fails to observe
the change may regard the expression “hot under the collar” as a de-
scription of the temperature of the skin on my neck. Actually, such
transitions occur quite frequently in ordinary language. Mixing the uses
of language in one game with those of another is called a category trans-
gression. It leads to confusion and constitutes a misuse of language.2

20. Ibid., p. 5 1€,
21.Ferr¢, Language, Logic, and God, pp. 64-65.
22. Ibid., p. 65.

23. Horder-n, Speaking Of God, pp. 49-52.
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Instead of telling theologians and practicing Christians what their
language is and does, the later analytical philosophers have allowed the
theologians to explain religious language. The philosopher’s task is to
assess the appropriateness of the explanation, and to judge whether the
language is being used correctly or incorrectly, that is, to look for possi-
ble category transgressions.

Answers to the Accusation of Meaninglessness

Theologians have responded in several ways to this challenge to
clarify their language usage. The criticism against logical positivism had
been that it was unduly restrictive in ruling out a number of cognitively
meaningful uses of language. It is now incumbent upon the theologians
to indicate what these other varieties are, and to prove that they do in
fact function meaningfully. Jerry Gill, in a helpful overview, has de-
scribed the problem posed by logical empiricism (or logical positivism)
in terms of a syllogism:

1. All cognitively meaningful language is either definitional or empiri-
cal in nature.

2. No religious language is either definitional or empirical in nature.

3. No religious language is cognitively meaningful language.

There are, according to Gill, three main responses which theologians
have made to this syllogism (of course those who accept its conclusion
without qualification dismiss religious language as non-sense):

1. Some accept the premises and the conclusion, but maintain that
while religious language is not cognitively meaningful, it is none-
theless significant in some other sense.

2. Some reject the first premise but accept the second. These people
believe that cognitively meaningful language is not restricted to
the analytical and empirical.

3. Others accept the major premise, but reject the minor premise.
They contend that religious propositions are actually empirical in
character.25

24. Jerry Gill, “The Meaning of Religious Language,  Christianity Today, 15 January
1965, pp. 16-21.
25. Ibid.
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The Concept of the Blik

The first group has to a large extent been made up of professional
philosophers who have reflected upon the nature of religious discourse.
R. M. Hare responded to Antony Flew’s analysis of religious language by
developing the concept of the blik. A blik is a frame of reference, an
interpretation of a situation, which is accepted without question. Noth-
ing can alter it. Hare tells of a lunatic who is convinced that all dons are
out to murder him.2¢ Nothing that can be adduced regarding the cor-
diality of any dons serves to dissuade him from this conviction. Rather,
he simply regards their cordiality as evidence of how diabolical dons
really are. Hare also mentions the blik he has that maneuvering the
steering wheel will always be followed by a corresponding change of
direction of his car. Someone with the opposite blik believes that the
steering system will break down; and, accordingly, he will never travel in
a car. In the first case, the blik is not based upon investigation of the
parts of the car; and in the latter case, no amount of inspection of the
mechanical operation will alter the conviction. The blik, then, refers to
the frame of reference within which knowing, thinking, and acting take
place. But the blik itself is not subject to the kind of verification to which
the specific statements within it must submit.

Actually there is some variation among the bliks. Some do not seem
to involve any inquiry at all. The blik that the steering system of Hare’s
car is intact, for example, is a matter of ignorance as it were. He has not
examined the mechanism. Technically, a genuine blik will not be estab-
lished until he has looked at the evidence and maintains the blik irre-
spective of data.

Hare contends that the major difference between his concept of the
blik and Flew’s use of Wisdom’s parable of the gardener is that bliks
mutter very much to those who have them, whereas the existence or
nonexistence of the gardener presumably was not of great importance
to the two explorers. Nonetheless, the time and effort that the men in
Wisdom’s parable invested in the search do suggest that the existence or
nonexistence of the gardener was a matter of some concern to them.

The point in all this is that a blik is not a factual belief. It is an
unverified and unverifiable perspective on things. It is almost an atti-
tude, and matters very much to the person who holds it. The concept of
the blik is of use to some of those philosophers and theologians who
accept the conclusion that religious language is not cognitively mean-
ingful, but who nevertheless maintain that it is significant. In their view

26. R. M. Hare, “Theology and Falsification,” in New Essays in Philosophical Theology,
ed. Flew and Maclntyre, pp. 99-103. A don is a head, tutor, or fellow in a college of Oxford
or Cambridge, or, more broadly, a college or university professor. Blik is a neologism.
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religious language is very meaningful within the framework and as an
expression of particular bliks.

Theological Language as Personal Language

The second group rejects the first premise of the syllogism, which
limits cognitively meaningful statements to the definitional and the
empirically verifiable. They see a unique status for religious statements.
They believe that the personal nature of religious language makes it
cognitively meaningful.

An example of this position is William Hordern, who has most fully
enunciated his views in his book Speaking of God. After reviewing the
various kinds of language games which there are, he notes that religious
and theological language follows the pattern of personal language. It is
not merely that language about God is like language about human
persons. Rather, there is overlap between our language about God and
our language about other persons. as Hordern puts it, “although no
human language game can be translated into language about God, the
language game that points with the least obscurity to God is that of
personal language."?’

Horder-n insists that the positivist limitation of meaning is too narrow.
For one thing, it requires intersubjectivity, that is, that the evidence be
accessible to other persons. Now in the case of a baseball pitcher who
throws a pitch too close to a batter, the umpire, the crowd, and the
batter himself cannot really verify whether the pitcher intentionally
attempted to hit the batter. Since the pitcher’s intention cannot be veri-
fied by others, logical positivism assumes that any charge that his action
was deliberate is not meaningful. Hordern points out, however, that the
pitchers intention is completely verifiable by one person-the pitcher
himself.** Thus, Hordern is in effect arguing that sense experience is not
the sole means of gaining knowledge; introspection must also be allowed.
Further, the scientific approach does not result in knowledge about
individuals per se. It is interested in individuals only as specimens of
universals. Its very aim is to generalize. When science identifies an indi-
vidual human person, it puts him into a series of classes or categories. A
man may be described as a middle-aged businessman, a graduate of
Yale, Protestant, honest, with an intelligence quotient of 125. But this
does not tell us about the unique individual. Horderns dependence upon
existentialism is apparent at this point. When we have listed all the
categories under which a chemical can be classified, we have said all that

27. Hordern, Speaking of God, p. 132.
28. lbid., p. 139.
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can be said about it. But man is not a chemical. “To know persons we
need a different methodology from that used in getting to know things,”
says Hordern.?

Science also is limited in that it attempts to explain everything in
terms of cause without any explanation in terms of purpose. To put this
in Aristotelian language, science explains in terms of efficient cause
rather than final cause. In attempting to deal with human actions in this
way, however, it misses something major. It gives us behaviorism. But
behaviorism’s picture of man is like the description of a billiard game
that would be given by someone who knows the laws of mechanics but
nothing of the rules of billiards or the strategies of billiard players.
Hordern’s conclusion is clear: “Questions of fact are not limited to
science.”0

How are persons known? Hordern is quite clear that he is talking
about knowledge which is not scientific. It is neither verifiable nor falsi-
fiable within the language game of science, but is verifiable within its
own game. Our knowledge of other persons comes primarily, and even
exclusively, through their bodily actions. These bodily actions include
what they say.3! We know other persons only as they reveal themselves
through word or deed, whether intentionally or unconsciously3? Further,
there is knowledge of another person only as we respond to him. We
must empathize, we must reveal ourselves in order to know the other
person. We must trust him. And we must ask about his motives and
intents.

When Hordern comes to apply this model of the personal-language
game to his understanding of the nature and function of theological
language, he turns to revelation. Just as we know persons only as they
reveal themselves, so the personal God is known only through his revela-
tion of himself. It is God’s acts in history and words given through the
prophets that constitute his self-manifestation. The typical biblical event
of revelation involves a historical situation interpreted by the inspired
prophet as God’s word to men.2? As such it “opens the way to a personal
relationship with God,” and thus “the Bible becomes the word of God.”*
It is in its particularity, not in general truths, that God is understood. God
is loving. What does that mean? The Bible tells us what it means through
the particular and personal story of Jesus’ death on the cross-he

29. Ibid., pp. 148-49.
30. Ibid., p. 154.
31, Ibid., pp. 140-41.
32. Ibid., p. 142.
33. Ibid., p. 161.
34. Ibid., p. 162.
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looked down upon those who were responsible for his being there and
said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

Further, knowledge of God is a knowledge of his purposes. In the
parable of the invisible gardener, if the gardener had once told one of
the explorers something about his purpose, it would have been possible
to detect that purpose, although perhaps dimly, in the garden.36 In consid-
ering God’s purposes it is important for us to realize that theological
explanations are of a different nature than scientific explanations. The
creation account in Genesis 1, according to Horder-n, is not to be under-
stood as a causal explanation of the origin of the universe, which could
potentially be in conflict with the scientific theory of evolution. What it
gives us instead is a statement of intent and purpose-that the universe
was created for the purposes of God.37

Because God is a person, he can be known only as we respond to him.
This involves a trusting response of our whole heart. Because an I-Thou
relationship requires mutual self-revelation, a necessary part of our
response is confession.?® And our response must also involve obedience,
since the relationship with God is such that we will want to do what
pleases him.*

Is this knowledge of which Hordern speaks empirical? In some ways
it appears to be, in light of what he has said about our knowledge of
other persons coming primarily, or even exclusively, through their bodily
actions, including speech. Yet this is not really knowledge which can be
verified or falsified by sense data. (The statement that the creation
account should not be so understood as to result in conflict with scien-
tific causal statements seems to indicate that.) Similarly, he states that
we cannot verify Christian faith simply by a reference to history. But
while history alone cannot verify the truth, there can be no verification
without history either. Personal statements are verified by entering into
a personal relationship with, responding to, the person about whom the
statements are made. While this depends upon history, it goes beyond
history.40 When one responds to God, as centuries of Christians will
testify, the gospels promise is fulfilled, the Holy Spirit comes, and a
personal relationship with God is created in which one’s life is renewed.
Horder-n makes quite clear what the basis of meaningfulness is in this
situation: “This relationship itself is the verification of theological state-
ments.”! He says, “Like all verifiable statements, theological statements

35. Ibid., pp. 164-65.
36. Ibid., p. 166.
37. Ibid., p. 153.
38. Ibid., p. 170.
39. Ibid., p. 172.
40. Ibid., pp. 174-75.
41. 1bid., p. 176.
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are verified in our experience.”*? Yet he is careful to avoid relating this to
some kind of mystical or ineffable religious feeling.

Hordern’s statement has built upon the important observation that
God is a person, a subject, rather than a thing, an object. There are
dimensions to our knowledge of a person which simply do not have any
parallels in our knowledge of a physical object. But one great problem
causes our analogy between knowledge of the divine person and knowl-
edge of human persons to break down. We have knowledge of other
human persons, but it comes through sense experience of the other. |
can know something about you without your telling me any proposi-
tions about yourself. | can observe you, note your physical character-
istics, and how you behave. If there is a dimension of the relationship
that goes beyond the mere physical perception, at least it arises through
and in connection with that sense experience. But what about the I-
Thou relationship with God? Surely neither Horder-n nor virtually any
other Christian, theologian or not, claims to have sensory experience of
God. While disavowing mysticism, Hordern still so distinguishes our
experience of God from our knowledge of human persons that the
parallelism upon which the analogy depends breaks down. Horder-n’s
meaning of experience is evidently broader than the sense experience
with which science works. It is a gestalt experience involving the whole
person. But unless Hordern can make clearer and more specific the
nature of this experience, it would seem that he has committed the sin
which the analytical philosopher dreads: a category transgression, mov-
ing from sense experience to a broader meaning of experience.

Another problem enters with theological language that is not about
the person of God per se. What of the statements about man, about the
church, about God’s creation? How are these derived from the relation-
ship? For that matter, what of some of the aspects (attributes) of God’s
nature? If we know God within and through the relationship, what is it
to have an I-Thou relationship with a Triune God? Thus the question of
the derivation of a fair amount of theological propositions deserves and
needs more complete treatment. Are these propositions not meaning-
ful? Are they not legitimate? Or are they different from the personal-
language statements, their meaningfulness established on some other
basis?

Theological Language and Eschatological Verification

The final group of approaches to the accusation of meaninglessness
accepts the limitation of cognitive meaningfulness to the definitional

42. 1bid., p. 177.
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and the empirical, while rejecting the contention that religious language
is neither empirical nor definitional. These persons set themselves the
task of demonstrating an empirical basis for religious language. It is this
approach which | personally find most satisfactory.

One very bold attempt was made by John Hick.** Accepting the verifia-
bility principle, and seeking to retain meaningfulness for the language of
Christianity, he introduces the concept of “eschatological verification.”
Although we do not currently have verification of our theological propo-
sitions, we will one day. If there is life after death, we will experience it.
We will see God the Father as he really is, and all of the propositions
about him will be experientially verified. The same is true about Jesus.
Thus the situation with respect to theological propositions is quite simi-
lar to the status of affirmations about the other side of the moon which
were made prior to successful moon shots. They are in principle veri-
fiable empirically and hence meaningful. All that is necessary to verify
them is death, if we are willing to take that step. Hick, it must be admit-
ted, has in many ways formulated a genuinely creative breakthrough.
Yet there are certain conceptual difficulties here. Just what does it mean
to speak of this eschatological occurrence as empirical? In what way will
we have sensory experience of God in the future, if we do not now? And
what is the nature of the bodily condition in which this will occur? The
conceptual difficulties appear sufficiently great that it might be prefer-
able to broaden the concept of experience rather than argue that there
will be empirical verification in the future.

There are two other significant attempts to claim an empirical status
for theology. One concerns the Christian theological scheme as a meta-
physical synthesis; the other concerns it as a means to discernment and
commitment. Together they are of great help in answering the accusa-
tion that theological language is not empirical and therefore not cogni-
tively meaningful.

Theological Language as Metaphysical Synthesis

Frederick Ferré has insisted that Christianity is cognitive, that is, that
the truth status of its tenets is determinable. But we must still ask what
this means. If theological discourse refers to reality, to some state of
affairs, to facts of some kind, just how does it do so? What is the nature
of those facts? It is not dealing with merely natural facts, which can be
stated in simple concrete sentences such as the specific gravity of lead is
greater than the specific gravity of water. Rather, the reference of theol-
ogy’s symbols is to metaphysical fact of some kind. The nature of

43. John Hick, Faith and Knowledge, 2nd ed. (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University, 1966), pp.
169-99.
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metaphysics is conceptual synthesis.* And a metaphysical fact, then, is a
concept which plays a key role within that system.

A further word of explanation is in order. A metaphysic is a world-
view. And everyone has a world-view, for everyone has an idea of what
reality is about. A world-view is a scheme that ties together the varied
experiences we have. It is the frame of reference which enables us to
function by making sense of the manifold of experience. It is to the
whole of reality what the rules and strategies of football are to the
sometimes confusing and even seemingly contradictory events that go
on in a game.

Imagine a person seeing a football game for the first time without
ever having received any explanation of football. When the ball is kicked,
sometimes all the players frantically pounce on it. At other times, it is
kicked and the players stand around watching it bounce. What is hap-
pening? Sometimes it appears that everyone wants the ball; at other
times no one wants it. When the two teams line up facing each other,
one player bends over one of the other players who then hands the ball
back between his legs to the first player after the first player has shouted
a lot of numbers. The subsequent behavior of this first player is erratic
and unpredictable. At times he clutches the ball tightly, as if it were
made of pure gold, or he may hand it to a teammate who grasps it
tenaciously. At other times, however, he runs backward and throws the
ball as quickly and as far as he can, giving the impression that the ball
must be burning his hand. The spectator might well wonder what is
happening. (Another example is one of my graduate-school professors,
who said he could not understand golf. If a man wants the ball, why
does he keep hitting it away? And if he does not want it, why does he
keep following it and looking for it?) But there is an explanation which
will make sense of the confusion down on the playing field. It is the rules
and general strategy of football. There is a pattern to what is occurring
on the field, tying it together into a coherent whole.

What the rules of football are to the events on the football field, one’s
world-and-life view is to the whole manifold of life’s experiences. It is an
attempt to tie them together into some pattern which will enable the
person to function in a reasonable fashion; it will enable him to under-
stand what is going on about him and to act accordingly. Consciously or
unconsciously, in crude or sophisticated fashion, everyone has some sort
of world-view. And Ferre maintains that, despite widespread denials, not
only is it possible and necessary to formulate such syntheses, but it is
also possible to evaluate them, grading some as preferable to others. He

44. Frederick Ferrd, Language, Logic, and God, p. 161. See also his Basic Modern
Philosophy of Religion (New York: Scribner, 1967).
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suggests criteria for evaluating the way in which a synthesis relates to
the facts that it synthesizes.

Ferre develops a general theory of signs (in this case, the units of
language which compose the synthesis), following and at points adapt-
ing the scheme of Charles W. Morris.#*> There are three elements
involved. There is the relationship between the sign and its referent, or
semantics. While this term has come in popular usage to designate
virtually the whole of the theory of signs, it is helpful to retain the
narrower meaning. There is the relationship among the several signs in
the system, or syntactics. There is also the relationship between the sign
and the interpreter, or, as Ferre terms it, interpretics.46 (Morris had used
the term pragmatics, and | find that preferable.*”) In dealing with Chris-
tian theology as a metaphysical conceptual synthesis, Ferre is referring
to its semantic dimension. In evaluating its semantic sufficiency, how-
ever, the other two dimensions enter in as well.

It is probably appropriate that Ferre speaks of grading metaphysical
systems. ¥ Apart from the terminology’s being appealing to a professor, it
also reflects the mentality that he brings to the task. Older metaphysical
endeavors frequently sought to prove the truth of their system and
refute the competitors. Ferre sees the task as less clear-cut, the prefer-
ences not so categorical. Every metaphysical system with any cogency
and appeal has some points of strength, and all have weaknesses. The
guestion is which has more strengths and fewer weaknesses than the
others.

Ferré suggests two classes of criteria, with two criteria in each class.
There are the classes of internal criteria and external criteria.*® The
former relate particularly to the syntactic dimension, the relationships
among the signs, whereas the latter pertain to the more strictly seman-
tic. The first of the internal criteria is consistency, the absence of logical
contradiction among the symbols in the system. This is of course a
negative test. Inconsistency is a definite demerit, but as Ferre points out,
few major metaphysical syntheses are easily vulnerable to this charge.
He is taking his stance here against some Christian thinkers and systems
of thought that seem virtually to revel in paradox. He sees consistency
as a characteristic of systematic theology as contrasted with what he
terms “the paradox-ridden ‘biblical theology often supported by the

45. Charles W. Morris, Foundations of the Theory of Signs (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 1938), pp. 1-9.

46. Ferré, Language, Logic, and God, p. 148.

47. Morris, Theory of Signs, pp. 6, 29-42.

48. Ferré, Language, Logic, and God, p. 162.

49. Ibid., pp. 162-63.
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logic of obedience.”® In the long run, everyone finds it impossible to
believe a contradictory statement or position, if for no other reason than
that its meaning cannot really be determined. Sooner or later, all who
attempt to remain in touch with reality, or to communicate cognitive
material, become rationalists in the sense of believing that two contra-
dictory statements cannot both be true at the same time and in the
same respect. Consistency is, as Ferré points out, a necessary but not a
sufficient condition for acceptance of a metaphysical system. That is, a
system cannot be considered true if it is not consistent, but it may be
false even if itis.

The second internal criterion is coherence. It is not sufficient for the
symbols in a system merely to be consistent. Absence of contradiction
may be due to the fact that the statements are unrelated. For example,
consider the following three statements: the price of bananas at the
supermarket just went up; the wind is blowing from the west this morn-
ing; my dog is sleeping in the corner of the room. All three statements
may be true. Certainly there is no logical inconsistency among them.
But there also is no_'coherence among them. They are simply three
unrelated, isolated statements. Coherence means a genuine unity, an
interrelatedness among the components of a system. This is particularly
important in a metaphysical system, which is a scheme of unlimited
generality. There must not be fragmentation within the system.

Some have tried to make these internal criteria the sole basis for
assessing a theory. This has been especially true of certain idealists, and
to some extent, a contemporary conservative Christian philosopher,
Gordon Haddon Clark.5! Yet if Christianity is indeed to be judged as
empirically meaningful it must meet the external criteria as well. Other-
wise the system may refer only to what Morris calls designata (possible
states of affairs) and not to denotata (actual states of affairs). Such a
system would be like a piece of fictional writing, which is meaningful
only in a limited sense because it does not deal with actualities.52

The first external criterion is applicability. The synthesis “must be
capable of illuminating some experience naturally and without distor-
tion.” It must “ring true” to life, as it were.53 It must correspond with and
serve to explain some reality. What it describes, it must describe accu-
rately. For example, inclusion (within one’s world-view) of an under-
standing of the human as a psychosomatic unity must reflect what one

SO. Ihid,, p. 154. Ferré is using “biblical theology” in the first sense described in chap-
ter L namely, the biblical-theology movement.

51. Gordon H. Clark, A Christiun View of Men and Things (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans,
1952), pp. 29-31.

52. Ferré, Language, Logic, and God, p. 147.

53. lbid., p. 163.
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actually finds happening to his emotions when he is tired, hungry, or ill.
The synthesis has direct applicability to a specific situation. But beyond
that there is the second external criterion, adequacy. Since a world-view
is intended to be a conceptual synthesis, it must in theory be capable of
accounting for all possible experience. A view which can tie together a
large sweep of experience with less distortion than an alternative view
must be graded higher, and hence be regarded as preferable to the
other. In a psychology class during my undergraduate days, the behav-
iorist professor was asked for his opinion of the Duke University studies
of extrasensory perception. “Those data do not fit within our frame of
reference,” was his reply, “so we ignore them.” His frame of reference
was in need of enlargement, for it could not account for all possible
experience. A naturalist may have a very consistent theory of what a
human being is, but find that theory strained by what he feels at the
birth of his first child. As Ferré puts it, an adequate world-view will be
able, on the basis of its key concepts, to interpret all experience—
“without oversight, distortion, or explaining away.”>*

If these criteria are fulfilled by a particular world-view, then may we
not claim truth for the system? If it serves more effectively than alterna-
tive models to cast light upon our experience-moral, sensory, aesthetic,
and religious—may we not conclude that reality itself is best described
and interpreted by this particular model?

This is not a mere theoretic model we are talking about. The system
we have in mind has a practical relationship to its knower or interpreter.
The content of the metaphysical synthesis found in the system of Chris-
tian theology possesses great power to affect the person who knows it. It
has, as Ferré says, immense responsive significance, this model of the
creative, self-giving, personal love of Jesus Christ.55 It offers the promise
of forgiveness, purpose, guidance, and much else for all of human life.
This is not to advocate pragmatism, the philosophy that something is
true because it is workable. But it is reasonable to expect that if some-
thing is true, it will be practical.

We need finally to note that the nature of the description of reality
found in a conceptual synthesis is not quite the same as that present
within scientific statements or protocol empirical statements such as
“the book is on the chair.” The relationship between language and refer-
ent will not always be obvious.’® Because the meaning of a “fact” is
related to the system of interpretation within which it is placed, it
will not always be possible to establish the meaning of each symbol

54. 1bid.
55. Ibid., pp. 155, 157.
56. Ibid., pp. 164-65.
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individually in isolation from the system, or to verify each proposition
independently. But to the extent that the whole is shown to be meaning-
ful and each proposition coheres with the whole, each of the parts is
meaningful also.>’

The contention here, then, has been that the language of Christian
theology is cognitively meaningful, for its truth status is as a meta-
physical system. Its truthfulness can be tested by the application of the
several types of criteria. Demonstration that the Christian theological
system meets these criteria is the task of apologetics, and therefore lies
beyond the scope of this book. The point here is that when one makes
the basic presupposition described in chapter 1 (God and his self-
revelation) and works out the system that follows from that by implica-
tion, that system can be regarded as cognitively meaningful.

Theological Language as a Means
to Discernment and Commitment

Ferré has made the whole class of religious propositions respectable
by observing that they are cognitively meaningful as signs of a meta-
physical synthesis. But the problem of the meaning of individual relig-
ious propositions remains. While the meaning of these propositions
depends upon their relationship to the system as a whole, there is still
the problem of how to comprehend just what they are saying. How can
we assess the applicability and adequacy of the components in the
system unless we know precisely what these components are saying?
The problem here is in many ways parallel to that which Kai Nielsen
pointed out with respect to fideism. Fideism says that we must accept
certain tenets on faith. Yet if we cannot understand those tenets, we
cannot know what it is we are to accept on faith.58

lan Ramsey notes that religious language is not a set of labels for a
group of hard, objective facts whose complete meaning can be imme-
diately perceived by passive observers.3® There are, in fact, two levels of
meaning. One is the empirical reference which lies on the surface and is
quickly understood. The other is a deeper meaning which is also objec-
tively there, but must be drawn out.

Ramsey gives numerous examples of what he calls “the penny drop-
ping,” “the light dawning,” or “the ice breaking.”®® He is referring to

57. Ibid., pp. 161-62.

58. Kai Nielsen, “Can Faith Validate God-Tak?' Theology Today 20, no. 1 (July 1973):
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(New York: Macmillan, 1957), p. 28.
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Figure 2 Figure 3

situations in which a second level of meaning becomes apparent as one’s
perspective changes. A tongue-in-cheek illustration is drawn from Ge-
stalt psychology9

There are different kinds of bread sold in French shops.
Some is shaped like w,
some like 2,
some like © o,

and some like D

But if we put them all together,
we do not have French bread,

oD
but a Frenchma?.

Other examples come to mind. At one time we seem to be viewing the
reversible staircase (see Figure 2) from above, at another time from
below. When we see it one way, the other perspective is not evident; yet it
also is objectively there. Another illustration is the duck-rabbit (see
Figure 3).62 On first sight it appears clearly to be a duck. But if we turn
the page slightly, we see a rabbit. Both are objectively there, but only one
is seen at a time.

In each case there is more than one meaning to be found, but dis-
cernment must occur for the second meaning to be seen. It is not
obvious to everyone. Anyone who has attempted to teach mathematics
to elementary-school children knows that a process of discernment
must take place, although truth is objectively present. Another example

6 1. Ramsey, Religious Language, p. 26.
62. Anthony Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philo-

sophical Description (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans, 1980),p. 418.
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is the experience of viewing a mosaic at very close range and seeing only
the individual pieces, then stepping back and seeing the overall pattern.

Religious language is much the same. There are two perspectives, two
levels of meaning. Language which has an obvious empirical referent
also signifies an objective situation which is not so apparent. An example
is the new birth. The word birth, which is immediately understood on
the sensory level, is qualified or modified in logically odd ways. Thus it is
shown to signify something more than the mere literal meaning of the
symbol. If the language of the author successfully accomplishes his
purposes, it will evoke a discernment of this “something more.” Yet the
something more was always objectively present. Theological language
resembles expressions like “the army marches on its stomach.” If we
take this literally, we may conceive of the army as some odd sort of
animal, a crossbreed between a snake and a dachshund.®? This is, of
course, ridiculous, but there is an objective meaning to which the
expression refers. The odd qualifiers help us discern that meaning.

What all of this suggests is that religious language will be based upon
empirical referents, but will employ odd methods to bring the readers or
hearers to an understanding of the full meaning. It will commit what-
ever category transgressions are necessary to convey the meaning that
cannot simply be unpacked by an exegesis of the literal meaning. Thus,
in referring to the Trinity, one may find it helpful to utilize faulty gram-
mar, such as “He are three,” and “They is one.” Or one may use riddles,
puns, analogies, illustrations, all of which will “nibble at the edges,” as it
were, of the deeper, fuller meaning, in the hope that discernment will
occur. At this point Ramsey’s emphasis that this is not subjectivism
needs to be reiterated. The fuller meaning is always objectively present,
although not obviously so.%4

One additional element should be added to Ramsey’s analysis. The
discernment of which he speaks should be attributed to the illuminating
work of the Holy Spirit. Thus, in the endeavor to effect discernment in
another, the Christian may rely upon, and utilize the assistance of, the
Holy Spirit.

Note that the goal of religious language is not merely discernment. It
is also intended to elicit commitment.®> Here we find a common element
present in the thought of Ferré and many others.®¢ Religious language,
at lcast that of the Christian religion, is not merely informative. True
Christianity is present only when commitment is present, and a total

63. Ferre, Language, Logic, and Cod, p. 14.

64. Ramsey, Religious Language, p. 30.

6.5. Ibid., pp. 30tt.

66. Ferr¢, Language, Logic, and God, pp. 165-66.
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commitment at that. The process of discernment is a means, and a
necessary means, to that end.

To summarize: we have rejected the narrow criterion of meaningful-
ness proposed by logical positivism. We have, however, maintained that
although knowledge is not gained exclusively through sense experience
(there is such a thing as direct revelation from God to man), its meaning
is grasped on an empirical basis. Meaning is found in symbols which on
the surface refer to sense experiences. But the meaning of theological
language goes beyond anything literal in those symbols. While that
meaning is objectively present in the symbols, it must be discerned. It
cannot be extracted by a strictly scientific method. We have seen that
Hordern makes this very point, although from a slightly different angle.
He asserts that religious language is basically personal and hence is not
amenable to scientific analysis. And yet, as Ferré has shown, the proposi-
tions of religious language are cognitively meaningful, not as isolated
statements of fact concerning sense experience, but as parts of a broad
metaphysical synthesis.
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Implications of General Revelation

The Nature of Revelation

Because man is finite and God is infinite, if man is to know God it
must come about by God’s revelation of himself to man. By this we
mean God’s manifestation of himself to man in such a way that man can
know and fellowship with him. There are two basic classifications
of revelation. On the one hand, general revelation is God’s communica-
tion of himself to all persons at all times and in all places. Special revela-
tion, on the other hand, involves God’s particular communications and
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manifestations of himself to particular persons at particular times,
communications and manifestations which are available now only by
consultation of certain sacred writings.

A closer examination of the definition of general revelation discloses
that it refers to God'’s self-manifestation through nature, history, and the
inner being of the human person. It is general in two senses: its universal
availability (it is accessible to all persons at all times) and the content of
the message (it is less particularized and detailed than special revela-
tion). A number of questions need to be raised. One concerns the
genuineness of the revelation. Is it really there? Further, we need to ask
regarding the efficacy of this revelation. If it‘exists, what can be made of
it? Can one construct a “natural theology,” a knowledge of God from
nature?

The Loci of General Revelation

The traditional loci of general revelation are three: nature, history,
and the constitution of the human being. Scripture itself proposes that
there is a knowledge of God available through the created physical
order. The psalmist says, “The heavens are telling the glory of God” (Ps.
19:1). And Paul says, “Ever since the creation of the world his invisible
nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived
in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse” (Rom.
1:20). These and numerous other passages, such as the “nature psalms,”
suggest that God has left evidence of himself in the world he has
created. General revelation is most frequently thought of in connection
with the amazing and impressive character of the creation, which seems
to point to a very powerful and wise person who is capable of designing
and producing intricate variety and beauty. The person who views the
beauty of a sunset and the biology student dissecting a complex organ-
ism are exposed to indications of the greatness of God.

The second locus of general revelation is history. If God is at work in
the world and is moving toward certain goals, it should be possible to
detect the trend of his work in events that occur as part of history. The
evidence here is less impressive than that of nature. For one thing,
history is less accessible than is nature. One must consult the historical
record. Either he will be dependent upon secondhand materials, the
records and reports of others, or he will have to work from his own
experience of history, which will often be a very limited segment, per-
haps too limited to enable him to detect the overall pattern or trend.
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An example often cited of God’s revelation in history is the preserva-
tion of the people of Israel. This small nation has survived over many
centuries within a basically hostile environment, often in the face of
severe opposition. Anyone who investigates the historical records will
find a remarkable pattern. Some persons have found great significance
in individual events of history, for instance, the evacuation of Dunkirk
and the battle of Midway in World War Il. Individual events, however, are
more subject to differing interpretations than are the broader, longer-
lasting trends of history, such as the preservation of God’s special
people.

The third locus of general revelation is God’s highest earthly creation,
man himself. Sometimes God’s general revelation is seen in the physical
structure and mental capacities of man. It is, however, in the moral and
spiritual qualities of man that God’s character is best perceived.

Humans make moral judgments, that is, judgments of what is right
and wrong. This involves something more than our personal likes and
dislikes, and something more than mere expediency. We often feel that
we ought to do something, whether it is advantageous to us or not, and
that others have a right to do something which we may not personally
like. Despite the metaphysical skepticism of the Critique of Pure Reason,
Immanuel Kant asserts in the Critique of Practical Reason that the
moral imperative requires the postulate of a life hereafter and of a
divine guarantor of values. Others, such as C. S. Lewis,” Edward Car-
nell,2 and Francis Schaeffer,? have in more recent years called attention
to the evidential value of the moral impulse which characterizes human
beings. These theologians and philosophers do not contend that all per-
sons hold to a given moral code. Rather they stress simply the existence
of the moral impulse or moral consciousness.

General revelation is also found in man’s religious nature. In all cul-
tures, at all times and places, humans have believed in the existence of a
higher reality than themselves, and even of something higher than the
human race collectively. While the exact nature of the belief and wor-
ship practice varies considerably from one religion to another, many see
in this universal tendency toward worship of the holy the manifestation
of a past knowledge of God, an internal sense of deity, which, although it
may be marred and distorted, is nonetheless still present and operating
in human experience.

1. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1952), pp. 17-39.

2. Edward Carnell, Christian Commitment: An Apologetic (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans,
1957), pp. 80-116.

3. Francis Schaeffer, The God Who Is There (Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity, 1968),
pp. 119-25.
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The Reality and Efficacy of General Revelation

Natural Theology

Regarding the nature, extent, and efficacy of general revelation, there
are some rather sharply contrasting views. One of these positions is
natural theology, which has had a long and conspicuous history within
Christianity. It maintains not only that there is a valid, objective revela-
tion of God in such spheres as nature, history, and human personality,
but that it is actually possible to gain some true knowledge of God from
these spheres-in other words, to construct a natural theology apart
from the Bible.

Certain assumptions are involved in this view. One is, of course, that
there is an objective, valid, and rational general revelation-that God
actually has made himself known in nature (for example) and that pat-
terns of meaning are objectively present-independently of whether
anyone perceives, understands, and accepts this revelation. In other
words, truth about God is actually present within the creation, not pro-
jected upon it by a believer who already knows God from other sources,
such as the Bible. And this view assumes that nature is basically intact—
that it has not been substantially distorted by anything that has occurred
since the creation. In short, the world we find about us is basically the
world as it came from the creative hand of God, and as it was intended
to be.

A second major assumption of natural theology is the integrity of the
person perceiving and learning from the creation. Neither the natural
limitations of humanity nor the effects of sin and the fall prevent him
from recognizing and correctly interpreting the handiwork of the Crea-
tor. In terms of categories to be developed at greater length later in this
work, natural theologians tend to be Arminian or even Pelagian in their
thought rather than Calvinistic or Augustinian.

There are other assumptions as well. One is that there is a congruity
between the human mind and the creation about us. The order of the
human mind is basically the same as the order of the universe. The
mind is capable of drawing inferences from the data it possesses, since
the structure of its thinking processes coheres with the structure of
what it knows. The validity of the laws of logic is also assumed. Such
logical principles as the law of identity, the law of contradiction, and the
law of excluded middle are not merely abstract mental constructs, but
they are true of the world. Natural theologians assiduously avoid para-
doxes and logical contradictions, considering them something to be
removed by a more complete logical scrutiny of the issues under consid-

eration. A paradox is a sign of intellectual indigestion; had it been more
completely chewed, it would have disappeared.
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The core of natural theology is the idea that it is possible, without a
prior commitment of faith to the beliefs of Christianity, and without
relying upon any special authority, such as an institution (the church) or
a document (the Bible), to come to a genuine knowledge of God on the
basis of reason alone. Reason here refers to man’s capacity to discover,
understand, interpret, and evaluate the truth.

Perhaps the outstanding example of natural theology in the history of
the church is the massive effort of Thomas Aquinas. According to
Thomas, all truth belongs to one of two realms. The lower realm is the
realm of nature, the higher the realm of grace. While the claims pertain-
ing to the upper realm must be accepted on authority, those in the lower
realm may be known by reason.

It is important to note the historical situation out of which Thomas’s
view developed. In seeking the answers to major questions, the church
had for centuries appealed to the authority of the Bible and/or of the
church’s teaching. If one or both of these taught something, it was taken
as true. Certain developments challenged this, however. One was a
treatise by Peter Abelard entitled Sic et non. It had been customary to
consult the church fathers as a means of resolving issues facing the
church. Abelard, however, compiled a list of 158 propositions on which
the Fathers disagreed. He cited statements on both sides of each of
these propositions. Thus it was apparent that resolving issues was not so
simple as merely quoting the Fathers. It would be necessary to find
some way to choose whenever the Fathers offered conflicting opinions.
Reason is essential even in the utilization of authority.

If this was an internal problem within the church, there was an exter-
nal problem as well; the contact of the church with heterogeneous cul-
tures. For the first time, the church was encountering Jews, Moslems
(especially in Sicily and Spain), and even complete pagans on a large
scale. It was of no value to quote one’s authority to these persons. The
Jew would simply quote his Torah, and the Moslem his Koran, and all of
them, including the pagan, would simply look puzzled when the Chris-
tian theologian cited the Bible or the church. If any real impact was to
be made upon these persons, it would be necessary to enter some neu-
tral arena where no special authority need be appealed to, and to settle
the matter on terms accepted by all rational men. This Thomas at-
tempted to do.4

Thomas contended that he could prove certain beliefs by pure
reason; the existence of God, the immortality of the human soul, and the
supernatural origin of the Catholic Church. More specific elements of
doctrine-such as the triune nature of God-could not be known by

4. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, part 1, question 2.
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unaided reason, but must be accepted on authority. These are truths of
revelation, not truths of reason. (Of course, if one of the natural truths
established by reason is the divine origin of the Catholic Church, then by
inference one has established its authority and, consequently, the truth
of the higher or revealed matters on which it speaks.) Reason rules the
lower level, while the truths on the upper level are matters of faith.

One of the traditional arguments for the existence of God is the
cosmological proof. Thomas has three or possibly even four versions of
this proof. The argument proceeds somewhat as follows: In the realm of
our experience, everything that we know is caused by something else.
There cannot, however, be an infinite regress of causes, for if that were
the case, the whole series of causes would never have begun. There
must, therefore, be some uncaused cause (unmoved mover) or neces-
sary being. And this we (or all men) call God. Anyone looking honestly at
the evidence must reach this conclusion.

Another argument frequently employed, and found in Thomas as
well, is the teleological argument. This focuses particularly upon the
phenomenon of orderliness or apparent purpose in the universe. Thomas
observes that various parts of the universe exhibit behavior which is
adaptive or which helps bring about desirable ends. When such behav-
ior is displayed by human beings, we recognize that they have con-
sciously willed and directed themselves toward that end. Some of the
objects in our universe, however, cannot have done any purposive plan-
ning. Certainly rocks and atmosphere have not chosen to be as they are.
Their ordering according to a purpose or design must come from some-
where else. Some intelligent being must, therefore, have ordered things
in this desirable fashion. And this being, says Thomas, we call God.

Sometimes the whole universe is considered in the teleological argu-
ment. In such cases the universe is often compared to some mechanism.
For example, if we were to find a watch lying on the sand, we would
immediately recognize it as a watch, for all of its parts are ideally suited
to the purpose of recording and displaying the time. We would certainly
not say, “What a remarkable coincidence!” We would recognize that
some able person(s) must have planned and brought about the amazing
way in which each part fits in with the other parts. Similarly, the way in
which each part of nature meshes so well with every other part, and the
striking fashion in which various components of the whole seem adapted
to the fulfilment of certain functions, cannot be dismissed as a “fortui-
tous concatenation of circumstances.” Someone must have designed
and constructed digestive systems, eyes, properly balanced atmospheres,
and much else in our world. All of this argues for the existence of a
supreme Designer, a wise and capable Creator. There must be a God.
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These are two major arguments which have historically been em-
ployed in developing a natural theology. Two others which appear in the
history of philosophy and theology, although perhaps less prominently
than the cosmological and the teleological arguments, are the anthro-
pological and the ontological.

The anthropological argument is not found explicitly in Thomas’s
thought, although it may be implicit in the fourth proof.5 It sees some of
the aspects of human nature as a revelation of God. In Kant’s formula-
tion (in the Critique of Practical Reason) it appears somewhat as follows.
We all possess a moral impulse or a categorical imperative. Following
this impulse by behaving morally is not very well rewarded within this
life, however. Being good does not always pay! Why should one be moral
then? Would it not be wiser to act selfishly at times? There must be some
basis for ethics and morality, some sort of reward, which in turn involves
several factors-immortality and an undying soul, a coming time of
judgment, and a God who establishes and supports values, and who
rewards good and punishes evil. Thus, the moral order (as contrasted
with the natural order) requires the existence of God.

All of these are empirical arguments. They proceed from observation
of the universe by sense experience. The major a priori or rational
argument is the ontological argument. This is a pure-thought type of
argument. It does not require one to go outside his own thinking, out of
the realm of abstract thought, into the realm of sensory experience. In
the Proslogion Anselm formulated what is undoubtedly the most famous
statement of the argument. René Descartes also presented a version of
it,® as did Georg Hegel in a considerably different form.7 In more recent
times, Charles Hartshorne has argued for its validity,* and there has
been renewed discussion of it in the twentieth century by both theo-
logians and philosophers?

Anselm’s statement of the argument is as follows. God is the greatest
of all conceivable beings. Now a being which does not exist cannot be
the greatest of all conceivable beings (for the nonexistent being of our

5. Thomas’s fourth proof in effect argues that because there are degrees of perfection
in the universe, there must somewhere be the ultimate perfection.

6. René Descartes, Meditations, in The Philosophical Works of Descartes (Cambridge:
Cambridge University, 1911), vol. 1, pp. 180-81.

7. Georg Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Appendix: “Lectures on the
Proofs of the Existence of God”; Encyclopedia of Philosophical Sciences, “Logic,” para-
graph 51; Lectures on the History of Philosophy, part 2, section 2.

8. Charles Hartshorne, Man s Vision of God and the Logic of Theism (Hamden, Conn.:
Shoe String, 1941); “Formal Validity and Real Significance of the Ontological Argument,”
Philosophical Review 53 (1944): 225-45.

9. E.g., The Many-Faced Argument, ed. John H. Hick and Arthur C. McGill (New York:
Macmillan, 1967).
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conceptions would be greater if it had the attribute of existence). There-
fore, by definition, God must exist. There have been several responses to
this, many of which follow Kant’s contention that, in effect, existence is
not an attribute. A being that exists does not have some attribute or
quality lacked by a similar being which does not exist. If | imagine a
dollar and compare it with a real dollar, there is no difference in their
essence, in what they are. The only difference is in whether they are.
There is a logical difference between the sentence “God is good” (or
loving, or holy, or just) and the sentence “God is.” The former predicates
some quality of God; the latter is a statement of existence. The point
here is that existence is not a necessary predicate of the greatest of all
conceivable beings. Such a being may exist-or it may not. In either case
its essence is the same. (It should also be noted that Anselm was working
within a Platonic framework, in which the ideal is more real than the
physical or material.)

A Critique of Natural Theology

Despite natural theology’s long and hallowed history, its present
effects do not seem overly impressive. If the arguments are valid and are
adequately presented, any rational person should be convinced. Yet
numerous philosophers have raised criticisms against the proofs, and
many theologians have joined them. This may seem strange to some
Christians. Why should any Christian be opposed to an effort to con-
vince non-Christians of the truth of Christianity, or at least of the exis-
tence of God? The answer is that use of these proofs may actually work
to one’s disadvantage if his desire is to make the most effective presenta-
tion possible of the claims of Christ. If the proofs are inadequate, then
the unbeliever, in rejecting the proofs, may also reject the Christian
message, assuming that these proofs are the best grounds that can be
offered for its acceptance. In rejecting one form of advocacy of the
Christian message, a form which is not a matter of biblical revelation,
there is the danger that the unbeliever will reject the message itself.

Some of the problems with the arguments relate to assumptions
which they contain. Thomas assumed that there cannot be an infinite
regress of causes. To Thomas this was not an assumption, but rather
virtually an axiom or a first truth which is known intuitively. But
numerous persons today would disagree. A linear sequence of causes is
not the only way to view causation. Some would question the necessity
of asking about ultimate causation. Even if one does ask, however, there
is the possibility of a circle of causes, with one cause within the closed
system causing another. Similarly, the assumption that motion has to
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have a cause or explanation is not universally held today. Reality may
well be dynamic rather than static.

There is also criticism of the procedure of extending the argument
from the observable to that which goes beyond experience. In the case
of the watch found in the sand, we have something which can be verified
by sense experience. We can actually check with the company whose
name appears (coincidentally?) on the watch, and inquire as to whether
they manufactured it. We might verify that they did, and perhaps even
ascertain the date of manufacture and the identities of those who
worked on it. Furthermore, we recognize that the watch is similar to
other watches which we have seen before, being worn, offered for sale,
and perhaps even manufactured. Thus, we can extrapolate from past
experience. In the case of the world, however, we do not have something
which can be so easily verified by sense experience. How many worlds
have we observed being created? The assumption is that the universe is
a member of a class of objects (including such things as watches and
cameras) to which we can compare it, and thus we can make rational
judgments about its design. This, however, must be established, not
assumed, if the argument from the analogy of the watch is to succeed.

A further problem was alluded to earlier. Suppose one succeeds in
proving, by a valid argument, that this world must have had a cause.
One cannot, however, conclude from this that such a cause must be
infinite. One can affirm only that there was a cause sufficient to account
for the effect.10 That one can lift a 100-pound weight does not warrant
the conclusion that he can lift any more than that. Because of the ease
with which he lifted it, it might be speculated that he- could certainly
have lifted much more, but this has not been demonstrated. Similarly,
one cannot prove the existence of an infinite Creator from the existence
of a finite universe. All that can be proved is a creator sufficiently power-
ful and wise to bring into being this universe, which, great though it is, is
nonetheless finite. In creating the universe, God may have done abso-
lutely all he could, utterly exhausting himself in the process. In other
words, what has been established is the existence of a very great but
possibly limited god, not the infinite God that Christianity presents. A
further argument is needed to prove that this is the God of Christianity
and, indeed, that the gods which constitute the conclusions of Thomas's
several arguments are all the same being. If we are to have a natural
theology, this must be argued on the basis of our human reason (with-
out resort to some other authority).

Since the time of David Hume, the whole concept of cause has had a

10. David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, section 11; Gordon
H. Clark, A Christian View of Men and Things (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), p. 29.
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somewhat uncertain status. Cause, in some people’s thinking, suggests a
sort of absolute connection: if A is the cause of B, then, whenever A
occurs, B must necessarily also occur. Hume pointed out the flaw in this
idea of necessary connection. The most we have is a constant conjunc-
tion: whenever A has occurred in the past, it has always been followed
by B. Yet there is no empirical basis for saying that the next time A
occurs, B must necessarily occur also. All that we have is a psychological
disposition to expect B, but not a logical certainty.!!

The teleological argument has come in for special criticism. Since
Charles Darwin, the usual appeal to the intricacy and beauty of the
organic realm has not carried a great deal of persuasiveness for those
who accept the theory of organic evolution. They believe changes in
characteristics have arisen through chance variations called mutations.
Some of these were advantageous and some were disadvantageous. In
the struggle for survival occasioned by the fecundity of nature, any
characteristic which enables a species to survive will be transmitted,
and those branches of the species which lack this characteristic will
tend to die out. Thus, the process of natural selection has produced the
remarkable qualities which the teleological argument claims point to a
design and a designer. To be sure, this criticism of the teleological argu-
ment has its shortcomings (e.g., natural selection cannot explain away
the inorganic adaptation observed in the universe), but the point is
simply that those persons who accept evolution disagree with Thomas’s
assertion that there is a compelling and necessary character to the
conclusion of the teleological argument.

The teleological argument also encounters the problem of what
might be termed the “dysteleological.” If the argument is to be truly
empirical, it must, of course, take into account the whole sweep of data.
Now the argument proceeds on the basis of seeming indications of a
wise and benevolent God controlling the creation. But there are some
disturbing features of the world as well, aspects of nature that do not
seem very good. Natural catastrophes, such as tornadoes, hurricanes,
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and a host of other “acts of God,” as
the insurance companies term them, cause us to wonder what sort of
designer planned the universe. Heart disease, cancer, cystic fibrosis,
multiple sclerosis and other destructive maladies wreak havoc upon
humankind. In addition, man inflicts destructiveness, cruelty, injustice,
and pain upon his fellows. If God is all-powerful and completely good,
how can these things be? It is possible by emphasizing these features of
the universe to construct an argument for either the nonexistence of
God or the existence of a nongood God. Perhaps the teleological

I 1. David Hume, A Treatise of Hurman Nature, book 1, part 3, sections 2-4.
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argument would then turn out to be an argument, not for the existence
of God, but of the devil. When these considerations are taken into
account, the teleological argument appears less than impressive.

The Denial of General Revelation

In addition to these philosophical objections, there are theological
objections as well. Karl Barth, for example, rejected both natural theol-
ogy and general revelation. Barth was educated in the standard liberal-
ism descending from Albrecht Ritschl and Adolf von Harnack, and was
particularly instructed by Wilhelm Herrmann. Liberalism did not take
the Bible very seriously, resting many of its assertions upon a type of
natural theology. Barth had good reason, on an experiential basis, to be
concerned about the belief in a general revelation, and the liberals’
attempt to develop a natural theology from it. He had seen the effect of
too closely identifying developments in history with God’s working. In
1914, he was shocked when a group of ninety-four German intellectuals
endorsed Kaiser Wilhelm’s war policy. The names of several of Barth’s
theology professors appeared on this list. They felt that God would
accomplish his will in the world through the war policy. Their view of
revelation had made them extremely undiscriminating regarding his-
torical events. Together with the shift of Ernst Troeltsch from the faculty
of theology to that of philosophy, this disillusioning experience indicated
to Barth the shallowness and bankruptcy of liberalism. Thus, from a
theological standpoint, August 1914 in a sense marked the end of the
nineteenth century in Europe.'? In the early 1930s the process was vir-
tually repeated. In desperate economic straits, Germany saw the hope of
salvation in Adolf Hitler’s National Socialist party. A major segment of
the state church endorsed this movement, seeing it as God’s way of
working in history. Barth spoke out against the Nazi government and, as
a result, was forced to leave his teaching post in Germany. In each case,
later political developments proved that Barth’s apprehensions about the
theological conclusions of liberalism were well founded.

It is important for us to note Barth’s understanding of revelation. For
Barth, revelation is redemptive in nature. To know God, to have correct
information about him, is to be related to him in a salvific experience.
Disagreeing with many other theologians, he comments that it is not
possible to draw from Romans 1:18-32 any statement regarding a “natu-
ral union with God or knowledge of God on the part of man in himself
and as such.”!? In his debate with Emil Brunner, Barth said: “How can

12. Karl Barth, God, Grace, and Gospel (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1959), pp. 57-58.

13. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1957), vol. 2, part 1,
p. 121.
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Brunner maintain that a real knowledge of the true God, however
imperfect it may be (and what knowledge of God is not imperfect?), does
not bring salvation?”14

Barth is very skeptical of the view that man is able to know God apart
from the revelation in Christ. This would mean that man can know the
existence, the being of God, without knowing anything of the grace and
mercy of God. This would injure the unity of God, since it would
abstract his being from the fullness of his activity.!s If man could achieve
some knowledge of God outside of his revelation, which is in Jesus
Christ, man would have contributed at least in some small measure to
his salvation, his spiritual standing with God. The principle of grace
alone would be compromised.

For Barth, revelation is always and only the revelation of God in Jesus
Christ: the Word become flesh.t¢ Apart from the incarnation there is no
revelation. Behind this position lies (probably unrecognized by Barth) an
existentialist conception of truth as person-to-person and subijective,
going back both to Ssren Kierkegaard and to Martin Buber. The possi-
bility of knowledge of God outside the gracious revelation in Christ
would eliminate the need for Christ.

Barth must, however, face the problem of the existence of natural
theology. Why has it arisen and persisted? He recognizes that several
biblical passages have traditionally been cited as justification for engag-
ing in natural theology (e.g., Ps. 19 and Rom. 1). What is to be done with
them? He states that the “main line” of Scripture teaches that what
unites man with God is, from God’s side, his grace. How can there be,
then, some other way by which man can approach God, another way of
knowing him? There are three possible ways of handling the apparent
discrepancy between this main line and the “side line” of Scripture
(those passages which seem to speak of a natural theology):

1. Reexamine the main line to see whether it can be interpreted in
such a way as to allow for the side line.

2. Consider both valid but contradictory.

3. Interpret the side line in such a way as not to contradict the main
line.

The first possibility has already been eliminated. What about maintain-
ing that there simply are two contradictory notes here, producing a

14. Karl Barth, “No!” in Emil Brunner and Karl Barth, Natural Theology, trans. Peter
Fracnkel (London: Geoffrey Bles: The Centenary Press, 1946), p. 62.

15. Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 2, part 1, p. 93.

16. Karl Barth, in Revelation, ed. John Baillic and Hugh Martin (New York: Macmillan,
1937), p. 49.
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paradox? Contrary to what many people had expected, Barth rejected
that alternative. Since the biblical witness is God’s revelation rather than
a human idea, contradictions cannot be present.!” That leaves only the
third possibility: interpreting the side line so as not to contradict the
main line.

In interpreting Psalm 19 Barth understands verse 3, “There is no
speech, nor are there words; their voice is not heard,” as adversative to
verses 1 and 2. Thus the psalmist denies in verse 3 what he seems to be
affirming in verses 1 and 2. The heavens, the days and nights, are actu-
ally mute. Barth also maintains that the first six verses of the psalm
must be understood in the light of verses 7-14. Thus, the witness which
man sees in the cosmos “does not come about independently, but in
utter co-ordination with and subordination to the witness of God’s
speaking and acting [the law of the Lord, the testimony of the Lord, etc.]
in the people and among the people of Israel.”!8

Barth must admit that Romans 1:18-32 definitely states that man has
knowledge of God. Barth denies, however, that this knowledge of God is
independent of the divine revelation of the gospel. Rather, he maintains
that the people Paul has in view have already been presented with the
revelation which God declared.!® After all, Paul does say the wrath of
God is revealed from heaven against them (v. 18). And in this same
context he says that he is eager to preach the gospel to the Romans (v.
15), and that he is not ashamed of this gospel, since it is the power of
God to them.

Essentially, then, Barth’s interpretation of both passages is the same.
The persons in view do find God in the cosmos, but they do so because
they already know God from his special revelation. Therefore, what has
happened is that they have read into, or projected upon, the created
order, what they have known of him from the revelation.

It is true that in later portions of the Church Dogmatics Barth seemed
to modify his position somewhat. Here he granted that although Jesus
Christ is the one true Word and Light of life, the creation contains
numerous lesser lights that display his glory. Barth, however, does not
speak of these as revelations, reserving that designation for the Word.
He retains the term lights. It is also notable that in his later summary
statement, Evangelical Theology, Barth made no mention of a revelation
through the created order.?° Thus it seems to have made little or no real
practical impact upon his theology.

17. Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 2, part 1, p. 105.

18. Ibid.,p.108.

19. Ibid.,p119.

20. Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction (New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, 1936).
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Barth’s offensive against natural theology is understandable, espe-
cially given his experience with it, but he has overreacted. As we shall
note in the next section, Barth engaged in some rather questionable
exegesis. Apparently his interpretations followed necessarily from his
presuppositions, some of which are dubious:

1. That God’s revelation is exclusively in Jesus Christ.

2. That genuine revelation is always responded to positively, rather
than being ignored or rejected.

3. That knowledge of God is always redemptive or salvific in nature.

Barth brought these assumptions to his interpretation of biblical pas-
sages which seem to speak of general revelation. That these assump-
tions lead to an overall conceptual scheme which has difficulty account-
ing for the data brings us to the conclusion that one or more of them are
inappropriate or invalid.

Examination of Relevant Passages

We need now to examine more closely several key passages dealing
with the issue of general revelation, and attempt to see exactly what
they say. We will then draw the meanings of these several passages
together into a coherent position on the subject.

Of the many nature psalms, all conveying the same basic meaning,
Psalm 19 is perhaps the most explicit. The language used is very vivid.
The verb translated “are telling” is omson (mesapperim). This is a Piel
participle form of 1oo (saphar). In the Qal or simple stem, the verb means
to count or reckon or number; in the Piel, it means to recount or relate.
The use of the participle suggests an ongoing process. The verb T3n
(maggid), from 133 (nagad), means to declare or show. The verb =
(yabbia ‘), the Hiphil imperfect of ¥23 (naba ‘), means to pour forth or emit,
cause to bubble, or belch forth. It especially conveys the idea of free-
flowing, spontaneous emission. The verb mm (yechawweh) from mm
(chawah) means simply to declare, tell, make known. On the surface,
these verses assert that created nature tells forth God’s glory.

The real interpretive question here involves the status of verse 3
(verse 4 in the Hebrew text), which literally says, “There is no speech,
there are no words; their voice is not heard.” Five major interpretations
as to how this verse relates to the preceding verse have been offered:?!

1. Verse 3 is saying that there are no words, that the witnesses are

2 1. For additional comments on these several approaches see Franz Delitzsch, Bibli-

cal Commentary on the Psalins (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), vol. 1, pp. 281-83.
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silent, speechless witnesses. They are inaudible but everywhere intelli-
gible. If this were the case, however, verse 3 would have the effect of
interrupting the flow of the hymn, and the following verse ought to
begin with a waw-adversative.

2. Verse 3 should be taken as a circumstantial clause modifying the
following verse; this is the interpretation of Georg Ewald. The verses
would then be rendered: “Without loud speech ... their sound has
resounded throughout all the earth.” There are both lexical and syntac-
tical problems with this interpretation. < ( ‘'ommer) does not mean “loud
speech” and o1 (gawwarm) does not mean “their sound.” Also verse 3
contains nothing to betray any designed subordination to the next verse.

3. Verse 3 should be made independent and adversative. Thus it effec-
tively denies what the first two verses had affirmed. This is Barth’s
position. Yet one wonders what in the context suggests such an antithe-
sis. In addition, one would expect the verb =y (yatsa ") of verse 4 to
appear already in verse 3. Furthermore, while some other interpreta-
tions of the verse require the supplying of one element of speech, Barth’s
interpretation would require both the waw-conjunctive and the preposi-
tion with, neither of which is found here. Thus his interpretation seems
unduly complicated. The law of Ockham’s razor would suggest looking
for and then adopting a simpler treatment which will yet adequately
explain the verse.??

4. The interpretation of Martin Luther, John Calvin, and others was
that verse 3 should be rendered, “There is no language and there are no
words in which this message is not heard.” This would emphasize the
universality of the message, coming to every nation and language group.
In that case, however, we would expect to find 1iw px (‘en lashon) or
o px (‘en saphah).

5. The rendering followed by the Septuagint, Campegius Vitringa, and
Ferdinand Hitzig is: “There is no language, and there are no words,
whose voice is unheard, that is, inaudible,” or simply, “There is no speech
and there are no words inaudible.”

The last interpretation appears most desirable for several reasons. In
the form “There is no speech and there are no words inaudible,” there is
no need to supply missing words. Much depends here upon the transla-
tion of the negative particle *b3(beli). This particle is used chiefly to
negate an adjective or participle, thus functioning as does the prefixed
alpha in Greek and “a-" in English. An example of this usage is mw» "2
(belimashiach) in 2 Samuel 1:21, which the Revised Standard Version

22. The law of Ockham's razor, named after William of Ockham, is the equivalent of
the modern law of parsimony: no more concepts ought to be introduced than are neces-
sary to account for the phenomena.
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translates “not anointed [with oil].” Such a rendering of Psalm 19:3 is
perfectly natural, one not requiring insertion of any missing words;
moreover, not only does this rendering not contradict the preceding
verses, but it actually accentuates or supports them.

There remains the question of the relationship between verses 7-14
and the first six verses of the psalm. Barth suggests that the first part be
interpreted in the light of the latter part. In general, interpreting a verse
in the light of its context is a sound exegetical principle. In this case,
however, suggesting (as Barth does) that the persons who find the wit-
ness in nature do so because they know the law of God seems artificial.
There is no indication of such a link or transition; consequently, what we
have in the latter part of the psalm is an ascension to another topic,
showing how the law goes beyond the revelation in the cosmos.

Romans 1 and 2 is the other major passage dealing with general
revelation. The particularly significant portion of chapter 1 is verses
18-32, which emphasizes the revelation of God in nature, whereas
2:14-16 seems especially to elaborate the general revelation in human
personality. The theme of the epistle is enunciated in verses 16 and 17 of
the first chapter, that in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed
from faith to faith. This righteousness of God in providing salvation,
however, presupposes the wrath of God revealed from heaven against all
ungodliness and wickedness of men (v. 18). Paul is concerned to indicate
how this wrath of God can be just. The answer is that the people on
whom God’s wrath is visited have the truth but suppress it by their
unrighteousness (v.18b). God has plainly shown them what can be
known about him. This self-manifestation has continued since the crea-
tion of the world, being perceived in the things that God has made. God’s
invisible qualities of eternal power and divinity are clearly perceived,
and consequently the wicked are without excuse (v. 20). They had
known God but did not honor or thank him; rather, their minds were
darkened and they became futile in their thinking (vv. 21-22).

The language of this passage is clear and strong. It is hard to interpret
expressions like “what can be known about God” (76 yvwoTdwv 0T Beod)
and “has shown” (épavépwoer—v. 19) as pointing to anything other than
an objectively knowable truth about God. Similarly, “although they
knew God” (ywérres rov Beov—v. 21) and “the truth about God” (v
aAfbecarv ToD Beov—v. 25) indicate possession of genuine and accurate
knowledge.

Barth’s suggestion that the people in view are not man in the cosmos
(man in general) is wrong. His argument is that the passage under
consideration must be seen in the context of the gospel spoken of by
Paul in verses 15 and 16. Thus the latter part of the chapter (vv. 18-32)
has in view those Jews and Gentiles who were objectively confronted by
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the divine revelation in the gospel (v. 16). Note, however, that Paul does
not say that the righteousness of God has been revealed to the ungodly.
What he does say is that the wrath of God is against (émri) or upon them,
while the things which can be known of him (v. 19-it is significant that
Paul does not use the term gospel or righteousness here) are in (év)
them and revealed to them (ad7ois, dative case). This distinction be-
tween the supernatural revelation of the wrath of God (which is a part
of special revelation) and the revelation of his eternal power and deity in
creation is further underscored by Paul’s statement that the former is
revealed against the ungodly because (8t67¢) the latter is plain to them.
Thus, it appears that they had the general revelation but not the special
revelation, the gospel. They were aware of the eternal power and deity of
God; they were not aware of his wrath and righteousness. To be sure, it
was through special revelation that Paul knew of the judgment of these
people, but they were in that condition simply because of their rejection
of general revelation. Barth is confused on this point.

The second chapter continues the argument. The point here seems to
be that all, Gentile and Jew alike, are condemned: the Jews because they
fail to do what they know the law to require; the Gentiles because, even
without having the law, they also know enough to make them responsi-
ble to God for their actions, yet they disobey. When they do by nature
(¢pYoer) what the law requires, they are showing that what the law
requires is written on their hearts (vv. 14-15). Thus, whether having
heard the law or not, these people know God’s truth.

Acts 14:15-17 also deals with the issue of general revelation. The
people of Lystra had thought Paul and Barnabas were gods. They began
to worship them. In attempting to divest the people of this idea, Paul
pointed out that they should turn to the God who had made heaven and
earth. He then observed that even while God had allowed the nations to
walk in their own ways, he had left a witness of himself to all peoples, by
doing good, providing rain and fruitful seasons, and satisfying their
hearts with food and gladness. The point is that God had given witness
of himself by the benevolent preservation of his creation. Here the
argument appears to relate to God’s witness to himself in nature and
(perhaps even more so) in history.

The final passage of particular significance for our purposes is Acts
17:22-3 1. Here Paul appears before a group of philosophers-the Athen-
ian Philosophical Society as it were-on the Areopagus. Two points are
of particular significance in Paul’s presentation. First, Paul had noticed
an altar “to an unknown god” in the Athenians’ place of worship. He
proceeded to proclaim this god to them. The god whom they sensed
from their speculations, without having had special revelation, was the
same God whom he knew from special manifestation. Second, he
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quoted an Athenian poet (v. 28). The significant item here is that a pagan
poet had been able to come to a spiritual truth without God’s special
revelation.

General Revelation, But Without Natural Theology

When we begin to draw these several passages together, the position
proposed by Calvin appears more consistent with the biblical data and
with the philosophical observations than do the positions proposed by
Thomas and Barth. Basically, this is the view that God has given us an
objective, valid, rational revelation of himself in nature, history, and
human personality. It is there for anyone who wants to observe it.
Regardless of whether anyone actually observes it, understands it, and
believes it, it is nonetheless present. Although it may well have been
disturbed by the fall of man, it is objectively present. This is the conclu-
sion to be drawn from passages like Psalm 19:1-2 and Romans 1:19-20.
General revelation is not something read into nature by those who know
God on other grounds; it is already present, by the creation and continu-
ing providence of God.

Paul asserts, however, that man does not clearly perceive God in the
general revelation. Sin-we are thinking here of both the fall of the
human race and our continuing evil acts-has a double effect upon the
efficacy of the general revelation. On the one hand, sin has marred the
witness of the general revelation. The created order is now under a
curse (Gen. 3:17-19). The ground brings forth thorns and thistles for the
man who would till it (v. 18); women must suffer the multiplied anguish
of childbearing (v. 16). Paul speaks in Romans 8:18-25 about the crea-
tion’s having been subjected to futility (v. 20); it waits for its liberation (vv.
19, 21, 23). As a result, its witness is somewhat refracted. While it is still
God'’s creation and thus continues to witness to him, it is not quite what
it was when it came from the hand of the Maker. It is a spoiled creation.
The testimony to the Maker is blurred.

The more serious effect of sin and the fall is upon man himself.
Scripture speaks in several places of the blindness and darkness of
man’s understanding. Romans 1:21 has already been noted, where Paul
says that men knew God but rejected this knowledge, and blindness
followed. In 2 Corinthians 4:4, Paul attributes this blindness to the work
of Satan: “In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of
the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the
glory of Christ, who is the likeness of God.” Although Paul is here refer-
ring to ability to see the light of the gospel, this blindness would doubt-
less affect the ability to see God in the creation as well.

General revelation evidently does not enable the unbeliever to come
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to the knowledge of God. Paul’s statements about general revelation
(Rom. I-2) must be viewed in the light of what he says about sinful man
(Rom. 3-all men are under sin’s power; none is righteous) and the
urgency of telling people about Christ (10:14): “But how are men to call
upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe
in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear
without a preacher?” Thus in Paul’s mind the possibility of constructing
a full-scale natural theology seems seriously in question.

What is necessary, then, is what Calvin calls “the spectacles of faith.”
Calvin draws an analogy between the condition of the sinner and a man
who has a sight problem.? When the latter looks at an object, he sees it
but indistinctly. It is blurry to him. But when he puts on spectacles, he
can see clearly. Similarly, the sinner does not recognize God in the crea-
tion. But when the sinner puts on the spectacles of faith, his sight
improves and he can see God in his handiwork.

When one is exposed to the special revelation found in the gospel and
responds, his mind is cleared through the effects of regeneration,
enabling him to see distinctly what is there. He then is able to recognize
in nature what he has more clearly seen in the special revelation. The
psalmist who saw a declaration of the glory of God in the heavens saw it
clearly because he had come to know God from the special revelation,
but what he saw had always been genuinely and objectively there. He
did not merely project it upon the creation, as Barth would have us
believe.

It is worth noting that we do not find within Scripture anything con-
stituting a formal argument for the existence of God from the evidences
within the general revelation. There is an assertion that God is seen in
his handiwork, but this is scarcely a formal proof of his existence. And it
is notable that when Paul made his presentation and appeal to the
Athenians, some believed, some rejected, and some expressed interest in
hearing more on another occasion (Acts 17:32-34). Thus the conclusion
that there is an objective general revelation, but that it cannot be used to
construct a natural theology, seems to fit best the full data of Scripture
on the subject.

General Revelation and Human Responsibility
But what of the judgment of man, spoken of by Paul in Romans 1
and 2? If it is just for God to condemn man, and if man can become

guilty without having known God’s special revelation, does that mean

23. John Calvin, Institutes Of the Christian Religion, book 1, chapter 6, section 1.
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that man without special revelation can do what will enable him to avoid
the condemnation of God? In Romans 2:14 Paul says: “When Gentiles
who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are a law
to themselves, even though they do not have the law.” Is Paul suggesting
that they could have fulfilled the requirements of the law? But that is not
possible even for those who have the law (see Gal. 3:10-11 as well as
Rom. 3). Paul also makes clear in Galatians 3:23-24 that the law was not
a means of justifying us, but a mradaywyos to make us aware of our sin
and to lead us to faith by bringing us to Christ.

Now the internal law which the unbeliever has performs much the
same function as does the law which the Jew has. From the revelation in
nature (Rom. 1), man ought to conclude that there exists a powerful
eternal God. And from the revelation within (Rom. 2), man should
realize that he does not live up to the standard. While the content of the
moral code will vary in different cultural situations, everyone has an
inner compulsion that there is something to which he ought to adhere.
And everyone should reach the conclusion that he is not fulfilling that
standard. In other words, the knowledge of God which all men have, if
they do not suppress it, should bring them to the conclusion that they
are guilty in relationship to God.

What if someone then were to throw himself upon the mercy of God,
not knowing upon what basis that mercy was provided? Would he not in
a sense be in the same situation as the Old Testament believers? The
doctrine of Christ and his atoning work had not been fully revealed to
these people. Yet they knew that there was provision for the forgiveness
of sins, and that they could not be accepted on the merits of any works
of their own. They had the form of the gospel without its full content.
And they were saved. Now if the god known in nature is the same as the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (as Paul seems to assert in Acts 17:23),
then it would seem that a person who comes to a belief in a single
powerful God, who despairs of any works-righteousness to please this
holy God, and who throws himself upon the mercy of this good God,
would be accepted as were the Old Testament believers. The basis of
acceptance would be the work of Jesus Christ, even though the person
involved is not conscious that this is how provision has been made for
his salvation.2* We should note that the basis of salvation was apparently
the same in the Old Testament as in the New. Salvation has always been
appropriated by faith (Gal. 3:6-9); this salvation rests upon Christ’s
deliverance of us fi-om the law (vv. 10-14, 19-29). Nothing has been
changed in that respect.

24. For afuller statement of this posshility, see Millard J. Erickson, “Hope for Those
Who Haven't Heard? Yes, but |’ Evangelical Missions Quarterly 2 (1975): 122-26.
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What inference are we to draw, then, from Paul’s statement in
Romans 2:1-16? Is it conceivable that one can be saved by faith without
having the special revelation? Paul seems to be laying open this theoreti-
cal possibility. Yet it is merely a theoretical possibility. It is highly ques-
tionable how many, if any, actually experience salvation without having
special revelation. Paul suggests in Romans 3 that no one does. And in
chapter 10 he urges the necessity of preaching the gospel (the special
revelation) so that men may believe. Thus it is apparent that in failing to
respond to the light of general revelation which they have, men are fully
responsible, for they have truly known God, but have willfully sup-
pressed that truth. Thus in effect the general revelation serves, as does
the law, merely to make guilty, not to make righteous.

Implications of General Revelation

1. There is a common ground or a point of contact between the
believer and the nonbeliever, or between the gospel and the thinking of
the unbeliever. All persons have a knowledge of God. Although it may be
suppressed to the extent of being unconscious or unrecognizable, it is
nonetheless there, and there will be areas of sensitivity to which the
message may be effectively directed as a starting point. These areas of
sensitivity will vary from one person to another, but they will be there.
There are features of the creation to which the believer may point,
features which will enable the unbeliever to recognize something of the
truth of the message. It is therefore neither necessary nor desirable to
fire the message at the hearer in an indiscriminate fashion.

2. There is a possibility of some knowledge of divine truth outside the
special revelation. We may understand more about the specially revealed
truth by examining the general revelation. We understand in more com-
plete detail the greatness of God, we comprehend more fully the image
of God in man, when we attend to the general revelation. This should be
considered a supplement to, not a substitute for, special revelation. Sin’s
distortion of man’s understanding of the general revelation is greater the
closer one gets to the relationship between God and man. Thus, sin
produces relatively little obscuring effect upon the understanding of
matters of physics, but a great deal with respect to matters of psychol-
ogy and sociology. Yet it is at those places where the potential for distor-
tion is greatest that the most complete understanding is possible.

3. God is just in condemning those who have never heard the gospel
in the full and formal sense. No one is completely without opportunity.
All have known God; if they have not effectually perceived him, it is
because they have suppressed the truth. Thus all are responsible. This
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increases the motivation of missionary endeavor, for no one is innocent.
All need to believe in God’s offer of grace, and the message needs to be
taken to them.

4. General revelation serves to explain the worldwide phenomenon of
religion and religions. All persons are religious, because all have a type of
knowledge of God. From this indistinct and perhaps even unrecogniz-
able revelation have been constructed religions which unfortunately are
distortions of the true biblical religion.

5. Since both creation and the gospel are intelligible and coherent
revelations of God, there is harmony between the two, and mutual rein-
forcement of one by the other. The biblical revelation is not totally
distinct from what is known of the natural realm.

6. Genuine knowledge and genuine morality in unbelieving (as well as
believing) man are not his own accomplishment. Truth arrived at apart
from special revelation is still God’s truth. Knowledge and morality are
not so much discovery as they are “uncover-y” of the truth God has
structured into his entire universe, both physical and moral.

God’s Particular Revelation

The Definition and Necessity of Special Revelation

The Style of Special Revelation
The Personal Nature of Special Revelation
The Anthropic Nature of Special Revelation
The Analogical Nature of Special Revelation

The Modes of Special Revelation
Historical Events
Divine Speech
The Incarnation

Special Revelation: Propositional or Personal?

Scripture as Revelation

The Definition and Necessity of Special Revelation

By special revelation we mean God’s manifestation of himself to par-
ticular persons at definite times and places, enabling those persons
to enter into a redemptive relationship with him; The Hebrew word
for “reveal” is n%(galah). A common Greek word for “reveal” is
amrokaAimTw. Both express the idea of uncovering what was concealed.
The Greek ¢avepéw, Which especially conveys the idea of manifesting, is
also frequently used.
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W hv wasspecial revelation necessary? The answer- lies in the fact that
man had lost the relationship of favor which he had with God prior to
the fall. 1t was necessary for man to come to know God in a fuller way if
the conditions of fellowship were once again to be met. This knowledge
had to go beyond the initial or general revelation which was still avail-
able to man, for now in addition to the natural limitation of human
finiteness, there was also the moral limitation of human sinfulness. It
was now insufficient simply to know of God’s existence and something
of what he is like. In the original state of innocence man had been
positively inclined (or, at the very least, neutral) toward God, and could
respond n a direct fashion. But after the fall man was turned away from
God and in rebellion against him; man’s understanding of spiritual mat-
ters was obscured. His relationship with God was not merely inactive; it
was lost and in need of rebuilding. So man’s situation was a more com-
plicated matter than had originally been the case, and more complete
instruction was consequently needed.

Note that the objective of special revelation was relational. The pri-
mary purpose of this revelation was not to enlarge the general scope of
knowledge. The knowledge about was for the purpose of knowledge of.
Information was to lead to acquaintance; consequently, the information
revealed was often quite selective. For example, we know relatively little
about Jesus from a biographical standpoint. We are told nothing about
his appearance, his characteristic activities, his interests, or his tastes.
Dctails such as are ordinarily found in biographies were omitted,
because they are not significant for faith. How we relate to Jesus is quite
independent of whether he was tall or short, or whether he spoke in a
tenor or a bass voice. The merely curious are not accommodated by the
special revelation of God.

A further introductory word is needed regarding the relationship of
special to general revelation. It is commonly assumed that special reve-
lation is a postfall phenomenon necessitated by man’s sinfulness. It is
frequently considered remedial! Of course, it is not possible for us to
know the exact status of the relationship between God and man before
the fall. We simply are not told much about it. Adam and Eve may have
had such an unclouded consciousness of God that they were constantly
conscious of him everywhere, in their own internal experience and in
their perception of nature. If so, this consciousness of him could be
thought of as general revelation. There is no indication that such was

the case, however. The account of God'’s looking for Adam and Eve in the
Garden subsequent to thcir sin (Gen. 3:8) gives the impression that this

I.Benjamin B. Warfield, “The Biblical Idea of Revelation” in The Inspiration und
Authority of the Bible, ed. Samucl G. Craig (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1951),
p. 74.
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was one in a scries of special encounters which occurred. Further, the
instructions given to man (Gen. 1:28) regarding his place and activity in
the creation suggest a particular communication from Creator to crea-
ture; it does not seem that these instructions were merely read off from
observation of the created order. If this is the case, special revelation
antedated the fall.

When sin entered the human race, however, the need for special
revelation became more acute. The direct presence of God, the most
direct and complete form of special revelation, was lost. In addition, God
now had to speak regarding matters which were previously not of con-
cern. The problems of sin, guilt, and depravity had to be resolved; means
of atonement, redemption, and reconciliation had to be provided. And
now sin diminished man’s comprehension of general revelation, thus
lessening its efficacy. Therefore, special revelation had to become reme-
dial with respect to both man’s knowledge of and his relationship to
God.

It is common to point out that general revelation is inferior to special
revelation, both in the clarity of the treatment and the range of subjects
considered. The insufficiency of general revelation therefore required
the special revelation. The special revelation, however, requires the
general revelation as well.> Without the general revelation, man would
not possess the concepts regarding God which enable him to know and
understand the God of the special revelation. Special revelation builds
upon general revelation. The relationship between them is in some ways
parallel to that which Immanuel Kant found between the categories of
understanding and sense perception: “Concepts without percepts are
empty; percepts without concepts are blind.” The two mutually require
each other. And the two are harmonious. Only if the two are developed
in isolation from one another does there seem to be any conflict
between them. They have a common subject matter and perspective,
yielding a harmonious and complementary understanding.

The Style of Special Revelation

The Personal Nature of Special Revelation

We need to ask about the style of special revelation, the nature or
fashion of it. It is, first of all, personal. A personal God presents himself to
persons. This is seen in a number of ways. God reveals himself by telling
his name. Nothing is more personal than one’s name. When Moses asked

2. Ibid., p. 75.
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who he should say has sent him to the people of Israel, Jehovah
responded by giving his name, “I am who I am [or I will be who I will
be]” (Exod. 3:14). Moreover, God entered into personal covenants with
individuals (Noah, Abraham) and with the nation of Israel. And note the
benediction which Aaron and his sons were to pronounce upon the
people: “The Lorp bless you and keep you: The Lorp make his face to
shine upon you, and be gracious to you: The Lorp lift up his counte-
nance upon you, and give you peace” (Num. 6:24-26). The Psalms con-
tain numerous testimonies of personal experience with God. And the
goal of Paul’s life was a personal acquaintance with God: “that 1 may
know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his suffer-
ings, becoming like him in his death” (Phil. 3:10).

The whole of Scripture is personal in nature. What we find is not a set
of universal truths, like the axioms of Euclid in geometry, but rather a
series of specific or particular statements about concrete occurrences
and facts. Neither is Scripture a formal theological presentation, with
arguments and counterarguments, such as one would find in a theo-
logical textbook. Nor are there systematized creedal statements. There
are elements of creedal affirmation, but not a thoroughgoing intellec-
tualization of Christian belief.

There is little speculation about matters not directly concerned with
God’s redemptive working and his relationship with man. Cosmology, for
example, does not receive the scrutiny sometimes found in other relig-
ions. The Bible does not digress into matters of merely historical con-
cern. It does not fill in gaps in the knowledge of the past. It does not
concentrate on biographical details. What God reveals is primarily him-
self as a person, and especially those dimensions of himself that are
particularly significant for faith.

The Anthropic Nature of Special Revelation

The God who is revealed is, however, a transcendent being. He lies
outside our sensory experience. The Bible claims that God is unlimited
in his knowledge and power; he is not subject to the confines of space
and time. Consequently the revelation must involve a condescension on
God’s part (in the good sense of that word). Man cannot reach up to
investigate God and would not understand even if he could. So God has
revealed himself by a revelation in anthropic form. This should not be
thought of as anthropomorphism as such, but as simply a revelation
coming in human language and human categories of thought and
action.?

3. Bernard Ramm, Special Revelation and the Word of God (Grand Rapids Eerd-
mans, 1961), pp. 36-37.
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This anthropic character means the use of human languages com-
mon at the time. Koine Greek was once believed to be a special, divinely
created language since it is so different from classical Greek. We now
know, of course, that it was simply the vernacular language. Idioms of
the day appear in the Scripture. And it utilizes ordinary ways of describ-
ing nature, of measuring time and distance, and so on.*

The revelation is also anthropic in the sense that it often came in
forms which are part of ordinary, everyday human experience. Dreams,
for example, were a frequent means used by God to reveal himself. Yet
few experiences are as common to mankind as are dreams. It was not
the particular type of experience employed, but rather the unique con-
tent supplied and the unique utilization of this experience which distin-
guished revelation from the ordinary and natural. The same is true of
the incarnation. When God appeared to man, he used the modality of an
ordinary human being. Sometimes artists have tried to set Jesus’ human-
ity apart from that of other persons by portraying him with a halo or
some other visible sign of distinctiveness. But apparently Jesus carried
no visible sign of distinctiveness. Most persons took him for an ordinary,
average human being, the son of Joseph the carpenter. He came as a
human, not an angel or a being clearly recognizable as a god.

To be sure, there were revelations which clearly broke with typical
experience. The voice of the Father speaking from heaven (John 12:28)
was one of these. The miracles were striking in their effect. Yet much of
the revelation was in the form of natural occurrences.

The Analogical Nature of Special Revelation

God draws upon those elements in man’s universe of knowledge that
can serve as a likeness of or partially convey the truth in the divine
realm. His revelation employs analogical language, which is midway
between univocal and equivocal language. In univocal usage, a term is
employed in only one sense. In equivocal usage, a term possesses com-
pletely different meanings. Thus, if we use the word row as a noun to
describe a configuration of trees and as a verb to refer to propelling a
boat by means of oars, we are using the word equivocally. In univocal
usage, a term employed predicatively with two different subjects has the
same meaning in both instances, as when we say, for example, that a
man is tall and a building is tall. In analogical usage, there is always at
least some univocal element, but there are differences as well, as when
we say that Jeff runs the 100-yard dash and that the Chicago and
Northwestern commuter train runs between Chicago and EImhurst.

4. \bid., p. 39.
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Whenever God has revealed himself, he has selected elements which
at-e univocal in his universe and ours. Langdon Gilkey has pointed out
that, in the orthodox view, when we say that God acts or loves, we have
the very same meaning in mind as when we say that a human acts or
loves.” When we say that God stopped the Jordan River, we have the very
same thing in mind as when we say that the Army Corps of Engineers
stopped a river from flowing. While there would be differences of
method and materials, the action is basically the same in its effect: the
water in the river would cease to flow beyond a certain point. The acts
of God are occurrences within a space-time universe. The death of Jesus
was an event observably the same as that of James, John, Peter, Andrew,
or any other human. A physician examining Jesus when he was taken
down from the cross would have discovered no respiration or pulse. An
electrocardiogram or an electroencephalogram would have given no
discernible reading. And when the Bible says that God loves, it means
just the same sort of qualities that we refer to when we speak of humans
loving (in the sense of agape): a steadfast, unselfish concern for the
welfare of the other person.

As we are here using the term analogical, we mean “qualitatively the
same”; in other words, the difference is one of degree rather than of
kind or genus. God is powerful as man is powerful, but much more so.
When we say that God knows, we have the same meaning in mind as
when we say that man knows-but while man knows something, God
knows everything. God loves just as man loves, but God loves infinitely.
We cannot grasp how much more of each of these qualities God pos-
sesses, or what it means to say that God has man’s knowledge amplified
to an infinite extent. Having observed only finite forms, we find it impos-
sible to grasp infinite concepts. In this sense, God always remains
incomprehensible. It is not that we do not have knowledge of him, and
genuine knowledge at that. Rather, the shortcoming lies in our inability
to encompass him within our knowledge. Although what we know of
him is the same as his knowledge of himself, the degree of our knowl-
edge is much less. It is not exhaustive knowledge of him, as is his knowl-
edge of himself, and in that respect it will be incomplete or non-
exhaustive even in the eschaton.

What makes this analogical knowledge possible is that it is God who
selects the components which he uses. Unlike man, God is knowledge-
able of both sides of the analogy. If man by his own natural unaided
reason seeks to understand God by constructing an analogy involving

5. Langdon Gilkey, “Cosmology, Ontology, and the Travail of Biblica Language,”
Journal Of Religion 41 (1961): 196.
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God and man, the result is always some sort of conundrum, for he is in
effect working with an equation containing two unknowns. For instance,
if one were to argue that God’s love is to man’s love what God’s being is to
man’s being, it would be tantamount to saying x/2 = y/5. Not knowing
the relationship between God'’s being (or nature, or essence) and that of
humanity, man cannot construct a meaningful analogy.

God, on the other hand, knowing all things completely, therefore
knows which elements of human knowledge and experience are suffi-
ciently similar to the divine truth that they can be used to help construct
a meaningful analogy. Since we do not have any way of verifying such an
analogy independently, it will always remain a presupposition and in
that sense a matter of faith that it indeed corresponds to the truth God is
portraying. We should note in this connection that how closely our ideas
approximate what they are supposed to represent is also unprovable
and therefore taken on faith. In this respect, the theologian working with
special revelation is in a situation similar to that of the empiricist, who
cannot be certain that his sensory perceptions accurately correspond to
the objects they are purported to represent.

The Modes of Special Revelation

We now turn to examine the actual modes or means or modalities by
which God has revealed himself: historical events, divine speech, and the
incarnation.

Historical Events

Much has been made in the twentieth century of the idea that God’s
self-revelation is to be found in his personal action in history or his
“mighty deeds.” This is appropriate, for God has been at work in con-
crete historical ways within our world, affecting what occurs.

The Bible emphasizes the whole series of divine events by which God
has made himself known. From the perspective of the people of Israel, a
primary event was the call of Abraham, to whom they looked as the
father of their nation. The Lord’s provision of Isaac as an heir, under
most unlikely conditions, was another significant divine act. God’s provi-
sion in the midst of the famine during the time of Joseph benefited not
only the descendants of Abraham, but the other residents of the whole
area as well. Probably the major event for Israel, still celebrated by Jews,
was the deliverance from Egypt through the series of plagues culminat-
ing in the Passover and the crossing of the Red Sea. The conquest of the
Promised Land, the return from captivity, even the captivity itself, were
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God’s self-manifestation. The birth of Jesus, his wondrous acts, his death
and particularly his resurrection, were God at work. In the creation and
expansion of the church God was also at work bringing his people into
being.

All of these are acts of God and thus revelations of his nature. Those
which we have cited here are spectacular or miraculous. The acts of
God are not limited to such events, however. God has been at work both
in these greater occurrences and also in the more mundane events of
the history of his people.

While we have spoken of historical events as a mode of special revela-
tion, it is still necessary to ask just what is meant by this. What exactly is
the relationship between revelation and historical occurrences? We will
examine three different views: (1) revelation in history, (2) revelation
through history, and (3) revelation as history.

1. The first view to be examined is that of revelation in history. Here
we place the thought of G. Ernest Wright as it is represented in his
well-known book God Who Acts. He insists that what is authoritative
about the Bible is the narrative, which is to be understood as a recital of
the historical events confessed by the people of Israel (in the Old Testa-
ment) and the Christian church (in the New). Revelation occurs in a
series of historical events. Wright is eager to distinguish between under-
standing the Bible as a collection of doctrines and as a historical recital.
The Bible, strictly speaking, is not the Word of God, but rather a record
of the Acts of God and the human response to those acts. Biblical doc-
trine is inferred from the historical recital.® The attributes of God, as
they are termed, are not timeless truths given to us in didactic form in
Scripture. Rather, they are inferences drawn from the way God has
acted. Thus, the very concept of God is thought of not in terms of his
being and essence, but rather of his acts.

This historical recital can be seen in the kerygma which runs through
both the Old and New Testaments. An excellent example in the Old
Testament is Deuteronomy 26:5-9. In the New Testament, we find an
example in Paul’'s message in Acts 13:16-41, which, beginning with the
patriarchs, continues through David to Jesus Christ. The common ele-
ment uniting the two Testaments is the one history of the acts of God.
Although the history of God’s acts is set within the context of universal
history, it is not this universal history from which the attributes of God
are inferred. Wright notes three major attributes of God, which he main-
tains the people of Israel inferred as they attempted to explain the events

leading to the establishment of their nation. A first inference, which was

6. G. Ernest Wright, God Who Acts: Biblical Theology as Recital (London: SCM, 1952),

p. 107.
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derived from the election of Israel, is that God is a God of grace. A
second inference is that the elected people are a “covenant community”
united to a God of law who governs communal life. A third inference is
that God is Lord of nature, his control of nature being primarily a
witness to his relation to history and human society.7

Wright cautions that we should not assume, however, that the biblical
account is simply to be taken at face value. The reports of historical
events include a number of conceptions which are not to be taken
literally. The reason for this is that the interpretations placed upon these
events were not specially revealed by God. The events are the locus of
the revelation; the inferences are nothing but inferences. As such, the
inferences drawn by the biblical writers are subject to correction and
revision. There are within the biblical accounts materials which histori-
cal criticism finds inauthentic. Thus, the use of all the biblical data to
shape theology will be, as David Kelsey puts it, somewhat misleading.
For some features of the understanding of God were inferred by the
biblical writers in the course of narrating the history, some were
inferred from the history of the development of the narratives them-
selves; yet others were inferred from the way in which the narratives are
structured and organized. It is the concepts found within the historical
narrative or legitimately drawn from it that are the authoritative factor.8
It is the task of biblical studies to determine how much within what is
presented as history is actual history. The task of the theologian then is
to determine what characteristics of God can be inferred from that
actual history. The revelation, then, is within the history; it is not to be
equated with the history.

There is a problem of inconsistency with Wright’s approach. On the
one hand, he seems to say that because the categories of today are those
of act and history rather than being, essence, or substance, we should
restate the biblical concepts, that is, in a form that makes sense for
persons today. This seems to imply that Wright finds concepts of God’s
being and essence in Scripture. Yet all along he has insisted that the
biblical writers did not think in terms of being and essence. A further
difficulty is that to restate biblical concepts in today’s categories is to
allow a twentieth-century presupposition to control the interpretation of
biblical events.

2. The second position on the relationship between revelation and
history could be characterized as revelation through history. Here we
find the view known popularly as neoorthodoxy. God has worked within

7. Ibid., pp. 50-58.
8. David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1975), p. 37.
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history, manifesting himself to man. Historical events should not be
identified with revelation, however.® They are merely the means through
which revelation came. For revelation is not seen as the communication
of information to man. Rather, it is God’s presentation of himself.!* Reve-
lation is a personal encounter between God and man. For example, in
the incident of the burning bush (Exod. 3), Moses actually met with God
and knew him in a direct way. And in the year King Uzziah died, Isaiah
saw God in all his majesty and grandeur (Isa. 6). But the accounts of
these events are not revelation, for the events themselves were not reve-
lation. Thus, one may record the words spoken by God, as the Book of
Exodus claims that Moses did, and another may read those words, and
read of the circumstances of the event, but one will not thereby have
obtained revelation. The revelation of God came through the words and
deeds of Jesus, but those words and deeds were not the revelation per
se. Thus, the Pharisees did not meet God when Jesus performed miracu-
lous deeds. Rather, they maintained that he did what he did by the
power of Beelzebub. There were many who saw and heard Jesus, but
did not meet God. They simply came away convinced that he was a
remarkable man. A particularly striking occurrence is the incident
reported in John 12. When the Father spoke from heaven, some said that
an angel had spoken to Jesus. Some said it had thundered. Only a few
actually met with God as a result.

Revelation, then, is not perceived as an occurrence of history. The
event is merely the shell in which the revelation was clothed. Rather, the
revelation is something extra added to that event.11 It is God’s direct
coming to someone through that event. Without this direct coming, the
historical event is opaque; indeed this was the case for numerous per-
sons who observed but stood by unmoved. Thus, the narrative of the
Bible (or for that matter, any other part of the Bible) is not revelation as
such, for the simple reason that the revelation cannot be captured and
recorded. The Bible is a record that revelation has occurred in the past.
The popular conception that neoorthodoxy views the Bible as the
record of revelation is, strictly speaking, not correct. The Bible is a
report that there has been revelation, but is not a record of what that
revelation was. It is also a pointer and a promise that revelation may
again occur.!? As someone is reading the Bible, or hearing it proclaimed,
the God who manifested himself to a person in the biblical incident

9. John Baillie, The Idea of Revelation in Recent Thought (New York: Columbia
University, 1956), p. 64.

10. Emil Brunner, Revelation and Reason (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1946), p. 25.

11. Ibid., p. 33

12. Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1936), vol. 1, part 1,
pp. 124-25.
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being considered may renew his revelation and repeat what he did in
the biblical situation. He may present himself in an encounter with the
person reading or hearing the Bible. In that moment one may truthfully
say that the Bible is the Word of God, but not through some inherent
quality which it has. It becomes the Word of God.!* When, however, God
withdraws his presence, the Bible is simply what it was before: the
words of Moses, Isaiah, Luke, or whomever.

God is completely sovereign in revelation, according to this view. Man
can do nothing to compel God to reveal himself."* Nor can man even
predict when or where God will again “speak.” The best one can do is to
lay himself open to the words of Scripture, with a desire and prayer that
God will manifest himself. But God chooses the time, place, and person
to whom he will reveal himself. He is not restricted to the use of the
Bible for that matter. God may speak through a bush, a dead dog, or
even the words of an atheist. This does not mean that the church is
commissioned to go about proclaiming the words of atheists. Rather, it
is called to declare the words of Scripture, for these particularly bear
witness to what God has done and what he promises to do.!* No self-
respecting neoor-thodox preacher, however, would preface the reading
of Scripture by saying, “We will now hear the Word of God.” That would
be blasphemy, presuming to tell God when and to whom he is to speak.

Here again, much as with Wright’s position, is a view that reality and
truth are dynamic rather than static or substantive. Truth is personal,
not propositional. Revelation is something that happens, not something
that is. Thus, when the neoorthodox speak of revelation, they have in
mind the process as opposed to the product of revelation (what is said or
written about it), and the revealing as opposed to what is revealed. The
historical event and, for that matter, the account of it are not the revela-
tion. The historical event as that which is observable and reportable is
merely the vehicle through which revelation comes. Revelation is a
direct relationship to God rather than an observable event which can be
examined through the methods of historical research. Revelation comes
through the occurrences of history, but not as them. One should never
identify the channel or means with the revelation, except under those
conditions when, as we have described, it becomes the Word of God.

This view allows for any amount of historical criticism. Criticism
works on the historical events. But since those events are not the revela-
tion, revelation is safeguarded from the potentially corrosive effect of
criticism. Whereas those who hold Wright’s position engage in historical

13. Ibid., p. 127.
14. Ibid., pp. 158-59.
15. Ibid., pp. 60-61.
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criticism in an attempt to find revelation within the historical, the neo-
orthodox view allows historical criticism to sift through the material to
ascertain as much as possible about the record, but this does not yield
revelation. Revelation always remains in the control of God himself,
whence it cannot be extracted by any efforts of man. It comes only as
God makes it accessible by his sovereign grace.

3. The final position on the relationship between revelation and his-
tory sees revelation not in or through, but as history. In the 1960s a
resurgence of this view took place through the efforts of the so-called
Pannenberg circle. Their cooperative endeavor, Revelation as History,'®
was correctly named, for these men maintained that God has acted in
history in such a way that the events actually were and are revelation of
himself. The attributes of God are actually seen in, not simply inferred
from, his actions in history. Langdon Gilkey has pointed out that the
biblical-theology movement had problems with the idea of God as
acting in history; they did not view the acts of God in history as having
the same sense as the acts of a human person in history.17 Pannenberg
and his followers, however, use the word actions univocally when they
speak of the actions of God in history and ordinary human actions. They
regard God’s actions in history as literal, not figurative or metaphori-
cal.’® And since these actions are historical events like any other events,
they can be proven by the means of historical research. The resurrec-
tion of Jesus, perhaps the supreme act of God in history, can be proved
by reason, just as any other fact of history, says Pannenberg.

We should note that Pannenberg and his circle have universal history
in mind; they regard the whole of history, not simply or exclusively the
events which are recorded in Scripture, as a revelation of God.19 In so
doing, they have virtually obliterated the distinction between general
and special revelation. Nevertheless, with respect to the relationship
between history and revelation, they have restored a correct under-
standing. The view that historical events do not merely promise or con-
tain or become revelation, but actually are revelation seems close to the
claim advanced by the biblical witness itself.

Moreover, Jesus maintained that there was an objective revelation
associated with historical events. Thus he said in response to Philip’s
request to be shown the Father, “He who has seen me has seen the
Father” (John 14:9). Furthermore, Jesus placed responsibility upon those
who had heard him (and had also seen his miracles): “He who has ears

16. Revehtion as History, ed. Wolfhart Pannenberg (New York: Macmillan, 1968).
17. Gilkey, “Cosmology,” pp. 198-200.

18. Revelation as History pp. 45-46.

19. Ibid., p. 133.
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to hear, let him hear” (e.g., Matt. 11:15). He inveighed against the Phari-
sees for attributing to Beelzebub the deeds he had done, which were
actually the works of the Holy Spirit through him. Thus he seemed to be
saying that the historical events actually were revelation. For that matter,
the psalmists and prophets speak as if they and the people of Israel had
actually seen the works of God (e.g., Ps. 78).

Divine Speech

The second major modality of revelation is God’s speech. A very
common expression in the Bible and especially in the Old Testament is
the statement, “The word of the Lorp came to me, saying, . ..” (e.g., Jer.
18:1; Ezek. 12:1, 8, 17, 21, 26; Hos. 1:1; Joel 1:1; Amos 3:1). The prophets had
a consciousness that their message was not of their own creation, but
was from God. In writing the Book of Revelation, John was attempting
to communicate the message which God had given to him. The writer
to the Hebrews noted that God had spoken often in times past, and now
had particularly spoken through his Son (Heb. I:I-2). God does not
merely demonstrate through his actions what he is like; he also speaks,
telling us about himself, his plans, his will.

We may be inclined to think that God’s speech is really not a modality
at all. It seems so direct. Yet we should note that it is necessarily a
modality, for God is spiritual and thus does not have bodily parts. Since
speech requires certain bodily parts, it cannot be an unmediated com-
munication from God. Furthermore, it always comes in some human
language, the language of the prophet or apostle, whether that is
Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek. Yet God presumably does not have a lan-
guage in which he speaks. Thus, the use of language is an indication that
God’s speech is mediated rather than direct revelation.2

Divine speech may take several forms.2! It may be an audible speak-
ing. It may be a silent, inward hearing of God’s message, like the sub-
vocal process which slow readers engage in (they “hear” in their heads
the words they are reading). It is likely that in many cases this was the
mode used. Often this inaudible speech was part of another modality,
such as a dream or vision. In these instances, the prophet heard the
Lord speaking to him, but presumably anyone else present at the time
heard nothing. Finally, there is “concursive” inspiration-revelation and
inspiration have merged into one. As the author of Scripture wrote, God
placed within his mind the thoughts that he wished communicated. This
was not a case of the message’s already having been revealed, and the

20. Ramm, Special Revelation, p. 54.
21. Ibid., pp. 59-60.
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Holy Spirit’'s merely bringing these matters to remembrance, or direct-
ing the writer to thoughts with which he was already familiar. God
created thoughts in the mind of the writer as he wrote. The writer could
have been either conscious or unconscious of what was happening. In
the latter case, he may have felt that the ideas were simply dawning
upon him. Although Paul occasionally indicates that he “thinks” he has
the Spirit of God (e.g., 1 Cor. 7:40), there are other times when he is more
definite that he has received his message from the Lord (e.g., 1 Cor.
11:23). There are also some cases, such as the letter to Philemon, where
Paul does not indicate that he is conscious of God’s directing his writing,
although God was doubtless doing so.

Quite frequently, the spoken word of God was the interpretation of an
event. While this event was usually something past or contemporary
with the writing, there were times when the interpretation preceded the
event, as in predictive prophecy. The contention being advanced here,
despite some strong recent disagreements, is that not only the event but
also the interpretation was revelation from God; the interpretation was
not merely the insight or product of the reflection of a biblical writer.
Without this specially revealed interpretation, the event itself would
often be opaque and thus quite mute. It would be subject to various
interpretations, and the explanation given by the Scripture might then
be merely an erroneous human speculation. Take such a central event
as the death of Jesus. If we knew that this event had occurred, but its
meaning had not been divinely revealed to us, we might understand it in
widely differing ways, or find it simply a puzzle. It might be regarded as
a defeat, a position which apparently was held by the disciples imme-
diately after Jesus’ death. Or it might be considered a sort of moral
victory, a martyr dying for his principles. Without the revealed word of
explanation we could only guess that Jesus’ death was an atoning sacri-
fice. The same is true of the resurrection. It could be interpreted merely
as God’s vindication of Jesus’ cause, proving him to have been unjustly
condemned by the Jews.

The question here is whether the interpretation or explanation given
by the biblical writers is to be accorded the same status as the event
itself. A number of contemporary scholars have observed that the bibli-
cal writers themselves seem to regard their interpretations as possessing
the same status of divine origin as the events of which they are speaking.
James Barr in particular has pointed out the difficulty of trying to fit all
of revelation into the model of revelation as divine acts within history.
He points out three salient types of materials which do not fit:

1. The wisdom literature presents a particular problem. What are the
events to which these writings refer? Barr notes that even G. Ernest
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Wright himself had to concede the difficulty with this material.22 Wright
wrote that wisdom literature “does not fit into the type of faith exhibited
in the historical and prophetic literature.*“23

2. Even those events regarded as examples of the “revelation in his-
tory” view present difficulties.?* Wright’s “God who acts” school consid-
ers certain aspects of the present form of the tradition as interpretations
of or meditations upon God’s acts. Take, for instance, the account of the
burning bush. Wright would regard the statement that God manifested
himself and spoke to Moses as Moses’ interpretation of the event; in
other words, these were not matters of divine revelation. In the original
account, however, God’s manifesting himself and speaking are presented
not as Moses’ thoughts upon the event, but as a direct communication
from God to Moses of his purposes and intentions. Barr comments that
we may continue to hold the other position (that we have here Moses’
insights, not divine revelation) and that this position may be correct, but
we should be aware that in holding this position we would be proceed-
ing on critical rather than biblical grounds.?s

3. Finally, apart from the type of biblical book involved, there is a good
deal of material in the Bible where a narrative deals with divine actions,
but the circumstances are such that the term history is appropriate only
if we stretch the meaning of the word beyond its normal usage. The
flood or even the creation are examples of this. Who, for example, was
present to observe the acts of God at the creation and to report them?
These accounts certainly have a somewhat different status than do the
record of the exodus or the capture of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar.
Barr therefore asserts that revelation goes beyond the acts of God in
history:

Direct communication from God to man has fully as much claim to be
called the core of the tradition as has revelation through [in] events in
history. If we persist in saying that this direct, specific communication
must be subsumed under revelation through [in] events in history and
taken as subsidiary interpretation of the latter, | shall say that we are
abandoning the Bible’s own representation of the matter for another
which is apologetically more comfortable.26

22. James Barr, “The Interpretation of Scripture. Il. Revelation Through History in
the Old Testament and in Modern Theology,” Interpretation 17 (1963): 196.

23. Wright, God Who Acts, p. 103.

24. Barr uses the expressions “in history” and “through history” interchangeably; in
this context he means what we have been labeling “revelation in history.”

25. Barr, “Interpretation of Scripture,” p. 197.

26. lbid., pp. 201-02.
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Two others who have made similar observations are Vincent Taylor
and C. H. Dodd. Taylor says: “On a priori grounds there is no compelling
reason why Revelation should be found in ‘mighty acts’ of God, but not
in words. Indeed, words can be a better medium of communication
than events which need to be explained.”?” Dodd observes that the bibli-
cal writers “firmly believed that God spoke to them, spoke to the inward
ear in the spiritual sense. ... The interpretation which they offered was
not invented by a process of thought. It was the meaning which they
experienced in the events when their minds were open to God as well as
open to the impact of the outward facts.”?® We must conclude that the
position which best accords with the biblical writers’ own understand-
ing and claims is that direct communication of truth from God is a
modality of revelation as genuine as that of his acts in history.

The Incarnation

The most complete modality of revelation is the incarnation. The
contention here is that Jesus’ life and speech were a special revelation of
God. We may again be inclined to think that this is not a modality at all,
that God was directly present in unmediated form. But since God does
not have human form, Christ’s humanity must represent a mediation of
the divine revelation. This is not to say that his humanity concealed or
obscured the revelation. Rather, it was the means by which the revela-
tion of deity was conveyed. Scripture specifically states that God has
spoken through or in his Son. Hebrews [:I-2 contrasts this with the
earlier forms of revelation, and indicates that the incarnation is superior.

Here revelation as event most fully occurs. The pinnacle of the acts of
God is to be found in the life of Jesus. The miracles, his death, and the
resurrection are redemptive history in its most condensed and concen-
trated form. Here too is revelation as divine speech, for the messages of
Jesus surpassed those of the prophets and apostles. Jesus even dared to
place his message over against what was written in the Scriptures, not
as contradicting, but as going beyond or fulfilling them (Matt. 517).
When the prophets spoke, they were bearers of a message from God
and about God. When Jesus spoke, it was God himself speaking. There
was a directness about his message.

Revelation also took place in the very perfection of Jesus’ character.
There was a godlikeness about him which could be discerned. Here God
was actually living among men and displaying his attributes to them.
Jesus’ actions, attitudes, and affections did not merely mirror the Father.

27. Vincent Taylor, “Religious Certainty,” The Expository Times 72 (1960): 51.
28. C. H. Dodd, The Bible Today (New York: Macmillan, 1947), p. 351.
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They showed that God was actually living among men. The centurion at
Calvary, who presumably had seen many persons die of crucifixion,
apparently saw something different in Jesus, which caused him to
exclaim, “Truly this was a son of God!” (Matt. 27:54). Peter, after the
miraculous catch of fish, fell on his knees and said, “Depart from me, for
I am a sinful man, 0 Lord” (Luke 5:8). These were people who found in
Jesus a revelation of the Father.

Here revelation as act and as word come together. Jesus both spoke
the Father’s word and demonstrated the Father’s attributes. He was the
most complete revelation of God, because he was God. John could make
the amazing statement, “That which was from the beginning.. . we have
heard . . . we have seen with our eyes . . . we have looked upon and
touched with our hands” (1 John 1:1). And Jesus could say, “He who has
seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9).

Special Revelation: Propositional or Personal?

The primary result of special revelation is knowledge of God. By this
we mean knowledge not only of the person of God, but also of what he
has done, of his creation, of the nature and situation of man, of the
relationship between God and man. It should also be noted that this is
real, objective, rational information communicated from God to man.

It is necessary at this point to carefully examine and evaluate a posi-
tion which has become very popular in the twentieth century. This is the
view that revelation is not the communication of information (or propo-
sitions), but God’s presentation of himself. Revelation, then, is not propo-
sitional; it is personal. To a large extent, one’s view of faith will reflect his
understanding of revelation.?® If revelation is regarded as the communi-
cation of propositional truths, then faith will be viewed as a response of
assent, of believing those truths. If, on the other hand, revelation is
regarded as the presentation of a person, then faith will correspondingly
be viewed as an act of personal trust or commitment. According to this
latter view, theology is not a set of doctrines that have been revealed. It is
the church’s attempt to express what it has found in God'’s revelation of
himself. This view of revelation has been especially identified with
neoorthodoxy, but it has been fairly widespread throughout the rest of
the twentieth-century theological scene as well. It was found in pre-
cursors of neoorthodoxy, and it lingered on in somewhat diminished
form after the pinnacle of that movement had passed.

It should be noted that there is still room in neoorthodoxy for doctrinal

29. Baillie, /dea of Revelation, pp. 85ff.
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propositions. William Temple has said that while there are no revealed
truths, for God does not reveal truths as such, there are, however, truths
of revelation.’® For Emil Brunner this is something quite different from
propositional revelation. Doctrine is indissolubly connected with the
encounter “as instrument, as framework, as token.”?! But this is not to
say that these truths are divinely communicated. When one has encoun-
tered God, one may then speak out of what has been encountered. This
grows out of the personal relationship or communion between God and
man. When one shifts from the person-to-person relationship which
constitutes revelation to the description of this relationship, which is the
doing of theology (or preaching, for that matter), a subtle shift has taken
place in the nature of the language. In the former case, the language is
expressive of an I-Thou relationship, personal in character. In the latter,
the language is expressive of an I-it relationship, impersonal in nature.
The former is the language of prayer and worship. The latter is the
language of discourse.??

As we have noted earlier, a result of this view of revelation is an ability
to embrace biblical criticism in its fullest sense, while still safeguarding
the revelation. For the Bible is the fallible witness of humans to the God
who presented himself to them. As such, there may be flaws in what
they wrote, some of them quite major. Brunner has used an analogy
involving a phonograph record and the old RCA Victor trademark, “His
Master’s Voice.” Suppose, he says, that one buys a phonograph record of
Enrico Caruso. He is told that he will hear the voice of Caruso. When he
plays the record there is much surface noise, the scratching of the
needle against the record. One should not become impatient with the
record, however, for it is only through it that one can hear the masters
voice. Similarly, the Bible is the means by which the Master’s voice can
be heard. It is what makes his voice audible. There is, to be sure, much
within the Bible that is imperfect. There are the incidental noises, for
God’s voice is heard through the voices of men, imperfect men. Peter,
Paul, Isaiah, and Moses are such men. But notwithstanding these imper-
fections, the Bible is still in its entirety the Word of God, for God speaks
through these witnesses. Only a fool would listen to the incidental noises
when he can hear the voice of God. “The importance of the Bible is that
God speaks to us through it.”33

The view that revelation is personal is indebted to Ssren Kierke-
gaard’s distinction between objective and subjective truth, and to the
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later existentialist discussions. In seeking objective truth (which comes
in the form of propositions) one attempts to define an item by putting it
into various classes. In so doing, however, one is inevitably limiting the
item, making it finite (“defining” it). The aim of gaining objective infor-
mation about an item is basically to bring it under one’s control. Thus, if
we conceive of our knowledge of God as basically objective (proposi-
tional), we are making him into something less than God. We are making
him a thing, an object.

The focus of subjective truth, on the other hand, is personal relation-
ship rather than objective information. In emphasizing subjective knowl-
edge, Barth and others of his school of thought have been wary of
falling into the trap of subjectivism—the position that truth is nothing
but one’s subjective reaction or response. To avoid this trap, they assert
that faith as trust also requires faith as assent. Barth, for example, insists
that faith is fiducia (trust), but that it also includes notitiu (knowledge)
and assensus (assent) as well.3¢ Edward Carnell has expressed this by
saying that all vital faith rests upon general faith. General faith is believ-
ing a fact; vital faith is trusting in a person. He maintains that wherever
there is trust, there is at least an implicit belief. He points out that he
does not simply embrace the first woman he meets. Rather, before
embracing a woman, he ascertains that she is his wife. The process of
determining that she is his wife may not be a very lengthy, detailed, or
formal one. It does, nonetheless, occur.3’

That there must be belief before there can be trust is evident from
our own experiences. Suppose | have to make a bank deposit in cash,
but am unable to do so in person. | must ask someone else to do this for
me. But whom will | ask? To whom will | entrust myself, or at least a
portion of my material possessions? | will trust or commit myself to
someone whom | believe to be honest. Believing in that person depends
upon believing something about him. | will probably select a good friend
whose integrity | do not question. If my situation is so desperate that |
must ask for help from a stranger, | will certainly make at least some
sort of preliminary assessment of his honesty, crude and incomplete
though such a judgment must necessarily be.

Similarly, the advocates of the view that revelation is personal (as well
as those who advocate the view that it is propositional or informational)
recognize that their faith must rest on some basis.>® The question is
whether the nonpropositional view of revelation provides a sufficient
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basis for faith. Can the advocates of this view be sure that what they
encounter is really the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? In the nine-
teenth century Ludwig Feuerbach pointed out (in The Essence of Chris-
tiunity) that the object of faith may be nothing more than one’s own
self-projection. Or perhaps one’s trust may be simply in a father image,
one’s superego, or something of that type. For Carnell and others who
hold to the propositional or informational view of revelation, faith con-
sists in believing certain affirmations about God-that he is all-powerful,
loving, everywhere present, triune-and then placing one’s trust in the
God so defined. In theory, it is possible to offer evidence which would
serve to confirm or verify these affirmations.

In neoorthodoxy’s view, however, God does not tell us anything about
himself. We simply know him in the encounter. But how do we know
that it is the Christian God that we encounter, unless he tells us who he
is, and what he is like? Are there any criteria by which we can recognize
that our encounter is an encounter with the Christian God? Bear in
mind our earlier discussion of the personal nature of religious language
(chapter 6). Because of this personal nature, we can come to know God
as we know other humans. The parallel eventually breaks down, how-
ever, for while we have sensory experiences of other humans, presum-
ably we do not have any of God. We can recognize a person we know by
a glance at his face, without his telling us who he is. But this is not true
of God. How do we recognize him as being triune instead of single in
person? While neoorthodoxy maintains that God is genuinely known in
the encounter, and that faith evokes implicit belief in the truth of certain
claims or propositions, it does not make clear just how this happens. The
most common answer is that the revelation is self-certifying (not self-
evident). In addition, the neoorthodox suggest that just as the best
response to the question, “How will I know when I am in love?” is, “You
will simply know,” the answer to the question, “How do | know it is God |
am encountering?” is, “You simply know.”?

Emil Brunner has faced this problem in Our Faith. He raises the
guestion of books other than the Bible which also claim to be God’s
word. What about the god met through them? Is it the Christian God?
Brunner’s first response is that these books simply do not apply to non-
Moslems or non-Hindus. His second response is that the voice of a
stranger is heard in these books, that is, a voice other than that which
we hear in the Bible. But is this really an adequate answer? He says that
the voice heard in these other books may somehow be God’s voice, too,
but it is scarcely recognizable. Hundreds of millions of Moslems and
Hindus find reality in the encounter with the god they meet through

37. Ibid,, pp. 80-82.
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their books, some as emphatically as any Christian. Are they wrong, or
are we all encountering the same thing? Again his answer seems merely
to be, “We are not Muslims or Hindus.” 38 Apparently God and truth can
be encountered in various ways. But does this not teeter on the brink of
subjectivism?

This poses another problem, the problem of theology. Those who
maintain that revelation is personal are nevertheless very concerned
about correctly defining belief, or stating correct doctrinal understand-
ings, while of course insisting that faith is not belief in doctrinal proposi-
tions. Barth and Brunner, for example, argued over such issues as the
nature and status of the image of God in man, as well as the virgin birth
and the empty tomb. Presumably, each felt he was trying to establish the
true doctrine in these areas. But how are these doctrinal propositions
related to, or derived from, the nonpropositional revelation? There is a
problem here. Brunner has insisted that there are no “revealed truths”
but there are “truths of revelation.” Doctrine, he insists, as token is
“indissolubly connected with the framework it represents,” that is, our
personal encounter with God.>® He also says that God “does not deliver
to us a series of lectures in dogmatic theology or submit a confession of
faith to us, but He instructs us authentically about Himself. He tells us
authentically who He is and what He wills for us and from us.”# This
almost sounds like the revealed truths which Brunner has taken great
pains to avoid. And what is the nature of the indissoluble connection
between doctrine and encounter if there is no revealed truth? His
response is to introduce an analogy between doctrine and the sacra-
ment of the Lord’s Supper. As the Lord himself is present in, with, and
under the elements (which are the token of the sacrament), so the Lord
is present in, with, and under the doctrine, which is the token of the
encounter.*! His presence cannot be maintained without the doctrine.

There are several problems with this analogy. One is that it tries to
explain the obscure by the more obscure-a conception of the Lord’s
Supper based upon a now obsolete or at least incomprehensible meta-
physic. But apart from this there is still a difficulty. It is one thing to say
that the presence of the Lord cannot be maintained without the doc-
trine. But how is this doctrine arrived at? How is it derived from the
encounter? How does one establish that the form of the doctrine pre-
sented by Brunner is more correct than that of Barth? Bernard Ramm
has pointed out that Barth has somehow derived six million words of
propositions (in the Church Dogmatics) from nonpropositional encoun-
ter. Ramm remarks that “the relationship of doctrinal statements and
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the encounter is in a poor state of integration within neo-orthodoxy.”#
John Newton Thomas speaks of the “anomalous state of Scripture” in
Barth’s thinking-revelation is maintained to be nonpropositional, and
yet the words of Scripture somehow express its cognitive content.
Thomas complains that Barth proceeds to settle doctrinal issues by
guoting the Bible in the same fashion as does the fundamentalist, whose
views he has rejected.*

This is not to suggest that there cannot be a connection between
nonpropositional revelation and propositions of truth, but that this con-
nection has not been adequately explicated by neoorthodoxy. The prob-
lem derives from making a disjunction between propositional and
personal revelation. Revelation is not either personal or propositional; it
is both/and. What God primarily does is to reveal himself, but he does
so at least in part by telling us something about himself.

But do we not face the problem of impersonality when we consider
propositions about God? Does not this give us I-it relationships rather
than I-Thou? The analysis implied by these two expressions is both
incomplete and misleading. There are actually two variables involved
here, for the shift from I-Thou to I-it involves a shift not only from
personal to impersonal, but also from second to third person. Two other
categories are needed, which we will call “I-you” and “I-he/she.”

It is possible to have second-person language (or language of address)
which is very impersonal (I-you). The expression, “Hey, you!” is an exam-
ple. It is also possible to speak about a third person in personal terms.
The language of discourse can display concern, respect, warmth, and
even tenderness. That is “I-he/she” language. We need not turn persons
into things when we shift from speaking to them to speaking about
them. Thus, propositions about God need not be impersonal.

Scripture as Revelation

If revelation includes propositional truths, then it is of such a nature
that it can be preserved. It can be written down or inscripturated. And
this written record, to the extent that it is an accurate reproduction of
the original revelation, is also by derivation revelation and entitled to be
called that.

The definition of revelation becomes a factor here. If revelation is
defined as only the actual occurrence, the process or the revealing, then
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the Bible is not revelation. Revelation is something that occurred long
ago. If, however, it is also the product, the result or the revealed, then the
Bible may also be termed revelation.

In similar fashion the word speech may mean the actual occurrcncc,
the mouthing of words, the gestures (the “speaking™). It may also mean
that which was spoken. Thus, we might well argue as to whether a
transcript (or an audio or video recording) can be called the speech.
Someone might maintain that it is not the speech. That took place last
Tuesday between 7:30 and 8:00 r.m. Nevertheless, it is the speech, for it
preserves the content of what was said.

Kenneth Pike, the linguist, has noted that denial of propositional reve-
lation is based upon too narrow a view of language. Certainly language
has social relevance and purpose, and is designed to communicate with
and affect other people. But it also serves other purposes: talking with
oneself, formulating ideas for oneself, storing these ideas. The neo-
orthodox insistence that there is no revelation without response ignores
the fact that while a message may be available for others, they might not
as yet be prepared to receive it. Pike uses the illustration of a great
scientific scholar who gives a lecture to a group of graduate students,
none of whom understand what is said. A tape recording is made of the
lecture, however, and after three years of study the students listen to it
again and now understand it. Nothing, however, has happened to the
content of the tape. It was truth on both the earlier and later occasions.*4

The larger issue is the nature of revelation. If revelation is proposi-
tional, it can be preserved. And if this is the case, then the question of
whether the Bible is in this derivative sense a revelation is a question of
whether it is inspired, of whether it indeed preserves what was revealed.
This will be the subject of the next chapter.

We should also note that this revelation is progressive. Some care
needs to be exercised in the use of this term, for it has sometimes been
used to represent the idea of a gradual evolutionary development. This
is not what we have in mind. That approach, which flourished under
liberal scholarship, regarded sections of the Old Testament as virtually
obsolete and false; they were only very imperfect approximations of the
truth. The idea which we are here suggesting, however, is that later
revelation builds upon earlier revelation. It is complementary and sup-
plementary to it, not contradictory. Note the way in which Jesus elevated
the teachings of the law by extending, expanding, and internalizing
them. He frequently prefaced his instruction with the expression, “You
have heard ... but | say to you.” In a similar fashion, the author of
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198 Knowing God

Hebrews points out that God, who in the past spoke by the prophets, has
in these last days spoken by a Son, who reflects the glory of God and
bears the very stamp of his nature (Heb. I:1-3). The revelation of God is
a process even as is redemption, and a process which moved to an ever
more complete form.4

We have seen that God has taken the initiative to make himself known
to us in a more complete way than general revelation, and has done so in
a fashion appropriate to our understanding. This means that lost and
sinful humans can come to know God and then go on to grow in under-
standing of what he expects of and promises to his children. Because
this revelation includes both the personal presence of God and informa-
tional truth, we are able to identify God, to understand something about
him, and to point others to him.

45. Ramm, Special Revelation, pp. 161ff.

The Preservation of the Revelation:
Inspiration

Definition of Inspiration

The Fact of Inspiration

Issues in Formulating a Theory of Inspiration
Theories of Inspiration

The Method of Formulating a Theory of Inspiration
The Extent of Inspiration

The Intensiveness of Inspiration

A Model of Inspiration

Definition of Inspiration

By inspiration of the Scripture we mean that supernatural influence
of the Holy Spirit upon the Scripture writers which rendered their writ-
ings an accurate record of the revelation or which resulted in what they
wrote actually being the Word of God.

If, as we have contended in the preceding chapter, revelation is God’s
communication to man of truth that he needs to know in order to relate
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properly to God, then it should be apparent why inspiration also is
necessary. While revelation benefits those who immediately receive it,
that value might well be lost for those beyond the immediate circle of
revelation. Since God does not repeat his revelation for each person,
there has to be some way to preserve it. It could, of course, be preserved
by oral retelling or by being fixed into a definite tradition, and this
certainly was operative in the period which sometimes intervened
between the occurrence of the initial revelation and its inscripturation.
Certain problems attach to this, however, when long periods of time are
involved, for oral tradition is subject to erosion and modification. Any-
one who has ever played the parlor game in which the first person
whispers a story to the second, who whispers it to the next person, and
so, on until the story has been retold to all the players, has a good idea of
how easily oral tradition can be corrupted. And so does anyone who has
observed the way in which rumors spread. While the unusual tenacity of
the Oriental memory and the storyteller’s determination to be faithful to
the tradition should not be underestimated, it is apparent that some-
thing more than oral retelling is needed.

While revelation is the communication of divine truth from God to
man, inspiration relates more to the relaying of that truth from the first
recipient(s) of it to other persons, whether then or later. Thus, revelation
might be thought of as a vertical action, and inspiration as a horizontal
matter. We should note that although revelation and inspiration are
usually thought of together, it is possible to have one without the other.
There are cases of inspiration without revelation. The Holy Spirit in
some instances moved Scripture writers to record the words of unbeliev-
ers, words which certainly were not divinely revealed. Some Scripture
writers may well have written down matters which were not specially
revealed to them, but were pieces of information readily available to
anyone who would make the inquiry. The genealogies, both in the Old
Testament and in the New Testament (the listing of Jesus’ lineage), may
well be of this character. There also was revelation without inspiration:
instances of revelation which went unrecorded because the Holy Spirit
did not move anyone to write them down. John makes this very point in
John 21:25, when he says that if everything that Jesus did were written
down, “I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that
would be written.” If, as we asserted in the previous chapter, all of Jesus’
words and actions were the words and actions of God, the Spirit was ap-
parently very selective in what he inspired the biblical authors to report.

The Fact of Inspiration

We begin by noting that throughout Scripture there is the claim or
even the assumption of its divine origin, or of its equivalency with the
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actual speech of the Lord. This point is sometimes spurned on the
grounds of its being circular. There is a dilemma which any theology (or
any other system of thought for that matter) faces when dealing with its
basic authority. Either it bases its starting point upon itself, in which case
it is guilty of circularity, or it bases itself upon some foundation other
than that upon which it bases all its other articles, in which case it is
guilty of inconsistency. Any graduate student quickly learns to play dia-
lectical dirty tricks of this kind. Note, however, that we are guilty of
circularity only if the testimony of Scripture is taken as settling the
matter. But surely the Scripture writer’s own claim should be taken into
consideration as part of the process of formulating our hypothesis of the
nature of Scripture. Other considerations will of course be consulted by
way of evaluating the hypothesis. What we have here is somewhat like a
court trial. The defendant is permitted to testify on his or her own
behalf. This testimony is not taken as settling the matter, however; that
is, after hearing the defendant’s plea of “not guilty,” the judge will not
immediately rule, “I find the defendant not guilty.” Additional testimony
is called for and evaluated, in order to determine the credibility of the
defendant’s testimony. But his testimony is admitted.

One other item needs to be observed in answering the charge of
circularity. In consulting the Bible to determine the authors’ view of
Scripture, one is not necessarily presupposing its inspiration. One may
consult it merely as a historical document which informs us that its
authors considered it the inspired Word of God. In this case one is not
viewing the Bible as its own starting point. One is guilty of circularity
only if he begins with the assumption of the inspiration of the Bible, and
then uses that assumption as a guarantee of the truth of the Bible’s
claim to be inspired. One is not guilty of circularity if he does not present
the Scripture writers’ claim as final proof. It is permissible to use the
Bible as a historical document and to allow it to plead its own case.

There are several ways in which the Bible gives witness of its divine
origin. One of these is the view of New Testament authors regarding the
Scriptures of their day, which we would today term the Old Testament.
Second Peter 1:20-21 is a cardinal instance: “First of all you must under-
stand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own inter-
pretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but
men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” Here Peter is affirming
that the prophecies of the Old Testament were not of human origin.
They were not produced by the will or decision of man. Rather they
were moved or borne along (depduevor) by the Spirit of God. The impe-
tus which led to the writing was from the Holy Spirit. For this reason,
Peters readers are to pay heed to the prophetic word, for it is not simply
man’s word, but God’s word.
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A second reference is that of Paul in 2 Timothy 3:16: “All scripture is
inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness.” This is part of a passage in which Paul
is exhorting Timothy to continue in the teachings which he has received.
Paul assumes Timothy is familiar with the “sacred writings” (v. 15) and
urges him to continue in them since they are divinely inspired (or more
correctly, “God-spired” or “God-breathed”). The impression here is that
they are divinely produced, just as God breathed the breath of life into
man (Gen. 2:7). They therefore carry value for building up the believer
into maturity, so that the man of God may be “complete, equipped for
every good work” (2 Tim. 3:17). Nothing is said about the authority or
lack of authority of the Scriptures for matters other than these practical
spiritual concerns, such as their dependability with respect to historical
and scientific issues, but this omission is not significant given the
context.

When we turn to the early church’s preaching, we find a similar
understanding of the Old Testament. In Acts 1:16 Peter says, “Brethren,
the scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke beforehand
by the mouth of David. ..,” and then proceeds to quote from Psalms
69:25 and 109:8 regarding the fate of Judas. It is notable here that Peter
not only regards the words of David as authoritative, but that he actu-
ally affirms that God spoke by the mouth of David. David was God’s
“mouthpiece,” so to speak. The same thought, that God spoke by the
mouth of the prophets, is found in Acts 3:18, 21, and 4:25. The kerygrna,
then, identifies “it is written in the scripture” with “God has said it.”

This fits well with the testimony which the prophets themselves gave.
Again and again they declared, “Thus says the Lord.” Micah wrote: “But
they shall sit every man under his vine and under his fig tree, and none
shall make them afraid; for the mouth of the Lorp of hosts has spoken”
(4:4). Jeremiah said: “These are the words which the Lorp spoke con-
cerning Israel and Judah” (30:4). Isaiah affirmed: “For the LorD spoke
thus to me ... saying” (8:11). Amos declared: “Hear this word that the
Lorp has spoken against you, 0 people of Israel” (3:1). And David said:
“The Spirit of the Lorp speaks by me, his word is upon my tongue”
(2 Sam. 23:2). Statements like these, which appear over and over again in
the prophets, indicate that they were aware of being “moved by the Holy
Spirit™ (2 Peter 1:21).

Finally, we note the position that our Lord himself held regarding the
Old Testament writings. In part, we may infer this from the way he
related to the view of the Bible held by his dialogical opponents, the
Pharisees. (This was also the view held by most Jews of that day.) He
never hesitated to correct their misunderstandings or misinterpreta-
tions of the Bible. He never challenged or corrected their view of the
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nature of the Scripture, however. He merely disagreed with them
regarding the interpretations which they had placed upon the Bible, or
the traditions which they had added to the content of the Scriptures
themselves. In his discussions and disputes with his opponents, he
repeatedly quoted from the Scriptures. In his threefold temptation, he
responded to Satan each time with a quotation from the Old Testament.
He spoke of the authority and permanence of the Scripture: “scripture
cannot be broken” (John 10:35); “till heaven and earth pass away, not an
iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is accomplished” (Matt.
5:18). Two objects were regarded as sacred in the Israel of Jesus’ day, the
temple and the Scriptures. He did not hesitate to point out the tran-
siency of the former, for not one stone would be left upon another (Matt.
24:2). There is, therefore, a striking contrast between his attitude toward
the Scriptures and his attitude toward the temple.*

We may conclude from the foregoing that the uniform testimony of
the Scripture writers is that the Bible has originated from God and is his
message to man. This is the fact of the Bible’s inspiration; we must now
ask what it means. It is here that differences in view begin to occur.

Issues in Formulating a Theory of Inspiration

Several questions should be on the agenda of anyone attempting to
formulate a theory of inspiration. These are questions which need to be
addressed if there is to be a full understanding of the nature of
inspiration.

1. Can we really formulate a theory of inspiration? It should be appar-
ent that such a question is necessary before even beginning the pro-
cedure. There are some who would say that such a procedure is neither
necessary nor helpful. We should instead simply use the Bible rather
than theorize regarding its nature. We should be content with the fact
that the Bible is inspired rather than ask how it was inspired. This
argument, however, is faulty. The fact is that our utilization of the Bible
will be influenced by what we think about its nature. We will, whether
consciously or unconsciously, be dealing with it on the basis of an
implicit theory of its nature. It would therefore be desirable to think out
our view of inspiration.

Another objection is that the Bible does not present a full-fledged
doctrine of Scripture. We should simply limit ourselves to the use of

1. Abraham Kuyper, Principles of Sacred Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954),
p. 441.
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biblical terminology and concepts. If this advice were followed consis-
tently, however, our biblical and theological understanding would be
considerably impoverished. The Bible does not use the term Trinity, but
this concept is called for if we are to understand the material. Similarly,
the biblical writers do not discuss “Q” or the Logia, nor does the term
salvation history (Heilsgeschichte) appear in the canon. These, however,
are part of the analytical mechanism which we employ to better under-
stand biblical truth. In similar fashion, a more complete understanding
of the nature of inspiration (even though the topic is not fleshed out in
Scripture) is both desirable and necessary for a more complete under-
standing of the Bible.

Our aim here is not primarily a statement of how the Bible was
inspired; that is, we are not inquiring into the process or method by
which God brought it into being. There is room for such an inquiry, but
we are primarily asking about the extent to which the Bible is inspired.
Our question lies between the questions whether and how the Bible is
inspired; namely, what precisely in the Bible is inspired.

2. Does the Bible supply us with a basis for formulating an under-
standing of its inspiration? If there is not a full theory stated in the Bible,
is there at least a sufficient basis from which we can develop such a
theory? And if this is the case, are we bound to accept and follow the
Scripture writers’ views on this subject, or are we at liberty to criticize,
modify, or even reject the understanding which they present?

3. Should we, in formulating our understanding, give primary weight
to the Bible’s teaching about itself, or should we primarily emphasize the
nature of Scripture, the characteristics which it displays? We might term
these, respectively, the didactic material and the phenomena of Scrip-
ture. The two approaches are sometimes referred to, respectively, as the
deductive and inductive approaches, but this terminology is somewhat
misleading. Most theories of inspiration utilize both types of material.
The crucial question is, Which type will be interpreted in the light of the
other? Perhaps the most significant differences among evangelical
theories of inspiration occur at this point.

4. Is inspiration uniform throughout the Bible, or are there different
degrees or differing levels of inspiration? We are not asking here about
the nature of the material, but rather the nature and degree of inspira-
tion. Can it be that at some points in the Bible the words which were
written were actually dictated, while at other points there was merely a
directing of the writer’s thoughts, and at still others perhaps there was
only an impulse to write?

5. Is inspiration a detectable quality? Is there something about in-
spiredmaterial that presents itself uniquely so that we can perceive or
recognize it as inspired? In answering this question affirmatively, some
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liberals have gone to the extreme of saying in effect that “inspired”
equals “inspiring.” One can measure the degree of inspiration by the
degree to which a portion of written material inspires the reader. On this
basis, the Sermon on the Mount was deemed more inspired than the
genealogies. Can canonicity be determined by this method; can one, for
example, detect qualitative differences between the Book of Hebrews
and the Shepherd of Hermas? If one holds that there are also degrees of
inspiration within the canon, it should be possible to sort out those
differences as well.

6. How does inspiration relate to the use of sources? Does it mean
that everything written was somehow given in an immediate fashion by
the Holy Spirit? Or does it allow for drawing upon historical documents,
perhaps even engaging in extensive research?

7. If inspiration includes the use of sources, does inspiration guaran-
tee their accuracy? If the Scripture writer used a historical source
which contained an error, did the Holy Spirit so guide and direct him
that he corrected the error? Or does inspiration merely mean that the
author reported precisely what was found in the document used, even if
that involved reporting an error?

8. Does inspiration relate to the shaping and preparing of the material
prior to its actual utilization by the author of Scripture? In some cases
long periods of time elapsed from the occurrence of the event until its
recording in Scripture. During this period, the community of faith was
transmitting, selecting, modifying, amplifying, and condensing the re-
ceived tradition. Does inspiration affect these processes as well? Did
divine guidance extend to what happened with this received tradition or
was all of this merely governed by normal laws of group psychology and
the formation of tradition?

9. Is inspiration broadly or narrowly related to the Scripture writer?
That is, is inspiration something which characterizes only the actual
moment of writing, or does it involve earlier experiences which prepare
the author for that moment? Does inspiration also involve formation of
the author’s personality, his background, his vocabulary, his whole way
of viewing things?

10. Is inspiration a quality permanently attached to the Scripture
writer, or to the office of prophet or apostle as it were; or is it a special
influence at a particular time? If it is the former, then by virtue of the
office, whatever a prophet or apostle wrote on a matter of spiritual or
religious concern would be inspired and hence authoritative. Thus, any-
thing that Paul wrote, any letter dealing with the Christian life, would be
inspired and ought therefore to be included in the canon simply because
of its author. In the latter case, only what Paul wrote under the special
influence of the Holy Spirit would be considered Scripture.
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11.1s inspiration properly to be attributed to the Scripture writer or to
the Scripture which he writes? In the former case, inspiration would
apply especially to the relationship between God and the author. It
would be something that God does to the apostle or prophet. In the
latter case, the emphasis is placed more upon the resulting product.
Another possibility is to combine these two options: it is primarily the
author that is inspired, and secondarily the writing.

12. Finally, to how much of the material dealt with by the author does
inspiration apply? Does it pertain only to salvific matters, so that when
the writer deals with supporting matters, such as science and history, he
is largely on his own? Or does inspiration operate with respect to the
other matters as well?

Theories of Inspiration

A number of views have arisen regarding the nature of inspiration. A
brief survey will help us see the various ways in which the issues we
have just raised have been worked out.

1. The intuition theory makes inspiration largely a high degree of
insight. Some within left-wing liberalism hold such a view. Inspiration is
the functioning of a high gift, perhaps almost like an artistic ability, but
nonetheless a natural endowment, a permanent possession. The Scrip-
ture writers were religious geniuses. The Hebrew people had a particu-
lar gift for the religious, just as some groups seem to have special
aptitude for mathematics or languages. On this basis, the inspiration of
the Scripture writers was essentially no different from that of other
great religious and philosophical thinkers, such as Plato, Buddha, and
others. The Bible then is great religious literature reflecting the spiritual
experiences of the Hebrew people.?

2. The illumination theory maintains that there is an influence of the
Holy Spirit upon the authors of Scripture, but that it involves only a
heightening of their normal powers. There is ho special communication
of truth, nor guidance in what is written, but merely an increased sensi-

tivity and perceptivity with regard to spiritual matters. The effect of the
Spirit is to heighten or elevate the author’s consciousness. It is not unlike
the effect of stimulants sometimes taken by students to heighten their
awareness or amplify the mental processes. Thus, the work of inspira-
tionisditferent only in degree, not in kind, from the Spirit’s work with all

2. James Martineau, A Study of Religion: Its Sources and Contents (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1889), pp. 168-71.
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believers. The result of this type of inspiration is increased ability to
discover truth.?

3. The dynamic theory emphasizes the combination of divine and
human elements in the process of inspiration and of the writing of the
Bible. The work of the Spirit of God is in directing the writer to the
thoughts or concepts he should have, and allowing the writer’'s own
distinctive personality to come into play in the choice of words and
expressions. Thus, the person writing will give expression to the divinely
directed thoughts in a way that is uniquely characteristic of him.4

4. The verbal theory insists that the influence of the Holy Spirit
extends beyond the direction of thoughts to the selection of words used
to convey the message. The work of the Holy Spirit is so intense that
each word is the exact word which God wants used at that point to
express the message. Ordinarily, great care is taken to insist that this is
not dictation, however.5

5. The dictation theory is the teaching that God actually dictated the
Bible to the writers. Passages where the Spirit is depicted as telling the
author precisely what to write are regarded as applying to the entire
Bible. This means that there is no distinctive style attributable to the
different authors of the biblical books. The humber of people who actu-
ally hold this view is considerably smaller than the number to whom it is
attributed, since most adherents of the verbal view do take great pains
to dissociate themselves from the dictation theorists. There are, however,
some who would accept this designation of themselves.6 Although John
Calvin and other Reformers used the expression dictation when describ-
ing inspiration, it seems unlikely that they meant what is actually
denoted by this term.”

The Method of Formulating a Theory of Inspiration

We must, before continuing further, examine the two basic methods
of formulating a theory of inspiration. The first method, represented, for

3. Auguste Sabatier, Outlines of a Philosophy of Religion (New York: James Pott,
1916), p. 90.

4. Augustus H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Westwood, N.J.: Revell, 1907), pp. 211ff.

5. J. |. Packer, Fundamentalism and the Word of God (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1958),
p.79.

6. John R. Rice, Our God-Breathed Book-The Bible (Murfreeshoro, Tenn.: Sword of
the Lord, 1969), pp. 192, 261ff,, 277ff. Rice accepts the term dictation but disavows the
expression mechanical dictation.

7. E.g., Calvin, commenting on 2 Tim. 3:16, says that “the Law and the Prophets are
not a doctrine delivered according to the will and pleasures of men, but dictated by the
Holy Spirit”-Commentaries on the Epistles to Timothy, Titus, und Philemon (Grand
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example, in the writings of B. B. War-field and the “Princeton School” of
theology that took its inspiration from him and from Charles and A. A.
Hodgc, places its primary emphasis upon what the biblical writers actu-
ally say about the Bible and the view of it which is revealed in the way
they use it.8 The second approach is to look at what the Bible is like, to
andyze the various ways in which the writers report events, to compare
parallel accounts. This characterizes the method of Dewey Beegle.®

The method used in constructing the doctrine of inspiration should
parallel the method used to formulate other doctrines. With respect to
the question of the sanctification of the believer, the first method would
emphasize the didactic biblical passages which describe and define
sanctification. The second approach would look at actual cases of Chris-
tians and try to determine what sanctification actually produced in their
lives. This approach would use biblical instances (narrative and descrip-
tion) as well as historical and contemporary biographies of Christians.
Regarding the question of perfection, the first method would look at
what Paul and other Scripture writers teach as doctrine on the subject;
the second method would examine whether Christians actually display
a life of perfection. If the issue is whether Jesus was sinless in his life on
earth, the former method would consult didactic doctrinal passages
such as Hebrews 4:15. The latter approach would instead examine the
narrative accounts of Jesus’ life, and would ask whether his cursing of
the fig tree, his casting the moneychangers out of the temple, his denun-
ciations of the scribes and Pharisees, his behavior in the Garden of
Gethsemane on the night of his betrayal, and other similar actions were
really the actions of a sinless person, or whether they should rather be
interpreted as instances of petulance, anger, and fear, which in an ordi-
nary human would be termed sin.

With respect to the doctrines just enumerated, the approach in this
volume (and of most theologians who emphasize the supreme authority
of the Bible) is to place the major emphasis upon the didactic material
and make the phenomena secondary. Thus, the latter will be interpreted
in the light of the former. Any good systematic theologian will be consis-
tent with regard to the method he uses. Thus, our major basis for the

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), pp. 137-42; cf. J. |. Packer, “ Calvin's View of Scripture,” in God's
Inerrant Word, ed. John W. Montgomery (Minneapolis. Bethany Fellowship, 1974), pp.
102-03; Marvin W. Anderson, The Battle for the Gospel (Grand Rapids. Baker, 1978),
pp. 76-78.

8. Benjamin B. Warfield, “The Biblical Idea of Inspiration,” in The Inspiration and
Authority of the Bible, ed. Samuel G. Craig (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1951),
pp. 13 I-65.

9. Dewey Beegle, Scripture, Tradition, and Infallibility (Grand Rapids. Eerdmans,
1973).
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doctrine of inspiration will be the didactic material. The actual phe-
nomena of Scripture will be used to help determine the meaning of the
didactic material. A parallel example is the doctrine that Jesus was with-
out sin. Passages like Hebrews 4:15 establish the doctrine; the narratives
of Jesus’ life help us understand just what is consistent with and what is
excluded by the concept of sinlessness. Both aspects are needed, but
one must carry greater emphasis, and consistency of theological
methodology dictates beginning with the teachings rather than the
phenomena. The teachings will give us the formal nature of the doc-
trine, while the phenomena help fill out the content.

A few words need to be said about the difference between the biblical
teaching about Scripture and the phenomena which illumine the nature
of Scripture, for there is considerable confusion about these two mat-
ters. By the former we mean the doctrine held by Jesus and the apostles
(and other biblical authors) about the nature of the Bible. With respect
to the degree of inspiration or the intensiveness of inspiration, this doc-
trine is usually not stated explicitly, but can often be inferred from what
they said about the Scriptures or how they regarded what the Scrip-
tures taught. Jesus and the apostles regarded Scripture as authoritative
because they believed that God had directed the biblical writer-what
he wrote was what God said. That they regarded even minute details as
binding indicates that they felt that inspiration by God extended even to
the smallest particulars. From this we can infer the doctrine that Christ
and the apostles held regarding the degree and intensiveness of God’s
inspiration of the Scriptures.

The phenomena, on the other hand, concern what the Scriptures are
actually like rather than what the authors thought about their own or
anyone else’s writing. Here we become engaged in comparing parallel
passages, evaluating the degree of accuracy of the writings, and similar
activities. Note carefully the distinction between didactic material and
phenomena in the following example, which pertains to the doctrines of
sanctification and perseverance. That John Mark deserted Paul and
Barnabas, and later returned to usefulness, is a phenomenon (i.e., what
Mark did) which may shed light on these doctrines. Paul’s official posi-
tion on this is part of the didactic material; that Paul was reconciled
with Mark and received him back, although it makes no explicit com-
ment on sanctification and perseverance, enables us to infer something
about them. In this particular case, we derive our knowledge of both the
phenomenon (Mark returned to usefulness) and Paul’s teaching (in-
ferred from the fact that Paul once again found Mark useful) from Paul’s
writing (2 Tim. 4:11). Nevertheless, there is a logical distinction between
the phenomenon and the didactic material. This distinction should be
carefully kept in mind-especially when we are investigating the nature
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of Scripture. For in that case the topic of investigation is also the source
of the didactic material.

The Extent of Inspiration

We must now pose the question of the extent of inspiration, or, to put
it somewhat differently, of what is inspired. Is the whole of the Bible to
be thus regarded, or only certain portions?

One easy solution would be to cite 2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is
inspired by God and profitable. .. . There is a problem, however, in that
there is an ambiguity in the first part of this verse. The text reads simply,
Taoa ypadn febmvevaTos kai dpéNupos. It lacks the copula éori. Should
the verb be inserted between ypa¢n and Beémrvevatos? In that case the
sentence would literally say, “All scripture is God-breathed and profit-
able.” Or should the copula be placed after fedmrevaros? In that event,
the sentence would read, “All God-breathed scripture is also profitable.”
If the former rendering is adopted, the inspiration of all Scripture would
be affirmed. If the latter is followed, the sentence would emphasize the
profitability of all God-breathed Scripture. From the context, however,
one cannot really determine what Paul intended to convey. (What does
appear from the context is that Paul had in mind a definite body of
writings known to Timothy from his childhood. It is unlikely that Paul
was attempting to make a distinction between inspired and uninspired
Scripture within this body of writings.)

Can we find additional help on this issue in two other texts previously
cited-2 Peter 1:19-21 and John 10:34-35? At first glance this seems not
to succeed, since the former refers specifically to prophecy and the
latter to the law. It appears from Luke 24:25-27, however, that “Moses
and all the prophets” equals “all the scriptures,” and from Luke 24:44-45
that “the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms” equals “the
scriptures.” In John 10:34, when Jesus refers to the law, he actually
guotes from Psalm 82:6. In John 15:25, he refers to a clause found in
Psalm 35:19 as “the word that is written in their law.” In Matthew 13:35,
he refers to “what was spoken by the prophet” and then quotes from
Psalm 78:2. Moreover, Paul refers to a number of different types of
passages as “law”: Isaiah 28:11-12 (1 Cor. 14:21); Psalms and Isaiah (Rom.
3:19); and even Genesis 16:15 and 21:9, which are narrative passages (Gal.
4:21-22). And Peter refers to the “prophetic word” (2 Peter 1:19) and
every “prophecy of scripture” (v. 20) in such a way as to lead us to believe
that the whole of the collection of writings commonly accepted in that
day is in view. It appears that “law” and “prophecy” were often used to
designate the whole of the Hebrew Scriptures.
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Can this understanding of inspiration be extended to cover the books
of the New Testament as well? This problem is not so easily solved. We
do have some indications of belief that what these writers were doing
was of the same nature as what the writers of the Old Testament had
done. One explicit reference of one New Testament author to the writ-
ings of another is 2 Peter 3:16. Here Peter refers to the writings of Paul
and alludes to the difficulty of understanding some things in them,
which, he says, “the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruc-
tion, as they do the other scriptures.” Thus Peter groups Paul’s writings
with other books, presumably familiar to the readers, which were
regarded as Scripture. Moreover, John identified what he was writing
with God’s word: “We are of God. Whoever knows God listens to us, and
he who is not of God does not listen to us. By this we know the spirit of
truth and the spirit of error” (1 John 4:6). He makes his words the
standard of measurement. In addition, the entire Book of Revelation
contains indications of John’s consciousness of being commanded to
write. In Revelation 22:18-19, he speaks of the punishment upon anyone
who adds to or subtracts from what has been written in that book of
prophecy. The expression used here is similar to the warning which
appears three times in Old Testament canonical writings (Deut. 4:2;
12:32; Prov. 30:6). Paul wrote that the gospel received by the Thessa-
lonians had come by the Holy Spirit (1 Thess. 1:5), and had been
accepted by them as what it really was, the word of God (2:13). While the
guestion of what books should be included in the New Testament canon
is another matter, it should be clear that these New Testament writers
regarded the Scripture as being extended from the prophetic period to
their own time.

Another question which must be addressed is whether this inspira-
tion was a specific action of the Holy Spirit at particular times, or a
permanent possession by virtue of who the writers were. To put it dif-
ferently, was this an intermittent or a continuous activity of the Holy
Spirit? As noted earlier, one position attaches inspiration to the pro-
phetic or apostolic office per se.!® According to this view, when Jesus
commissioned the apostles to be his representatives, he gave them the
authority to define and teach truth. Those who hold this view ordinarily
cite Jesus’ commissioning of the apostles in Matthew 16:17-20, in which
he gave to Peter the keys of the kingdom, noting that what Peter had just
said had been revealed to him by the heavenly Father, not by flesh and
blood. The commission in Matthew 28:19-20 and the promises of the

10. Paul Schanz, A Christian Apology (New York: Pustet, 1891-1896); cf. Honore Cop-
pieters, “Apostles,” in The Catholic Encyclopedia, ed. Charles G. Herbermann et al. (New
York: Encyclopedia Press, 1907), vol. 1, p. 628.
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Holy Spirit’s guiding, teaching, and illumining ministry (John 14-16) are
also regarded as substantiating this view. Inspiration by the Holy Spirit
is, according to this position, virtually equivalent to being filled with the
Holy Spirit. Whenever a prophet or apostle proclaims a Christian mes-
sage, he will, by virtue of his office and through the Holy Spirit, be
speaking the truth.

But can this view of inspiration be squared with the data of Scrip-
ture? It appears, rather, that the power to prophesy was not constant. In
Ezekiel 29:1, for instance, there is a very precise dating (in this case down
to the exact day) as to when the word of the Lord came to Ezekiel. The
same is true of the coming of the word of God to John the Baptist (Luke
3:1-2). There is also precise dating in the case of Elizabeth and Zechariah
(Luke 1:41-42, 59-79). Further, some who were not prophets prophesied.
This was true of Balaam (Num. 22:28-30) and of Saul (1 Sam. 19:23-24).

This intermittent character was true of other supernatural gifts. The
ability to speak in languages not previously learned came suddenly
upon the disciples (Acts 2:4), and there is no indication that they con-
tinued to practice this gift. In Acts 19:11-12 we read that God performed
extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul, but there is no indication
that this was a regular occurrence. It is logical to suppose that the
inspiration for writing Scripture was intermittent as well.

Finally, we note that there were times when apostles seemed to stray
from what presumably was God’s will for them, and from the practice of
spiritual truth. Peter, for example, compromised by withdrawing from
eating with Gentiles when certain Jews came (Gal. 2:11-12). Paul found it
necessary to correct Peter publicly (2:14-21). Paul himself was hardly
blameless, however. One of the great church fights of all time took place
between him and Barnabas (Acts 15:38-41). The contention between
them became so severe that they found it necessary to separate from
one another. Although we are not able to determine the nature and
extent of fault in this situation, it does appear that Paul was at least
partially in error. The objection that these men strayed in their actions,
not their teaching, does not really carry much cogency, since teaching is
done as much by modeling as by proclamation. From the foregoing the

conclusion must be drawn that inspiration was not a permanent and
continuous matter tied inseparably to the office of prophet and apostle.
While it may have been operative at times other than the precise
moment of writing Scripture, it certainly did not extend to all of the
author’s utterances and writings.

The Intensiveness of Inspiration

We must next ask about the matter of the intensiveness of the inspira-
tion. Was it only a general influence, perhaps involving the suggesting of’
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concepts, or was it so thoroughgoing that even the choice of words
reflects God’s intention?

When we examine the New Testament writers’ use of the Old Testa-
ment, an interesting feature appears. We sometimes find indication that
they regarded every word, syllable, and punctuation mark as significant.
At times their whole argument rests upon a fine point in the text that
they are consulting. For example, in John 10:35 Jesus rests his argument
upon the use of the plural number in Psalm 82:6: “If he called them gods
to whom the word of God came (and scripture cannot be broken), do
you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the warld,
‘You are blaspheming,” because | said, ‘I am the Son of God’?” In Mat-
thew 22:32, his quotation of Exodus 3:6, “I am the God of Abraham, and
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” the point depends upon the
tense of the verb, which leads him to draw the conclusion, “He is not
God of the dead, but of the living.” In verse 44, the point of the argument
hangs upon a possessive suffix, “The Lord said to my Lord.” In this last
case Jesus expressly says that when David spoke these words, he was
“inspired by the Spirit.” Apparently David was led by the Spirit to use the
particular forms he did, even to the point of a detail as minute as the
possessive in “my Lord.” (The same quotation occurs in Acts 2:34-35))
And in Galatians 3:16, Paul makes his argument rest upon the singular in
Genesis 12:7: “It does not say, ‘And to offsprings,’ referring to many; but,
referring to one, ‘And to your offspring,” which is Christ.” Since the New
Testament writers considered these Old Testament minutiae authorita-
tive (i.e., as what God himself said), they obviously regarded the choice
of words and even the form of the words as having been guided by the
Holy Spirit.

One other argument regarding the intensiveness of inspiration is the
fact that New Testament writers attribute to God statements in the Old
Testament which in the original form are not specifically ascribed to
him. A notable example is Matthew 19:4-5, where Jesus asks, “Have you
not read that he who made them from the beginning made them male
and female, and said. ..?"” He then proceeds to quote from Genesis 2:24.
In the original, however, the statement is not attributed to God. It is just a
comment on the event of the creation of woman from man. But the

words of Genesis are cited by Jesus as being what God said; Jesus even
puts these words in the form of a direct quotation. Evidently, in the mind
of Jesus anything that the Old Testament said was what God said. Other
instances of attributing to God words that were not originally ascribed
to him are Acts 4:25, quoting Psalm 2:1-2; Acts 13:34, quoting Psalm
16:10; and Hebrews 1:6-7, quoting Deuteronomy 32:43 (Septuagint; cf. Ps.
97:7) and Psalm 104:4.

In addition to these specific references, we should note that Jesus
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often introduced his quotations of the Old Testament with the formula,
“It is written.” Whatever the Bible said he identified as having the force
of God’s own speech. It was authoritative. This, of course, does not speak
specifically to the question of whether the inspiring work of the Holy
Spirit extended to the choice of words, but it does indicate a thorough-
going identification of the Old Testament writings with the word of God.

On the basis of this type of didactic material, one would conclude that
the inspiration of the Scripture was so intense that it extended even to
the choice of particular words. If, however, we are also to take into
account the phenomena of Scripture, the characteristics of the book,
then we find something a bit different. Dewey Beegle has developed a
theory of inspiration based primarily upon the phenomena.!' He notes,
for example, that in the Bible there are some chronological problems
which are very difficult to harmonize. The reign of Pekah is a most
prominent one. The chronology of Abraham is another. Beegle notes
that in Acts 7:4 Stephen refers to Abraham’s leaving Haran after his
father died. We know from Genesis that Terah was 70 at the birth of
Abraham (11:26) and died in Haran at age 205 (11:32); Abraham, there-
fore, was 135 at the death of his father. However, Abraham left Haran at
the age of 75 (Gen. 12:4), which would be some sixty years before the
death of his father. On the basis of such apparent discrepancies, Beegle
concludes that there certainly is no authoritativeness of specific words.
That would involve dictation.

Beegle also observes that quotations from nonbiblical books are to be
found in the New Testament. For example, Jude 14 quotes 1 Enoch1:9
and Jude 9 quotes the Assumption of Moses. These two cases present a
problem for the argument that quotation in the New Testament indi-
cates the New Testament writer’s belief in the inspiration and conse-
guent authority of the material being quoted. For if authoritativeness is
attributed to Old Testament material by virtue of quotation in the New
Testament, should it not be attributed to these two apocryphal books as
well? Beegle concludes that quotation in the New Testament is not a
sufficient proof of inspiration and authoritativeness.

A Model of Inspiration

If we are to maintain both types of considerations, it will be necessary
to find some way of integrating them. In keeping with the methodology
stated earlier, we will give primary consideration to the didactic mate-

rial. This means concluding that inspiration extends even to the choice

11. Beegle, Scripture, Tradition, and Infallibility, pp. 175-97.
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of words (i.e., inspiration is verbal). We will define just what that choice
of words means, however, by examining the phenomena.

Note that in concluding that inspiration is verbal we have not em-
ployed the abstract argument based on the nature of God. That is the
contention that since God is all-knowing, all-powerful, and precise, and
has inspired the Bible, it must be fully his word, even down to the choice
of particular terminology. Rather, our case for verbal inspiration is
based upon the didactic material, the view of Scripture held and taught
by Jesus and the biblical writers, not upon an abstract inference from
the nature of God.

An important point to notice is that the words-versus-thoughts issue
is an artificial issue. The two cannot really be separated. A particular
thought or concept cannot be represented by every single word which
happens to be available in the given language. There is a limited number
of words that will function effectively. The more precise the thought
becomes, the more limited is the number of words which will serve the
purpose. Finally, there is a point where only one word will do, if the
match of word to thought is to be precise. Note that we are not here
talking about how specific (that is, how detailed) the concept is; rather,
we are talking about the degree of clarity or sharpness of the thought.
We will refer to the former as the degree of specificity or detail, and to
the latter as the degree of precision or the focus. As the degree of
precision (or clearness and sharpness in the mind) increases, there is a
corresponding decrease in the number of words that will serve to
convey the meaning.

It is our suggestion here that what the Spirit may do is to direct the
thoughts of the Scripture writer. The direction effected by the Spirit,
however, is quite precise. God being omniscient, it is not gratuitous to
assume that his thoughts are precise, more so than ours. This being the
case, there will be, within the vocabulary of the writer, one word that
will most aptly communicate the thought God is conveying (although
that word in itself may be inadequate). By creating the thought and
stimulating the understanding of the Scripture writer, the Spirit will lead
him in effect to use one particular word rather than any other.

While God directs the writer to use particular words (precision) to
express the idea, the idea itself may be quite general or quite specific.
This is what linguist Kenneth Pike has called the dimension of magnifi-
cation.!? One cannot expect that the Bible will always display maximum
magnification or a great deal of detail. It will, rather, express just that
degree of detail or specificity that God intends, and, on that level of

12. Kenneth L. Pike, “Language and Meaning: Strange Dimensions of Truth,” Chris-
tianity Today, 8 May 1961, p. 28.
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Figure 4

states of consciousness

introspection——sensory perception-reflection
|

gustatory-olfactory-visual‘ stimuli-auditory-tactile

position-size-color-shape-movement

green-red-yellow-blue

dubonnet-crimson-scarlet-fuchsia-cerise

magnification, just that concept which he intends. This accounts for the
fact that sometimes Scripture is not so detailed as we might expect or
desire. Indeed, there have been occasions when the Holy Spirit, to serve
the purpose of a new situation, moved a Scripture writer to reexpress a
concept on a more specific level than its original form.
Figure 4 will help to illustrate what we have in mind. This figure
depicts various levels of specificity or detail or magnification. The
dimension of specificity involves vertical movement on the chart. Sup-
pose the concept under consideration is the color red. This idea has a
particular degree of specificity, no more and no less. It is neither more
specific (e.g., scarlet) nor less specific (color). It occurs in a particular
location on the chart-both vertically on the generality-specificity axis,
and horizontally on its given level of specificity (i.e., red, versus yellow or
green). In another instance one may have either more or less detail in a
picture (a higher or lower degree of magnification, in Pike’s terminol-
ogy), and a sharper or fuzzier focus. At a less precise focus, of course, the
detail will become blurry or even get lost. These two dimensions (detail
and focus) should not be confused, however. If the idea is sufficiently
precise, then only one word in a given language, or in the vocabulary of
a given writer, will adequately communicate and express the meaning.
Some languages are richer in distinctions, allowing more precision.
Arabic, for example, has many more words for camel than does English.
English, on the other hand, has many more words for automobile than
does Arabic. In both cases, many of these words are used because of
their connotation rather than denotation.

It is our contention here that inspiration involved God’s directing the
thoughts of the writers, so that they were precisely the thoughts that he
wished expressed. At times these thoughts were very specific; at other
times they were more general. When they were more general, God
wanted that particular degree of specificity recorded, and no more. At
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times greater specificity might have been distracting. At other times
specificity was important. The concept of propitiation, for example, is a
very specific concept.

To determine the degree of specificity, it is helpful to be able to work
with the original biblical languages and to do careful exegesis. Knowing
the degree of specificity is important because in many cases it bears on
the type of authoritativeness which should be ascribed to a particular
passage. At times the New Testament writers applied a biblical truth in a
new way. They interpreted and elaborated it; that is, they made it more
specific. At other times they retained and applied it in exactly the same
way. In the former case, the form of the Old Testament teaching was not
normatively authoritative for the New Testament believer; in the latter
case, it was. In each case, however, the account was historically authori-
tative; that is, one could determine from it what was said and done and
what was normative in the original situation. Thus, for example, the
exact form of the message of Leviticus was significant in informing the
New Testament writer what was binding upon the OIld Testament
people. On the other hand, the exact form of Leviticus may or may not
have been normatively binding upon the New Testament believers.

We have concluded that inspiration was verbal, extending even to the
choice of words. It was not merely verbal, however, for at times thoughts
may be more precise than the words available. Such, for example, was
probably the case with Johns vision on Patmos, which produced the
Book of Revelation.

At this point the objection is generally raised that inspiration extend-
ing to the choice of words necessarily becomes dictation. Answering this
charge will force us to theorize regarding the process of inspiration.
Here we must note that the Scripture writers, at least in every case
where we know their identity, were not novices in the faith. They had
known God, learned from him, and practiced the spiritual life for some
time. God therefore had been at work in their lives for some time,
preparing them through a wide variety of family, social, educational, and
religious experiences, for the task they were to perform. In fact, Paul
suggests that he was chosen even before his birth (“he who had set me
apart before | was born, and had called me through his grace,” Gal. 1:15).
Through all of life God was at work shaping and developing the individ-
ual author. So, for example, the experiences of the fisherman Peter and
of the physician Luke were creating the kind of personality and world-
view that would later be employed in the writing of the Scripture.

It is sometimes assumed that the vocabulary which is distinctive to a
given writer is the human element in the Scripture, a limitation within
which God must necessarily work in giving the Bible. From what we
have just seen, however, we know that the vocabulary of the Scripture
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writers was not exclusively a human factor. Luke’s vocabulary resulted
from his education and his whole broad sweep of experience; in all of
this God had been at work preparing him for his task. The vocabulary
Luke had was the vocabulary that God intended him to have and to
utilize. Equipped with this pool of God-intended words the author then
wrote. Thus, although inspiration in the strict sense applies to the influ-
ence of the Holy Spirit at the actual point of writing, it presupposes a
long process of God’s providential working with the author. Then at the
actual point of writing, God directs the thinking of the author. Since
God has access to the very thought processes of the human, and, in the
case of the believer, indwells the individual in the person of the Holy
Spirit, this is no difficult matter, particularly when the individual is
praying for enlightenment and displaying receptivity. The process is
not greatly unlike mental telepathy, although more internalized and
personalized.

But is such thought control possible short of dictation? Remember
that the Scripture writer has known God for a long time, has immersed
himself in the truth already revealed, and has cultivated the life of devo-
tion. It is possible for someone in this situation, given only a suggestion
of a new direction, to “think the thoughts of God.” Edmund Husserl, the
phenomenologist, had a devoted disciple and assistant, Eugen Fink. Fink
wrote an interpretation of Husserl's philosophy, upon which the master
placed his approval.” It is reported that when Husserl read Fink’s article
he exclaimed, “It is as if | had written it myself!” To give a personal
example: a secretary had been with a church for many years. At the
beginning of my pastorate there, | dictated letters to her. After a year or
so, | could tell her the general tenor of my thinking and she could write
my letters, using my style. On one occasion, | brought in a letter which |
had coauthored with the finance-committee chairman. She was so
familiar with the vocabulary and style of each of us that she (a seminary
graduate) successfully did source criticism on it, identifying the M docu-
ment and the E document. By the end of the third year, | could have
simply handed her a letter which | had received and told her to reply,
since we had discussed so many issues connected with the church that
she actually knew my thinking on most of them. The cases of Eugen
Fink and my secretary prove that it is possible-without dictation-to
know just what another person wants to say. Note, however, that this
assumes a closeness of relationship and a long period of acquaintance.
So a Scripture writer, given the circumstances which we have described,
could-without dictation-write God’s message just as God wanted it
recorded.

13. Eugen Fink, “Die phanomenologische Philosophie Edmund Husserls in der gegen
wartigen Kritik,” Kantstudien 38 (1933): 319-83.
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There are, of course, portions of the Bible where it appears that the
Lord did in effect say, “Write: "...."" This is particularly true in prophetic
and apocayptic material. The fact that this is sometimes the casc should
not, however, cause us to doubt that the process described above was
the usual and normative pattern. Nor should it cause us to regard the
prophetic and apocalyptic material as more inspired than the rest of the
Bible (and hence to be interpreted differently). Furthermore, while we
have already noted that there is, in direct contrast to passages which
show evidence of dictation, some material in Scripture which is not
specially revealed (e.g., readily available historical data), such biblical
material is not without God'’s inspiration. There is no special correlation,
then, between literary genre and inspiration; that is, one genre is not
more inspired than another. While we sometimes discriminate among
portions of the Scripture on the basis of their differing potentials for
edifying us in various types of situations, that does not mean that they
reflect differing degrees or types of inspiration. While the Psalms may be
more personally satisfying and inspiring than 1 Chronicles, that does not
mean they are more inspired. Inspiration is present irrespective of
immediate applicability.

While inspiration conveys a special quality to the writing, that quality
is not always easily recognized and assessed. On the one hand, the
devotional materials and the Sermon on the Mount have a quality that
tends to stand out and can be fairly easily identified. In part, this is due
to the subject matter. In other cases, however, such as the historical
narratives, the special quality conveyed by inspiration may instead be a
matter of the accuracy of the record, and this is not as easily or as
directly assessed. Nevertheless, the sensitive reader will probably detect
within the whole of the Bible a quality which unmistakably points to
inspiration.

The fact that we might be unable to identify the quality of inspiration
within a particular passage should not alter our interpretation of that
passage. We must not regard it as less authoritative. For all Scripture is
verbally inspired and should be interpreted accordingly. Verbal inspira-
tion does not require a literal interpretation of passages which are
obviously symbolic in nature, such as “they who wait for the LorD ...
shall mount up with wings like eagles” (Isa. 40:31). It does require taking
very seriously the task of interpretation, and making an intelligent, sensi-
ble effort to discover the precise message God wanted conveyed.

Inspiration is herein conceived of as applying to both the writer and
the writing. In the primary sense, it is the writer who is the object of the
inspiration. As the writer pens the Scripture, however, the quality of
inspiredness is communicated to the writing as well. It is inspired in a
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derived sense.!* This is much like the definition of revelation as both the
revealing and the revealed (see pp. 196f.). We have observed that inspira-
tion presupposes an extended period of God’s working with the writer.
This not only involves the preparation of the writer, but also the prepa-
ration of the material for his use. While inspiration in the strict sense
probably does not apply to the preservation and transmission of this
material, the providence which guides this process should not be
overlooked.

In this chapter we have considered the question of method and have
chosen to construct our view of inspiration of the Bible by emphasizing
the teachings of the Bible regarding its own inspiration, while giving an
important but secondary place to the phenomena of Scripture. We have
attempted to construct a model that would give due place to both of
these considerations.

Certain other issues raised in the early part of this chapter will be
dealt with in the chapter on inerrancy. These issues are (1) whether
inspiration involves the correction of errors which might have been
present in the sources consulted and employed, and (2) whether inspira-
tion involves God’s directing the thought and writing of the author on all
the subjects with which he deals, or only the more “religious” subjects.

Because the Bible has been inspired, we can be confident of having
divine instruction. The fact that we did not live when the revelatory
events and teachings first came does not leave us spiritually or theologi-
cally deprived. We have a sure guide. And we are motivated to study it
intensively, since its message is truly God’s word to us.

14. 1t should be observed that 2 Peter 1:20-21 refers to the authors, while 2 Timothy
3:16 refers to what they wrote. Thus the dilemma of whether inspiration pertains to the
writer or the writing is shown to be a false issue.

The Dependability of God's Word:
| nerrancy

Various Conceptions of Inerrancy

The Importance of Inerrancy
Theological Importance
Historical Importance
Epistemological Importance

Inerrancy and Phenomena
Defining Inerrancy

Ancillary Issues

T

L he inerrancy of Scripture has recently been a topic of heated
debate among conservative Christians. This is the doctrine that the Bible
is fully truthful in all of its teachings. To those in the broader theological
community, this seems an irrelevant issue, a carry-over from an anti-
quarian view of the Bible. To many evangelicals, however, it is an exceed-
ingly important and even crucial issue. It therefore requires a careful
examination. In a real sense, it is the completion of the doctrine of
Scripture. For if God has given special revelation of himself and inspired
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servants of his to record it, we will want assurance that the Bible is
indeed a dependable source of that revelation.

Various Conceptions of Inerrancy

The term inerrancy means different things to different people. As a
matter of fact, there is frequent contention over which position properly
deserves to be called by that name. It is therefore important to summar-
ize briefly the current positions on the matter of inerrancy.

1. Absolute inerrancy holds that the Bible, which includes rather
detailed treatment of matters both scientific and historical, is fully true.
The impression is conveyed that the biblical writers intended to give a
considerable amount of exact scientific and historical data. Thus, ap-
parent discrepancies can and must be explained. For example, the de-
scription of the molten sea in 2 Chronicles 4:2 indicates that its diameter
was 10 cubits while the circumference was 30 cubits. However, as we all
know, the circumference of a circle is 7 (3.14159) times the diameter. If,
as the biblical text says, the molten sea was circular, there is a dis-
crepancy here, and an explanation must be given.’

2. Full inerrancy also holds that the Bible is completely true. While the
Bible does not primarily aim to give scientific and historical data, such
scientific and historical assertions as it does make are fully true. There is
no essential difference between this position and absolute inerrancy in
terms of their view of the religious/theological/spiritual message. The
understanding of the scientific and historical references is quite differ-
ent, however. Full inerrancy regards these references as phenomenal,
that is, they are reported the way they appear to the human eye. They
are not necessarily exact; rather, they are popular descriptions, often
involving general references or approximations. Yet they are correct.
What they teach is essentially correct in the way they teach it.2

3. Limited inerrancy also regards the Bible as inerrant and infalliblc
in its salvific doctrinal references. A sharp distinction is drawn, however.
between nonempirical, revealed matters on the one hand, and empirical
natural references on the other. The scientific and historical references
in the Bible reflect the understanding current at the time the Bible wa-
written. The Bible writers were subject to the limitations of their timc
Revelation and inspiration did not raise the writers above ordinar

1. Harold Lindsell, The Battle for the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976),p;
165-66.

2. Roger Nicole, “The Nature of Inerrancy,” in Inerrancy and Common Semsc, .
Roger Nicole and J. Ramsey Michaels (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), pp. 71-95.
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knowledge. God did not reveal science or history to them. Consequently,
the Bible may well contain what wc would term errors in these arcas.
This, however, is of no great consequence. The Bible does not purport to
teach science and history. For the purposes for which theBible was
given, it is fully truthful and incrrant.?

4. Inerrancy of purpose holds that the Bible inerrantly accomplishes
its purpose. The purpose of the biblical revelation is to bring people into
personal fellowship with Christ, not to communicate truths. It accom-
plishes this purpose effectively. It is improper, however, to relate iner-
rancy with factuality. Thus, factual inerrancy is an inappropriate term.
Truth is thought of not as a quality of propositions, but as a means to
accomplish an end. Implicit in this position is a pragmatic view of truth.

5. All of the above positions desire to retain the term and the idea of
inerrancy in one sense or another. Those who advocate the theory of
accommodated revelation, however, do not claim or desire to use the
term. This position emphasizes the idea that the Bible came through
human channels, and thus participates in the shortcomings of human
nature. This is true not only of the historical and scientific matters, but
also in matters religious and theological. Paul, for instance, in his doc-
trinal teachings occasionally expressed common rabbinical views. This
is not surprising, since Paul was educated as a rabbi. So, even on doc-
trinal matters, the Bible contains a mixture of revelational and nonreve-
lational elements. We can find contradictions and revisions within Paul’s
teachings on such subjects as the resurrection. W. D. Davies, for exam-
ple, holds that Paul changed his view on the resurrection between the
writing of 1 Corinthians and 2 Corinthians. There is no way to har-
monize his teaching on this subject in 1 Corinthians 15 with that in
2 Corinthians 5.5 Nor is there any need to do so. Similarly, Paul Jewett
finds a mixture of divinely revealed and human ideas in Paul’s writings
about the status of women.® The basic rabbinic view is clearly present in
what he wrote. However, there also are points at which God’s revelation
of something new in this area shines through. There was a struggle
within Paul between his attempt to grasp the word of God and his
training as a rabbinic Jew. Some even feel that Jesus was wrong, not
merely unaware, regarding the time of his return. He believed and

3. Daniel P. Fuller, “Benjamin B. Warfield's View of Faith and History,” Bulletin of the
Evangelical Theological Society 11 (1968): 75-83.

4. Jack Rogers, “The Church Doctrine of Biblical Authority,” in Biblical Authority, ed.
Jack Rogers (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1977), pp. 41-46. See also James Orr, Revelation and
Inspiration (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952 reprint), pp. 217-18.

5. W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: S.P.C.K.1955), p. 311.

6. Paul King Jewett, Man as Male und Female (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), pp.
112-14, 119, 134-39, 145-47.
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taught that it would take place during the lifetime of his hearers, and of
course it did not.

6. Then there is the position of those who hold that revelation is
nonpropositional. According to them, the Bible in itself is not revelation.
Its function is to point us to the person-to-person encounter which is
revelation, rather than to convey propositions. Generally, in epistemology
“true” is predicated only of propositions. Persons or experiences are
referred to as genuine or “veridical.” Thus, the whole question of truth
or falsity does not apply. The Bible contains errors, but these are not the
word of God; they are merely the words of Isaiah, Matthew, or Paul. The
presence of errors in no way militates against the functional usefulness
of the Bible.’

7. Finally, there is the position that inerrancy is an irrelevant issue.
This position has much in common with the preceding one (although it
does not necessarily hold that revelation is nonpropositional). For vari-
ous reasons, the whole issue of inerrancy is regarded as false or distract-
ing. For one thing, “inerrant” is a negative term. It would be far better to
use a positive term to describe the Bible. Further, inerrancy is not a
biblical concept. In the Bible, erring is a spiritual or moral matter rather
than intellectual. Inerrancy distracts us from the proper issues. By focus-
ing our attention upon minutiae of the text and spurring us to expend
energy in attempts to resolve minor discrepancies, this concern for iner-
rancy distracts us from hearing what the Bible is really trying to tell us
about our relationship to God. It also inhibits biblical research. If the
exegete is bound to the view that the Bible is totally free from error, he is
not completely at liberty to investigate the Scriptures. It is an unneces-
sary and unhelpful a priori which becomes a burden to impartial exege-
sis. It also is artificial and externally imposed. It not only asks questions
which the biblical authors did not ask, it demands answers which dis-
play an exactness appropriate only in our scientific age. Further, it
represents a position which is of rather recent history within the Chris-
tian church. The issue of inerrancy is not discussed by earlier theo-
logians. It arose because of the imposition of a particular philosophical
viewpoint upon study of the Bible. Finally, this issue is harmful to the
church. It creates disunity among those who otherwise have a great deal
in common. It makes a major issue out of what should be a minor
matter at most.*

7. Emil Brunner, Our Faith (New York: Scribner, 1936), pp. 9-10; Revelation and
Reason (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1946), pp. 36-37.

8. David Hubbard, “The Irrelevancy of Inerrancy,” in Biblical Authority, ed. Jack
Rogers, pp. 151-81.
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The Importance of Inerrancy

Why should the church be concerned about incrrancy at all? Espe-
cially in view of the considerations raised by the final position above,
would it not be better merely to disregard this issue and “get on with the
matters at hand”? In answer we note that there is a very practical con-
cern at the root of much of the discussion about inerrancy. A seminary
student who was serving as student pastor of a small rural church
summarized well the concern of his congregation when he said, “My
people ask me, ‘If the Bible says it, can | believe it?*’ Concern about the
dependability or reliability of the Scriptures is an instance of what
Helmut Thielicke has called “the spiritual instinct of the children of
God.” Indeed, whether the Bible is fully truthful is a matter which is of
importance theologically, historically, and epistemologically.

Theological Importance

As we noted in the chapter on inspiration, Jesus, Paul, and others
regarded and employed details of the Scripture as authoritative. This
argues for a view of the Bible as completely inspired by God, even to the
selection of details within the text. If this is the case, certain implications
follow. If God is omniscient, he must know all things. He cannot be
ignorant of or in error on any matter. Further, if he is omnipotent, he is
able to so affect the biblical authors writing that nothing erroneous
enters into the final product. And being a truthful or veracious being, he
will certainly desire to utilize these abilities in such a way that man will
not be misled by the Scriptures. Thus, our view of inspiration logically
entails the inerrancy of the Bible. Inerrancy is a corollary of the doctrine
of full inspiration. If, then, it should be shown that the Bible is not fully
truthful, our view of inspiration would also be in jeopardy.

Historical Importance

The church has historically held to the inerrancy of the Bible. While
there has not been a fully enunciated theory until modern times, none-
theless there was, down through the years of the history of the church, a
general belief in the complete dependability of the Bible. Augustine, for
example, wrote:

9. Helmut Thielicke, A Little Exercise for Young Theologians (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1962), pp. 25-26.
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| have learned to yield this respect and honour only to the canonical books
of Scripture: of these alone do | most firmly believe that the authors were
completely free from error. And if in these writings | am perplexed by
anything which appears to me opposed to truth, | do not hesitate to sup-
pose that either the manuscript is faulty, or the translator has not caught
the meaning of what was said, or | myself have failed to understand it.!°

Similarly, Martin Luther said, “The Scriptures have never erred. ... The
Scriptures cannot err. ... It is certain that Scripture would not contra-
dict itself; it only appears so to the senseless and obdurate hypocrites.”!!

It should, of course, be noted that certain qualifications of these
statements are in order. While Augustine averred the complete truthful-
ness and reliability of the Bible, he also took a rather allegorical
approach to its interpretation; he removed apparent difficulties in the
surface meaning of the text by allegorizing. And Luther was not always
a model of consistency. In addition, John Calvin, not only in his Insti-
tutes, a treatise in systematic theology, but also in his commentaries on
the Bible, noted a certain amount of freedom by New Testament writers
in their quotation of the Old Testament.!> Nonetheless, it does appear
that the church throughout its history has believed in the freedom of the
Bible from any untruths. Whether it has meant by this precisely what
contemporary inerrantists mean by the term inerrancy is not imme-
diately apparent. Whatever the case, we do know that the general idea of
inerrancy is not a recent development.

While we are on this subject, we should note briefly the impact which
inerrancy has had historically. The best way to proceed is to observe
what tend to be the implications for other areas of doctrine when bibli-
cal inerrancy is abandoned. There is evidence that where a theologian, a
school, or a movement begins by regarding biblical inerrancy as a peri-
pheral or optional matter and abandons this doctrine, it frequently then
goes on to abandon or alter other doctrines which the church has ordi-
narily considered quite major, such as the deity of Christ or the Trinity.
Since, as we argued in the opening chapter of this book, history is the
laboratory in which theology tests its ideas, we must conclude that the
departure from belief in complete trustworthiness of the Bible is a very
serious step, not only in terms of what it does to this one doctrine, but
even more in terms of what happens to other doctrines as a result.!?

10. Augustine Letter 82.3.

11. Martin Luther, Werke, Weimar edition (WA), vol. 34.1, p. 356.

12. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, book 1, chapter 6, section 3; cf.
Edward A. Dowey, Jr., The Knowledge of God in Calvin s Theology (New York: Columbia
University, 1952), pp. 100-05.

13. Richard Lovelace, “Inerrancy: Some Historical Perspectives,” in Inerrancy and
Common Sense, ed. Roger Nicole and J. Ramsey Michaels, pp. 26-36.
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Epistemological Importance

The cpistcmological question is simply, How do wc know? Some
assertions in the Bible are at least potentially susceptible to independent
verification or falsification. That is to say, thereferences to historical and
scientific matters can, within the limitations of the historical and scicn-
tific methods and of the data available, be found to be true or false.
Certain other matters, such as doctrinal statements about the nature of
God and the atonement, transcend the realm of our sensory experience.
We cannot test their truth or validity empirically. Now if the Bible should
prove to be in error in those realms where its claims can be checked, on
what possible basis would we logically continue to hold to its dependa-
bility in areas where we cannot verify what it says?

Let us put this another way. Our basis for holding to the truth of any
theological proposition is that the Bible teaches it. If, however, we should
conclude that certain propositions (historical or scientific) taught bv the
Bible are not true, the implications are far-reaching. We cannot then
continue to hold to other propositions simply upon the grounds that the
Bible teaches them. It is not that these other statements have been
proved false, but that we cannot be certain they are true. We either must
profess agnosticism regarding them or find some other basis for holding
them. Since the principle has been abrogated that whatever the Bible
teaches is necessarily true, the mere fact that the Bible teaches these
other propositions is insufficient grounds in itself for holding them. One
may continue to hold these other propositions, of course, but he does
not do so because of the authority of the Bible.

This point is sometimes regarded (and even ridiculed) as a sort of
domino theory— “false in one, false in all.”** That is a rather superficial
analysis, however. For those who make the point are not suggesting that
all the other propositions are false; they are simply requesting a basis for
holding these other propositions. A more accurate summary of their
position might be “false in one, uncertain in all.” To be sure, it could be
that all the statements of the Bible which are subject to empirical
assessment are true, but that some of the transcendent statements are
not. In that case, however, there would be at least a presumption in favor
of the truth of the latter. But if some of the former prove false, on what
possible basis would we continue to hold to the latter?

It is as if we were to hear a lecture on some rather esoteric subject on
which we are quite ignorant. The speaker might make many statements
which fall outside of our experience. We have no way of assessing their

14. Dcwev Beegle, Scripture, Tradition, and Infallibility (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1973), pp. 219-22.
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truth. What he is saying sounds very profound, but it might simply be
just so much high-flown gibberish. But suppose that for a few minutes
he develops one area with which we are well acquainted. Here we detect
several erroneous statements. What will we then think about the other
statements, whose veracity we cannot check? We will doubtless con-
clude that there may well be inaccuracies there as well. Credibility, once
compromised, is not easily regained or preserved in other matters.

One can, of course, continue to hold to the theological statements by
an ad hoc distinction, maintaining that biblical authority applies only to
transcendent or doctrinal truths. In so doing, one will have delivered
such propositions from possible refutation. But there will be the suspi-
cion that faith has become nothing more than, to paraphrase Mark
Twain, “believing what you don’t know ain’t so.” What is the cost of
adopting such an expedient? Immunity from disproof may have been
secured at the cost of the meaningfulness of the statement that biblical
teachings are true. For if nothing is allowed to count against the truth of
biblical teachings, does anything count for them either? (A cognitive
statement is one which is capable of being true or false, and therefore it
must be possible to specify what would count for or against it.) While
this may superficially resemble the verifiability principle of logical posi-
tivism, there is a significant difference, for in this case the means of
verification (and thus the measure of meaning) is not necessarily and
exclusively sense data.

If one gives up the statement, “whatever the Bible teaches is true,”
logically he may take a purely fideist position, namely, “I believe these
things not because they are in the Bible, but because | choose to,” or “I
choose to believe all the statements in the Bible that have not been (or
cannot be) disproved.” Or he may find an independent way of establish-
ing these tenets. In the past, this has followed several channels. Some
liberal theologians proceeded to develop the grounds for their doctrines
upon a philosophy of religion. Although Karl Barth and the neoorthodox
found verification of doctrines in a direct personal presence of God,
Barth entitled the reconstituted form of his magnum opus Church
Dogmatics, which suggests that he was beginning to rest his views in
part upon the authority of the church. Wolfhart Pannenberg has sought
to base theology upon history, utilizing sophisticated methods of histori-
ography. To the extent that evangelicals abandon the position that every-
thing taught or affirmed by Scripture is true, other bases for doctrine
will be sought. This might well be through the resurgence of a philoso-
phy of religion, or what is more likely given the current “relational”
orientation, through basing theology upon behavioral sciences, such as
psychology of religion. But whatever the form that such an alternative
grounding takes, there will probably be a shrinking of the list of tenets,

The Dependability of God’s Word: Inerrancy 229

for it is difficult to establish the Trinity or the virgin birth of Christ
upon either a philosophical argument or the dynamics of interpersonal
relationships.

Inerrancy and Phenomena

It is obvious that belief in the inerrancy of the Scriptures is not an
inductive conclusion arrived at as a result of examining all the passages
of the Bible. By its very nature, such a conclusion would be only proba-
ble at best. Nor is the doctrine of biblical inerrancy explicitly affirmed or
taught in the Bible. Rather, it is a corollary of the doctrine of full inspira-
tion of the Bible. The view of the Bible that was held and taught by the
writers of Scripture implies the full truthfulness of the Bible. But this
does not spell out for us the nature of biblical inerrancy. Just as the
knowledge that God has revealed himself cannot tell us the content of
his message, so the Bible’s implication that it is free from error does not
tell us just what such errorlessness would entail.

We must look now to the actual phenomena of Scripture. And here
we find potential difficulties. Some of these are apparent discrepancies
between parallel passages in the Gospels, or in Samuel, Kings, and
Chronicles. There seem to be sufficient problems here to force us to
think through just how they relate to our doctrine of Scripture. Mark 6:8
reports that Jesus told his disciples to take a staff, while according to
Matthew 10:9-10 and Luke 9:3 he prohibited it. In the account of the
triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem, Luke reports that the crowd
cried out, “Glory in the highest,” whereas the other Gospels record the
words as “Hosanna in the highest.” All four Gospels report differently
the wording of the inscription above Jesus’ cross. According to Matthew,
it said, “This is Jesus the King of the Jews”; according to Mark, “The King
of the Jews”; according to Luke, “This is the King of the Jews”; according
to John, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.”

There is a problem with the Bible’s chronology at several points as
well. The reigns of the kings of Israel, for example, are dated in terms of
the reigns of the kings of Judah, but here some real discrepancies occur.
Stephen’s chronology of the Israelites’ stay in Egypt (they were enslaved
for four hundred years-Acts 7:6) does not coincide with the account in
Exodus. There are severe problems with numbers as well. In parallel
passages, 2 Samuel 10:18 speaks of 700 chariots where 1 Chronicles
19:18 has 7,000; 2 Samuel 8:4 refers to 1,700 horsemen and 20,000 foot
soldiers where 1 Chronicles 18:4 has 7,000 horsemen and 20,000 foot
soldiers; 2 Samuel 24:9 speaks of 800,000 men of Israel and 500,000 men
of Judah, while 1 Chronicles 21:5 states that there were 1,100,000 men of
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Israel and 470,000 men of Judah. There are apparent ethical discrepan-
cies as well. According to 2 Samuel 24:1, the Lord was angry against
Israel, and he incited David to commit the sin of numbering the people;
but according to 1 Chronicles 21:1, Satan rose up against Israel, inciting
David to number Israel. And God, who neither tempts nor can be
tempted (James 1:13), is said to have sent an evil spirit upon Saul (1 Sam.
18:10); as a result Saul attempted to murder David. These and numerous
other difficulties suggest that there is some work to be done in reconcil-
ing the actual data of the Bible with the claim that it is fully inerrant.
How are these phenomena to be handled? Several strategies have been
employed by conservative theologians in the past and are being actively
used today.

1. The abstract approach is represented by B. B. Warfield, who held a
high view of Scripture. He tended to rest his case primarily upon the
doctrinal consideration of its inspiration. While he was aware of the
problems (Henry Preserved Smith made him very much aware of them)
and offered resolutions for some of them, he tended to feel that they did
not all have to be explained. They are merely difficulties. The weight of
evidence for the inspiration and consequent inerrancy of the Bible is so
great that no amount of data of this type can overthrow it. Despite the
fact that Warfield concentrated on the discipline of New Testament
exegesis, he did not feel a compulsion to alleviate these difficulties. He
could continue to hold to inerrancy in spite of them.15

2. The harmonistic approach is represented by Edward J. Young’s Thy
Word Is Truth, '¢ as well as Louis Gaussen’s Inspiration of the Holy Scrip-
tures. Once again belief in the inerrancy of the Bible is based upon the
doctrinal teaching of inspiration. Advocates of this approach assert that
the difficulties presented by various phenomena can be resolved, and
they make an attempt to do so. Using whatever information is currently
available, they harmonize the conflicting passages and suggest solutions
to the puzzles.

One example found in Gaussen involves the manner of Judas’s death.
As is well known, there is an apparent discrepancy between Matthew
27:5, according to which Judas committed suicide by hanging himself,
and Acts 1:18, which states that “falling headlong he burst open in the
middle and all his bowels gushed out.” Gaussen offers a story of a man
in Lyons who committed suicide. In order to make certain of the results,
he seated himself on a ledge outside a fourth-story window and fired a

15. Benjamin B. War-field, “The Real Problem of Inspiration,” in The Inspiration and
Authority of the Bible, ed. Samuel G. Craig (London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1951),
pp. 219-20.

16. Edward J. Young, Thy Word Is Truth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957).
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pistol into his mouth. Gaussen observes that three accounts might be
given of his death, one of which attributes it to the pistol shot, one to the
fall, and one to both factors. All these accounts would be correct, he
maintains. Similarly, he speculates that Judas hanged himself and fell
headlong. Presumably, although Gaussen does not say so explicitly, the
rope broke and Judas flipped head over heels in the fall. We are lacking
this one particular piece of information which would make all the
details of the story explicable.!” There is no contradiction here. Other
passages are given similar treatment. Harold Lindsell’s explanation of
the apparent discrepancy between the diameter and the circumference
of the molten sea in 2 Chronicles 4:1-2 is an example of the same species;
the circumference is explained as being the measurement of the inner
edge of the rim, whereas the diameter is the measurement from outer
edge to outer edge. 2 In each case, the author offers conjecture aimed at
resolving the difficulty and believes that he has succeeded in the effort.

3. The approach of moderate harmonization follows the style of the
harmonistic approach to a certain extent. The problems are taken
seriously, and an effort is made to solve them or relieve the difficulties as
far as this is reasonably possible with the data currently available. One
of the advocates of this position is Everett Harrison. He notes that iner-
rancy, while not explicitly taught by the Bible, is nonetheless a corollary
of full inspiration. It is a conclusion to which devout minds have been
driven as a result of the study of Scripture. He attempts to offer resolu-
tion of many of the problem passages. In some cases, he does not see a
resolution at the moment. He will not attempt to force a premature
resolution of the problems, however. Some of the relevant data are not
currently available, but may become so in the future as archaeological
and philological research advances. Some of the data may be lost. It is
possible that if we had all the data, we would be able to resolve all the
problems.19

4. A fourth position was presented as a possibility by Edward Carnell,
although there is no evidence that he actually adopted it himself. This
position is relatively simple, and is an extension of a tactic employed in a
limited way by many theologians. If we were forced to do so, said Car-
nell, we could adopt the position that inspiration guarantees only an
accurate reproducing of the sources which the Scripture writer em-
ployed, but not a correcting of them. Thus, if the source contained an
erroneous reference, the Scripture writer recorded that error just as it

17. Louis Gaussen, The Inspiration of the Holy Scriptures (Chicago: Moody, 1949), pp.
214-15.

18. Lindsell, Battle for the Bible, pp. 165-66.

19. Everett Harrison, “The Phenomena of Scripture,” in Revelation and the Bible, ed.
Cat-l Henry (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1959), pp. 237-50.
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was in the source.?® Even Harrison suggested that this position might at
times be expedient,*” and James Orr many years earlier proposed that
where there were lacunae in the sources, the Holy Spirit did not neces-
sarily fill them in.2?

Carnell noted that Warfield, in his debate with Smith, had to concede
that at certain points biblical statements are not without error; only the
recording of them from the original source is inerrant. This is appar-
ently the case, for instance, with the speeches of Eliphaz the Temanite
and Job’s other friends. There are also some obvious cases of erroneous
statements reported in the Bible, such as “There is no God”-this is, of
course, the statement of a fool (Pss. 14:1;53:1). | once had a teaching
colleague who asked his students to respond “true” or “false” to the
statement, “Everything in the Bible is true.” Although he believed strongly
in biblical inerrancy, his answer was “false,” since the Bible reports many
erroneous statements made by uninspired men (in my colleague’s view
the report of those erroneous statements was of course inerrant). This
line of reasoning can be extended to explain many of the apparent
problems in the Bible. For example, the chronicler could have been
relying upon a fallible and erroneous source in drawing up his list of
numbers of chariots and horsemen.

5. Finally, there is the view that the Bible does err. This position is a
forthright one, and has been well stated by Dewey Beegle, as well as by
others who, unlike Beegle, do not claim to be evangelicals. Beegle
basically says that we must acknowledge that the Bible contains real
and insoluble problems. We should call them what they are and ac-
knowledge that the Bible contains errors. Instead of trying to explain
them away, we should accept the fact that they are there and are
genuine, and construct our doctrine of inspiration with this in mind.23
Our doctrine of inspiration should not be developed in an abstract or a
priori fashion. When we do that, we simply adopt a view and dictate
what it st mean. Instead, we should see what the inspiration of the
Bible has produced, and then infer from that the nature of inspiration.
Whatever inspiration is, it is not verbal. We cannot regard inspiration as
extending to the very choice of words in the text.

It is now necessary to take a position from among these possibilities
and develop it. In terms of the alternatives just examined regarding the
phenomena, the view that comes closest to my own is that of Harrison.

20. Edward Carnell, The Case rr Orthodox Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster,
1959), pp. 109-1 1.

2 1. Harrison, “Phenomena of Scripture,” p. 249.

22. Orr, Revelation and Inspiration, pp. 179-81.

23. Beegle, Scripture, Tradition, and Infallibility, pp. 195-97.
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The Warfield position, as considered here, places the emphasis properly
upon the teaching of Scripture rather than the phenomena. In sodoing,
however, it fails to give sufhcient attention to the phenomena. To the
exegete this failure must seem to approach irresponsibility. It is too easy
to label as mere difficulties rather than problems passages such as wc
have noted. The harmonistic school has in many cases done a real favor
to the cause of biblical scholarship by finding creative solutions to prob-
lems. To insist upon reconciling all of the problems by utilizing the
currently available data, however, appears to me to lead to forced
handling of the material. Some of the suggestions, such as Gaussen'’s
regarding the death of Judas, seem almost incredible. It is better to
acknowledge that we do not yet have all the answers. This humble
approach will probably make the Bible more believable than will asking
people to accept some of the proffered explanations, and in the process
suggesting that the integrity of the doctrine of biblical inerrancy de-
pends upon acceptance of such contrived solutions. Carnell’s suggestion
has much to commend it, especially since virtually all theologians would
concede that they have adopted this expedient, at least to a certain
extent.2* The problems inherent in taking this approach as far as Carnell
suggests are considerable, however. In practice, we could be confident
that we have the truth only if we are certain that the passage in question
does not employ sources. But to make that judgment is very difficult
indeed. Consequently, the doctrine of inspiration and authority of the
Bible would become merely a formal one whose application is uncer-
tain. Beegle's view seems to move consistently to the conclusion that
revelation is not propositional, a position falling outside the orthodox
view of revelation. Thus, by process of elimination, | arrive at a view like
that of Harrison, but with certain qualifications.?s

Defining Inerrancy

We may now state our understanding of inerrancy: The Bible, when
correctly interpreted in light of the level to which culture and the means

24. Calvin argues that quotation of the Old Testament by a New Testament writer
does not guarantee the correctness of the Old Testament text. But in such cases the
argument of the New Testament writer does not depend upon an incorrect point in the
quotation. Thus, while Luke may quote from an inaccurate Septuagint text, the point he
is making is based upon something in the Septuagint text that is absolutely correct—
Commentary upon the Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949), vol. 1, pp.
263-64; cf. Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1956), vol. 2, p. 364.

25. See Everett Harrison, “Criteria of Biblical Inerrancy,” Christianity Today, 20 Janu-
ary 1958, pp. 16-17.
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of communication had developed at the time it was written, and in view
of the purposes for which it was given, is fully truthful in all that it
affirms. This definition reflects the position of full inerrancy, which, as
we pointed out in the opening portion of this chapter, lies between abso-
lute inerrancy and limited inerrancy. It is now necessary to elaborate
and expound upon this definition. It is not our intention here to attempt
to deal with all of the problems. Rather, we will note some principles and
some illustrations which will help us to define inerrancy more specifi-
cally and to remove some of the difficulties.

1. Inerrancy pertains to what is affirmed or asserted rather than what
is merely reported. This incorporates the valid point of Carnell’s sugges-
tion. The Bible reports false statements made by ungodly persons. The
presence of these statements in the Scripture does not mean they are
true; it only guarantees that they are correctly reported. The same
judgment can be made about certain statements of godly men who
were not speaking under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Stephen, in
his speech in Acts 7, may not have been inspired, although he was filled
with the Holy Spirit. Thus, his chronological statement in verse 6 is not
necessarily free from error. It appears that even Paul and Peter may on
occasion have made incorrect statements. When, however, something is
taken by a biblical writer, from whatever source, and incorporated in his
message as an affirmation, not merely a report, then it must be judged
as truthful. This does not guarantee the canonicity of the book quoted.
Nonbelievers, without special revelation or inspiration, may nonetheless
be in possession of the truth. Just because one holds that everything
within the Bible is truth, it is not necessary to hold that all truth is within
the Bible. Jude’s references to two noncanonical books do not necessar-
ily create a problem, for one is not required thereby to believe either that
Jude athrmed error, or that Enoch and the Assumption of Moses are
divinely inspired books which ought to be included within the canon of
the Old Testament.

The question arises, Does inerrancy have any application to moods
other than the indicative? The Bible contains questions, wishes, and
commands as well as assertions. These, however, are not ordinarily sus-
ceptible to being judged either true or false. Thus inerrancy seems not
to apply to them. However, within Scripture there are assertions or
affirmations (expressed or implied) that someone asked such a question,
expressed such a wish, or uttered such a command. While the state-
ment, “Love your enemies!” cannot be said to be either true or false, the
assertion, “Jesus said, ‘Love your enemies!*’ is susceptible to being
judged true or false. And as an assertion of Scripture, it is inerrant.

Note here that we are emphasizing the assertions or affirmations, not
the intention of the speaker or writer. Much is made in evangelical
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circles of the intention of the writer-the message cannot and should
not be turned in a direction totally different from that intended by the
writer. In particular, evangeiicals object to the practice of interpreting a
passage, not in terms of what the author meant to express, but rather, of
what the reader finds in the passage, or brings to it. This is a most
commendable concern.2¢ The focus is on what the author intended to
afbirm.

There are certain problems that attach to the concept of intention,
however. One is that it sometimes unduly restricts the meaning of a
passage to one central intention. For example, when Jesus said that not
one sparrow falls to the ground without the Father’s will (Matt. 10:29),
his purpose was not to teach that God watches over sparrows. It was to
affirm that God watches over his human children (v. 3 1, “Fear not, there-
fore; you are of more value than many sparrows”). Nonetheless, Jesus
did affirm that God protects and cares about sparrows; indeed, the truth
of the statement about his care for humans depends upon the truth of
the statement about sparrows. Thus, the statement about sparrows is an
affirmation, and Jesus intended to affirm it, even though his purpose in
affirming it was to teach about God’s providence in relationship to
humans.

Another problem with emphasizing the concept of the author’s inten-
tion is that it does not take into account the insights that have arisen
from twentieth-century psychology’s understanding of the unconscious.
We now know that much of what we communicate is not conscious. The
Freudian slip, body language, and other unconscious communication
often reveal more plainly than our intended statements what we really
believe. Thus, we must not restrict the revelation and inspiration of God
to matters of which the Scripture writer was consciously aware. It
seems quite possible that as John wrote of the great vision which he had
on Patmos, he communicated more than what he understood.

2. We must judge the truthfulness of Scripture in terms of what the
statements meant in the cultural setting in which they were expressed.
We should judge the Bible in terms of the forms and standards of its
own culture. We should not employ anachronistic standards in seeking
to understand what was said. For example, we should not expect that
the standards of exactness in quotation to which our age of the printing
press and mass distribution is accustomed would have been present in
the first century. We ought also to recognize that numbers were often
used symbolically in ancient times, much more so than is true in our

26. E.g., E. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University,
1967); cf. Walter Kaiser, “Legitimate Hermeneutics,” in Inerrancy, ed. Norman L. Geisler
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), pp. 117-47.
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culture today. The names parents chose for their children also carried a
special meaning; this is rarely true today. The word son has basically one
meaning in our language and culture. In biblical times, however, it was
broader in meaning, almost tantamount to “descendant.” There is a
wide diversity, then, between our culture and that of biblical times.
When we speak of inerrancy, we mean that what the Bible affirms is
fully true in terms of the culture of its time.

3. The Bible’s assertions are fully true when judged in accordance
with the purpose for which they were written. Here the exactness will
vary (the specificity of which we wrote earlier) according to the intended
use of the material. Suppose a hypothetical case in which the Bible
reported a battle in which 9,476 men were involved. What then would be
a correct (or infallible) report? Would 10,000 be accurate? 9,000? 9,500?
9,480?9,475? Or would only 9,476 be a correct report? The answer is
that it depends upon the purpose of the writing. If the report is an
official military document which an officer is to submit to his superior,
the number must be exact. That is the only way to ascertain whether
there were any deserters. If, on the other hand, the account is simply to
give some idea of the size of the battle, then a round number like 10,000
is adequate, and in this setting is correct. The same is true regarding the
molten sea of 2 Chronicles 4:2. If the aim in giving the dimensions is to
provide a plan from which an exact duplicate could be constructed, then
it is important to know whether it is to be built with a diameter of 10
cubits or a circumference of 30 cubits. But if the purpose is merely to
communicate an idea of the size of the object, then the approximation
given by the chronicler is sufficient and may be judged fully true. We
often find approximations in the Bible. There is no real conflict between
the statement in Numbers 25:9 that 24,000 died by the plague and Paul’s
statement in 1 Corinthians 10:8 that 23,000 died. Both are approxima-
tions, and for the purpose involved, both are adequate and therefore
may be regarded as true.

Giving approximations is a common practice in our own culture.
Suppose that my actual gross income last year was $25,137.69 (a purely
hypothetical figure). And suppose you ask me what my gross income for
last year was and | reply, “Twenty-five thousand dollars.” Have I told the
truth, or have | not? That depends upon the situation and setting. If you
are a friend and the question is asked in an informal social discussion of
the cost of living, | have told the truth. But if you are an Internal
Revenue agent conducting an audit, then | have not told the truth. For a
statement to be adequate and hence true, greater specificity is required
in the latter situation than in the former.

This applies not only to the use of numbers, but also to such matters
as the chronological order in historical narratives, which was occasionally
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modified in the Gospels. In some cases a change in words was necessary
in order to communicate the same meaning to different persons. Thus
Luke has “Glory in the highest” where Matthew and Mark have
“Hosanna in the highest”; the former would make better sense to Luke’s
Gentile readership than would the latter. Even expansion and compres-
sion, which are used by preachers today without their being charged
with unfaithfulness to the text, were practiced by biblical writers.

4. Reports of historical events and scientific matters are in phe-
nomenal rather than technical language. That is, the writer reports how
things appear to the eye. This is the ordinary practice in any kind of
popular (as opposed to technical) writing. A commonly noted instance
of this practice has to do with the matter of the sun rising. When the
weatherman on the evening news says that the sun will rise the next
morning at 6:37, he has, from a strictly technical standpoint, made an
error, since it has been known since the time of Copernicus that the sun
does not move-the earth does. Yet there is no problem with this popu-
lar expression. Indeed, even in scientific circles, the term sunrise has
become something of an idiom; though scientists regularly use the term,
they do not take it literally. Similarly, biblical reports make no effort to be
scientifically exact; they do not attempt to theorize over just what actu-
ally occurred when, for example, the walls of Jericho fell, or the Jordan
River was stopped, or the axhead floated. The writer simply reported
what was seen, how it appeared to the eye. (In a sense, the principle that
the Bible uses popular rather than technical language is simply a sub-
point of the previous principle, viz., that the Bible’s assertions are fully
true when judged in accordance with the purpose for which they were
written.)

5. Difficulties in explaining the biblical text should not be prejudged
as indications of error. It has already been suggested that we should not
attempt to set forth a definite solution to problems too soon. It is better
to wait for the remainder of the data to come in, with the confidence
that if we had all the data, the problems could be resolved. In some
cases, the data may never come in. Once a tell has been excavated, it has
been excavated, whether done carefully by a skilled team of archaeolo-
gists, or with a bulldozer, or by a group of thieves looking for valuable
artifacts of precious metal. There is encouragement to be found, how-
ever, in the fact that the trend is toward the resolution of difficulties as
more data come in. Some of the severe problems of a century ago, such
as the unknown Sargon mentioned by Isaiah (20:1), have been satisfac-
torily explained, and without artificial contortions. And even the puzzle
of the death of Judas seems now to have a workable and reasonable
solution.

The specific word in Acts 1:18 that caused the difficulty regarding the
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death of Judas ismpnras. For a long period of time it was understood to
mean only “falling headlong.” Twentieth-century investigations of ancient
papyri, however, have revealed that this word has another meaning in
Koine Greek. It also means “swelling up.”?” It is now possible to hypothe-
size an end of Judas’s life which seems to accommodate all of the data,
but without the artificiality found in Gaussen’s handling of the problem.
Having hanged himself, Judas was not discovered for some time. In such
a situation the visceral organs begin to degenerate first, causing a swell-
ing of the abdomen characteristic of cadavers that have not been prop-
erly embalmed (and even of those which have been embalmed, if the
process is not repeated after several days). And so, “swelling up [Judas]
burst open in the middle and his bowels gushed out.” While there is no
way of knowing whether this is what actually took place, it seems to be a
workable and adequate resolution of the difficulty.

We must, then, continue to work at the task of resolving whatever
tensions there are in our understanding of the Bible. This will involve
consulting the very best in linguistic and archaeological materials.
Archaeology in particular has confirmed that the substance of the writ-
ten Scriptures is accurate. Overall, there is less difficulty for the belief in
the factual inerrancy of the Bible than there was a hundred years ago.
At the same time, we must realize that there will never be complete
confirmation of all the propositions or even resolution of all the problem
issues. Therefore, we must not attempt to give fanciful explanations
which arc not warranted by the data. It is better to leave such difficulties
unresolved in the confidence, based upon the doctrine of Scripture, that
they will be removed to the extent that additional data become available.

Now that we have defined inerrancy specifically, we must note certain
items that our definition does not entail. The doctrine of inerrancy does
not tell us a priori what type of material the Bible will contain. Nor does
it tell us how we are to interpret individual passages. (That is the prov-
ince of hermeneutics.) In particular, inerrancy should not be understood
to mean that the maximum amount of specificity will always be present.
Rather, our doctrine of inerrancy maintains merely that whatever
statements the Bible affirms are fully truthful when they are correctly
interpreted in terms of their meaning in their cultural setting and the
purpose for which they were written.

Ancillary Issues

1. Is inerrancy a good term, or should it be avoided? There are certain
problems which attach to it. One is that it tends to carry the implication

27. G. Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament (Edinburgh: T.
and T. Clark, 1937), p. 377.
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of extreme specificity, which words like correctness, truthfulness, trust-
worthiness, dependability, and, to a lesser extent, accuracy do not con-
note. As long as inerrancy is not understood in the sense of scientific
exactness, it can be a useful term. When we are listing the characteris-
tics of Scripture, however, inerrancy should be the last in the series; the
earlier ones should be positive. While the Bible does not err, the really
important fact about the Bible is that it does teach truth. Furthermore,
inerrancy should not be. understood as meaning that the Bible tells us
everything possible on a given subject. The treatment is not exhaustive,
only sufficient to accomplish the intended ends.

Because the term inerrancy has become common, it probably is wise
to use it. On the other hand, it is not sufficient simply to use the term,
since, as we have seen, radically different meanings are attached to it by
different persons. The statement of William Horder-n is appropriate here
as a warning: “To both the fundamentalist and the nonconservative, it
often seems that the new conservative is trying to say, ‘The Bible is
inerrant, but of course this does not mean that it is without error.’”2 We
must carefully explain what we mean when we use the term so there is
no misunderstanding.

2. We must also define what we mean by error. If this is not done, if we
do not have some fixed limits which clearly separate truthful statements
from false propositions, the meaning of inerrancy will be lost. If there is
an “infinite coefficient of elasticity of language,” so that the word truth-
ful can simply be stretched a bit more, and a bit more, and a bit more,
eventually it_ comes to include everything, and therefore nothing. If a
belief is to have any meaning (in this case, belief in the inerrancy of the
Bible), we must be prepared to state what would cause us to give it up.
We must be prepared, then, to indicate what would be considered an
error. Statements in Scripture which plainly contradict the facts (or are
contradicted by them) must be considered errors. If Jesus did not die on
the cross, if he did not still the storm on the sea, if the walls of Jericho
did not fall, if the people of Israel did not leave their bondage in Egypt
and depart for the Promised Land, then the Bible is in error. In all of this
we see a modified form of the verifiability principle at work, but without
the extreme dimensions which prove to be the undoing of that criterion
as it is applied by logical positivism, for in the present case the means of
verification are not limited to sense data.

3. The doctrine of inerrancy applies in the strict sense only to the
originals, but in a derivative sense to copies and translations, that is, to
the extent that they reflect the original. This view is often ridiculed as a

28. William Hordern, New Directions in Theology Today, vol. 1, Introduction (Phila-
delphia: Westminster, 1966), p. 83.
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subterfuge, and it is pointed out that no one has seen the inerrant auto-
graphs.29 Yet, as Carl Henry has pointed out, no one has seen the errant
originals either.-*® To be sure, the concept that only the originals are
incrrant can be used as an evasion. One might suggest that all seeming
errors arc merely copying errors; they were not present in the originals
but subsequently crept in. In actuality, the concept that inerrancy ap-
plies only to the originals is seldom put to this use. Textual criticism is a
suthiciently developed science that the number of passages in the Bible
where the reading is in doubt is relatively small; as a matter of fact, in
many of the problem passages there really is no question of the reading.
Thus we have a very good idea of the exact wording of the originals.
Rather, what is being affirmed by the concept that only the originals are
inerrant is that inspiration did not extend to copyists and translators.
While divine providence was doubtless operative, there was not the
same type of action of the Holy Spirit as was involved in the original
writing of the text.

Nonetheless, we must reaffirm that the copies and the translations
are also the Word of God, to the degree that they preserve the original
message. When we say they are the Word of God, we do not have in
mind, of course, the original process of the inspiration of the biblical
writer. Rather, they are the Word of God in a derivative sense which
attaches to the product. So it was possible for Paul to write to Timothy
that all Scripture is inspired, although undoubtedly the Scripture that
he was referring to was a copy and probably also a translation (the
Septuagint) as well.

In a world in which there are so many erroneous conceptions and so
many opinions, the Bible is a sure source of guidance. For when cor-
rectly interpreted, it can be fully relied upon in all that it teaches. It is a
sure, dependable, and trustworthy authority.

29. Beegle, Scripture, Tradition, and Infallibility, pp. 156-59.
30. Reported in Harrison, “Phenomena of Scripture,” p. 239.
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By the authority of the Bible we mean that the Bible, as the
expression of God’s will to us, possesses the right supremely to define
what we are to believe and how we are to conduct ourselves.

Authority is a subject arousing considerable controversy in our
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society today. This is true not only within the sphere of biblical and
religious authority, but in broader areas as well. Even in societies which
are still formally structured on an authoritarian basis, there is the
recognition that the old pyramid model, in which authority generated
from the top downward, no longer pertains, at least in its traditional
form. People are resistant to dictatorial or arbitrary forms of exercise of
authority. External authority is often refused recognition and obedience
in favor of accepting one’s own judgment as final. There is even a strong
antiestablishmentarian mood in the area of religion, where individual
judgment is often insisted upon. For example, many Roman Catholics
are questioning the traditional view of papal authority as being infallible.
Added to this is the plethora of competing claimants to authority.

Definition of Authority

By authority we mean the right to command belief and/or action.
The term has a wide range of application. We may think of authority as
a governmental, jurisdictional matter. Here an example would be a king
or emperor who has the right to enforce action. This may take less
imperial forms, however. The policeman directing traffic and the prop-
erty owner demanding that people stay off his land are exercising a
power which is rightfully theirs.

What wc have described could be termed imperial authority. There is
also what we might call “veracious authority.“* Someone may by virtue
of his knowledge be recognized by others as an “authority” on a particu-
lar subject. His fund of knowledge in that field exceeds that of most
others. As a result, he is capable of prescribing proper belief and/or
action. (A document may also, by virtue of the information it contains,
be capable of prescribing belief and/or action.) This type of authority is
not usually asserted or exerted. It is possessed. It is then recognized and
accepted by others. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that such
a person is an authority rather than that he has authority. Veracious
authority is a function of the knowledge one possesses and hence is
intrinsic, whereas imperial authority is a function of the position one
occupies and hence is extrinsic.

We should be careful not to confuse authority with force. While
ideally the right to prescribe and the ability to enforce belief and action
should coincide, in practice they do not always do so. For example, the
rightful heir to a throne or a duly elected official may be deposed in a

1. Bernard Ramm, The Pattern 0Of Authority (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), pp.
10, 12.
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coup. An impostor or a usurper may function in the place of another. In
the case of veracious authority, there is really no force except an implicit
ultimatum: “Follow what | tell you, and you will be led into truth; disre-
gard it, and confusion and error will result.” The physician who pre-
scribes a course of action to his patient really has no power to enforce
his prescription. He is in effect saying, “If you wish to be healthy, then do
this.”

In this connection, the distinction between authoritativeness and
authoritarianism is also important to maintain. An authoritative person,
document, or institution is one that possesses authority and conse-
guently has the right to define belief or prescribe practice. An authori-
tarian person, on the other hand, is one who attempts to instill his
opinions or enforce his commands in an emphatic, dogmatic, or even
intolerant fashion. The uninitiated or impressionable are often easily
induced to follow an authoritarian person, sometimes more easily than
they can be persuaded to follow a more authoritative person.

It is also important to distinguish possession of authority and recogni-
tion of it. If they are too closely associated, or the former is measured by
the latter, the matter of authority becomes quite subjective. There are
persons who do not accept rightful authority, who do not heed traffic
laws, or who reject the viewpoint of experts. For whatever reason, they
prefer their own opinion. But their failure to recognize authority does
not abrogate it.

Authority may be directly exercised by the one possessing it. It may
be delegated, however, and frequently is. Often the rightful possessor of
authority cannot directly exercise it. Thus it is necessary to delegate that
authority to some person or agency which can exercise it. For instance,
the citizens of the United States elect officials to represent them, and
these officials pass laws and create agencies to administer those laws.
The actions of duly authorized employees of such agencies carry the
same weight and authority as the citizens themselves possess. A scholar
may not be able to present his ideas in a direct fashion to everyone who
has an interest in them. He can, however, put his knowledge into a book.
The content of the book, since it consists of his actual teachings, will
carry the same weight as would his ideas if presented in person.

Lack of effectiveness or of success on a short-term basis should not
cause us to doubt the genuineness of an authority. Frequently ideas,
particularly if novel, are not readily accepted. Nor do they always prove
workable immediately. In the long run, however, true authority will
prove itself. Galileo’s ideas were initially thought bizarre and even
dangerous. Einstein’s theory of relativity seemed strange and its worka-
bility questionable. Time has proven the worth of both, however. Jesus
initially had relatively few converts, was not respected by the leaders
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(the authorities) of his day, and was eventually executed. Ultimately,
however, every knee will bow and every tongue confess who and what
he is (Phil. 2:10-11).

Religious  Authority

When we turn to the specialized issue of religious authority, the cru-
cial question is, Is there some person, institution, or document possess-
ing the right to prescribe belief and action in religious matters? In the
ultimate sense, if there is a supreme being higher than man or anything
else in the created order, he has the right to determine what we are to
believe and how we are to live. From the Christian standpoint, God is the
authority in these matters because of who he is. He is the highest being,
the one who always has been, who existed before we or any other being
came into existence. He is the only being having the power of his own
existence within himself. He is not dependent upon anyone or anything
else for his existence. Furthermore, he is the authority because of what
he has done. He has created us as well as everything else in the entire
world and redeemed us. He is also rightfully the authority, the one who
has a right to prescribe what we are to believe and how we are to act,
because of his continuing activity in the world and in our lives. He
maintains his creation in existence. He continues to give us life, cares for
us, and provides for our needs.

Another question arises at this point. How does God exercise this
authority? Does he exercise it directly or indirectly? Some would main-
tain that he does so directly. Here we find the neoorthodox. To them, the
authority of God is exercised in a direct act of revelation, a self-
manifestation which is actually an immediate encounter between God
and man. The Bible is not God’s Word per se. It is merely an instrument,
an object, through which God speaks or meets people. On those occa-
sions, the authority is not the Bible but the self-revealing God. No per-
manent quality has been attached to the Bible or infused into it. There
has been no delegation of the authority.

There are others who understand the authority of God to be exer-
cised in some direct fashion. Among them are various types of “spirit-
ists,” both ancient and modern. These are persons who expect some
direct word or guidance from God. In their view God speaks to individ-
uals. This may be apart from or very much supplementary to the Bible.
Some extreme charismatics believe in a direct special revelation from
God. It is not simply charismatics, however, who are found here. One of
the questions posed in a 1979 Gallup poll was, “If you, yourself, were
testing your own religious beliefs, which ONE of these four religious
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authorities would you turn to first?” The options were: what the church
says, what respected religious leaders say, what the Holy Spirit says to
me personally, and what the Bible says. Of all those polled, 27 percent
indicated they would turn first to the Holy Spirit; 40 percent indicated
the Bible. Among persons between eighteen and twenty-nine years of
age, however, a greater percentage chose the Holy Spirit (36 percent)
than chose the Bible (31 percent).? While a considerable number of
Christians would certainly regard the direct work of the Holy Spirit as a
means of guidance, 27 percent of the general public and 36 percent of
young adults regard it as the major criterion by which to evaluate relig-
ious beliefs.

Still others view divine authority as having been delegated to some
person(s) or institution. A prime example here is the Roman Catholic
Church. The church is seen as God’s representative on earth. When it
speaks, it speaks with the same authority as if the Lord himself were
speaking. According to this view, the right to control the means of grace
and to define truth in doctrinal matters has been delegated to the apos-
tles and their successors. It is from the church, then, that we can learn
God’s intention for man. While the church does not discover new truth,
it does make explicit what is implicit within the revelatory tradition
received from the original apostles.3

An interesting contemporary view is that religious authority resides in
prophets present in the church. Throughout history various movements
have had such prophetic leaders. Mohammed believed that he was a
special prophet sent from God. Among the sixteenth-century Anabaptists
were prophets who declared messages allegedly received from God.#
There seems to have been a special outbreak of such persons and
movements in recent years. VVarious cults have arisen, led by charismatic
leaders claiming to have a special message from God. Sun Myung Moon
and his Unification Church are a conspicuous example, but many others
come to mind as well. Even within mainline evangelicalism, many people
regard the word of certain “big name” speakers as almost equal in value
with the Bible.

This volume proposes that God himself is the ultimate authority in
religious matters. He has the right, both by virtue of who he is and what
he does, to establish the standard for belief and practice. With respect to

2. Results of Christianity Today -Gallup poll of American religious opinion-data
supplied by Walter A. Elwell, author of “Belief and the Bible: A Crisis of Authority?”
Christianity Today, 21 March 1980, pp. 20-23.

3. S. E. Donlon, “Authority, Ecclesiastical,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1967), vol. 1, p. 1115.

4. Albert Henry Newman, A History of Anti-Pedobaptism (Philadelphia: American
Baptist Publication Society, 1897), pp. 62-67.
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major issues he does not exercise authority in a direct fashion, however.
Rather, he has delegated that authority by creating a book, the Bible.
Because it conveys his message, the Bible carries the same weight God
himself would command if he were speaking to us personally.

Establishing the Meaning and Divine Origin of the Bible

Revelation is God’s making his truth known to man. Inspiration pre-
scrves it, making it more widely accessible. Inspiration guarantees that
what the Bible says is just what God would say if he were to speak
directly. One other element is needed in this chain, however. For the
Bible to function as if it is God speaking to us, the Bible reader needs to
understand the meaning of the Scriptures, and to be convinced of their
divine origin and authorship. There are various ideas as to how this is
accomplished.

1. The traditional Roman Catholic position is that it is through the
church that we come to understand the Bible and to be convinced of its
divine authorship. As we noted earlier, Thomas claimed to be able to
establish by rational proofs the divine origin of the Catholic church. Its
divine origin established, the church can then certify to us the divinity of
the Scriptures. The church, which was present before the Bible, gave us
the Bible. It decided what books should be canonized (i.e., included
within the Bible). It testifies that these particular books originated from
God, and therefore embody his message to us. Further, the church sup-
plies the correct interpretation of the Bible. This is particularly important.
Of what value is it for us to have an infallible, inerrant revelation from
God, if we do not have an inerrant understanding of that revelation?
Since all human understanding is limited and therefore subject to error,
something more is needed. The church and ultimately the pope give us
the true meaning of the Bible. The infallibility of the pope is the logical
complement to the infallibility of the Bible.

2. Another group emphasizes that human reason is the means of
establishing the Bible’s meaning and divine origin. In an extreme form,
this view is represented by the rationalists. Assurance that the Bible is
divinely inspired comes from examining the evidences. The Bible is
alleged to possess certain characteristics which will convince anyone
who examines it of its divine inspiration. One of the major evidences is
fulfilled prophecy-rather unlikely occurrences predicted in the distant
past eventually came to pass. These events, says the argument, could not
have been predicted on the basis of unaided human insight or foresight.
Consequently, God must have revealed them and directed the writing of
this book. Other evidences include the supernatural character of Jesus
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and miracles.’ Interpretation is also a function of human reason. The
Bible’s meaning is determined by examining grammars, lexicons, histori-
cal background, and so on. Scholarly critical study is the means of
ascertaining the meaning of the Bible.

3. The third position is the one we will adopt. This view contends that
there is an internal working of the Holy Spirit, illumining the under-
standing of the hearer or reader of the Bible, bringing about compre-
hension of its meaning, and creating a certainty of its truth and divine

origin.

The Internal Working of the Holy Spirit

There are a number of reasons why the illumination or witness of the
Holy Spirit is needed if man is to understand the meaning of the Bible
and be certain of its truth. (Neither the church nor human reason will
do.) First there is the ontological difference between God and man. God
is transcendent; he goes beyond our categories of understanding. He
can never be fully grasped within our finite concepts or by our human
vocabulary. He can be understood, but not comprehensively. Correlated
with God’s transcendence is man’s finiteness. He is a limited being in
terms of both his point of origin in time and the extent to which he can
grasp information. Consequently, he cannot formulate concepts which
are commensurate with the nature of God. These limitations are inher-
ent in man’s being man. They are not a result of the fall or of individual
human sin, but of the Creator-creature relationship. No moral connota-
tion or stigma is attached to them.

Beyond these limitations, however, are limitations which do result
from the sinfulness of man and of the human race. The latter are not
inherent in human nature but rather result from the detrimental effects
of sin upon man’s noetic powers. The Bible withesses in numerous and
emphatic ways to this encumbrance of human understanding, particu-
larly with regard to spiritual matters.

The final reason the special working of the Holy Spirit is needed is
that man requires certainty with respect to divine matters. Because we
are concerned here with matters of (spiritual and eternal) life and death,
it is necessary to have more than mere probability. Our need for cer-
tainty is in direct proportion to the importance of what is at stake: in
matters of eternal consequence, we need a certainty that human reason-
ing cannot provide. If one is deciding what automobile to purchase, or

5. William Paley, A View of the Evidences of Christianity and the Horae Paulinae
(London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1850).
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what kind of paint to apply to his home, listing the advantages of each of
the options will usually suffice. (The option with the most advantages
frequently proves to be the best.) If, however, the question is whom or
what to believe with respect to one’s eternal destiny, the need to be
certain is far greater.

To understand what the Holy Spirit does, we now need to examine
more closely what the Bible has to say about the human condition,
particularly man’s lack of ability to recognize and understand the truth
without the aid of the Spirit. In Matthew 13:13-15 and Mark 8:18 Jesus
speaks of those who hear but never understand and see but never
perceive. Their condition is depicted in vivid images throughout the
New Testament. Their hearts have grown dull, their ears are heavy of
hearing, and their eyes they have closed (Matt. 13:15). They know God
but do not honor him as God, and so they have become futile in their
thinking and their senseless minds are darkened (Rom. 1:21). Romans
11:8 attributes their condition to God, who “gave them a spirit of stupor,
eyes that should not see and ears that should not hear.” Consequently,
“their eyes are darkened” (v. 10). In 2 Corinthians 4:4, Paul attributes
their condition to the god of this world, who “has blinded the minds of
the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the
glory of Christ.” All of these references, as well as numerous other allu-
sions, argue for the need of some special work of the Spirit to enhance
man’s perception and understanding.

In 1 Corinthians 2:14 Paul tells us that the natural man (the man who
neither perceives nor understands) has not received the gifts of the
Spirit of God. In the original we find the word déxouat, which signifies
not merely to “receive” something, but rather to “accept” something,
to welcome it, whether a gift or an idea.® Natural man does not accept
the gifts of the Spirit because he finds the wisdom of God foolish. He
is unable to understand (yvavat) it because it must be spiritually
(rvevpuaTikas) discerned or investigated (dvaxpiverad). The problem,
then, is not merely that natural man is unwilling to accept the gifts and
wisdom of God, but that, without the help of the Holy Spirit, natural
man is unable to understand them.

In the context of 1 Corinthians 2:14 there is corroborating evidence
that man cannot understand without the Spirit’s aid. In verse 11 we read
that only the Spirit of God comprehends the things of God. Paul also
indicates in 1:20-21 that the world cannot know God through its
wisdom, for God has made foolish the wisdom of this world. Indeed, the
wisdom of the world is folly to God (3:19). The gifts of the Spirit are

6. William F. Arndt and E Wilbur Gingrich, eds, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament, 4th ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1957), p. 176.
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imparted in words taught (6:8axrois) not by human wisdom but by the
Spirit (2:13). From all of these considerations, it appears that Paul is not
saying that unspiritual persons understand but do not accept. Rather,
they do not accept, at least in part, because they do not understand.

But this condition is overcome when the Holy Spirit begins to work
within man. Paul speaks of having the eyes of the heart enlightened
(redpwriouérvous), a perfect passive participle, suggesting that something
has been done and remains in effect (Eph. 1:18). In 2 Corinthians 3, he
speaks of the removal of the veil placed upon the mind (v. 16) so that one
may behold the glory of the Lord (v. 18). While the original reference
was to the Israelites (v. 13), Paul has now broadened it to refer to all men
(v. 16), for in the remainder of the chapter and the first six verses of the
next chapter the orientation is quite universal. The New Testament
refers to this enlightenment of man in various other ways: circumcision
of the heart (Rom. 2:29), being filled with spiritual wisdom and under-
standing (Col. 1:9), the gift of understanding to know Jesus Christ (1 John
5:20), hearing the voice of the Son of God (John 10:3). What previously
had seemed to be foolish (1 Cor. 1:18;2:14) and a stumbling block (1 Cor.
1:23) now appears to the believer as the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18), as
secret and hidden wisdom of God (1:24;2:7), and as the mind of Christ
(2:16).

What we have been describing here is a one-time work of the Spirit—
regeneration. It introduces a categorical difference between the believer
and the unbeliever. There is also, however, a continuing work of the Holy
Spirit in the life of the believer, a work particularly described and elabo-
rated by Jesus in his message to his followers in John 14-16. Here Jesus
promises the coming of the Holy Spirit (14:16, 26; 1526; 16:7, 13). In some
references, Jesus says that he himself will send the Spirit from the
Father (John 1526; 16:7). In the earlier part of the message he spoke of
the Father’s sending the Spirit in Jesus’ name (14:16, 26). In the final
statement, he simply speaks of the Holy Spirit’s coming (16:13). It there-
fore appears that the Spirit was sent by both the Father and the Son,
and that it was necessary for Jesus first to go away to the Father (note
the redundant and hence emphatic use of éyw in 16:7 and 14:12—"T go to
the Father”).” The Holy Spirit was to take Jesus’ place and to perform his
own peculiar functions as well.

What are these functions which the Holy Spirit performs?

1. The Holy Spirit will teach the believers all things and bring to their
remembrance all that Jesus had taught them (14:26).

7. A.T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical
Research, 5th ed. (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1923), pp. 676-77.
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2. The Holy Spirit will witness to Jesus. The disciples will also be
witnesses to Jesus, because they have been with him from the
beginning (15:26-27).

3. The Holy Spirit will convict (éréyxw) the world of sin, righteous-
ness, and judgment (16%). This particular word implies rebuking in
such a way as to bring about conviction, as contrasted with
émriudw, Which may suggest simply an undeserved (Matt. 16:22)
or ineffectual (Luke 23:40) rebuke.?

4. The Holy Spirit will guide believers into all the truth. He will not
speak on his own authority, but will speak whatever he hears (John
16:13). In the process, he will also glorify Jesus (16:14).

Note in particular the designation of the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of
truth (14:17). Johns account of what Jesus said does not refer to the Holy
Spirit as the true Spirit (&¢Anfés or dAnfwdév), but the Spirit of truth (r7s
ahnbeias). This may represent nothing more than the literal translation
of an Aramaic expression into Greek, but more likely signifies that the
very nature of the Spirit is truth. He is the one who communicates truth.
The world is not able to receive (AaufBdvw, simple reception, as opposed
to éxouat, acceptance) him, because it neither sees him nor knows him.
Believers, on the other hand, know him (ywdokw), because he abides
with them and will be in them. (There is some dispute as to whether the
tense of the final verb of verse 17 is to be understood as future or
present. éoToc [“will be”] seems to have somewhat better textual basis
than does éorwv [“is”]. It appears likely that éoroc was altered to éoTw in
an attempt to harmonize this verb form with the present tense of pévw.)

Let us summarize the role of the Spirit as depicted in John 14-16. He
guides into truth, calling to remembrance the words of Jesus, not speak-
ing on his own, but speaking what he hears, bringing about conviction,
witnessing to Christ. Thus his ministry is definitely involved with divine
truth. But just what is meant by that? It seems to be not so much a new
ministry, or the addition of new truth not previously made known, but
rather an action of the Holy Spirit in relationship to truth already
revealed. Thus the Holy Spirit’s ministry involves elucidating the truth,
bringing belief and persuasion and conviction, but not new revelation.

But is this passage to be understood of the whole church throughout
all periods of its life, or do these teachings about the work of the Holy
Spirit apply only to the disciples of Jesus’ day? If the latter view is
adopted, the Spirit’s guidance of the disciples into truth has reference
only to their role in the production of the Bible, and not to any

8. Richard Trench, Synonyms of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953),
pp. 13-15.
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continuing ministry. Obviously the message was originally given to the
group which physically surrounded Jesus. There are certain references
which clearly localize it (e.g., 14:8-11). There is, however, for the most
part, an absence of elements which would demand a restrictive inter-
pretation. Indeed, several teachings here (e.g., 14:1-7;15:1-17) are also
communicated elsewhere in the Bible. Obviously they were not re-
stricted to merely the first hearers, for they involve promises claimed
and commands accepted by the whole church throughout all time. It is
logical to conclude that the teachings regarding the Spirit’s ministry are
for us as well.

As a matter of fact, what is taught in John 14-16 regarding the Spirit’s
guidance of believers into truth is also found elsewhere in the Bible. In
particular, Paul mentions that the message of the gospel originally came
to the Thessalonians by way of the Holy Spirit. Paul says that it did not
merely come in word only; it also came “in power and in the Holy Spirit
and with full conviction” (1 Thess. 1:5). When the Thessalonians received
(maparaBévres) the word, they accepted it (¢dé€aofle) not as the word of
men, but as what it really is, the word of God (2:13). The difference
between mere indifferent reception of the message and an active effec-
tual acceptance is understood as a work of the Holy Spirit. Moreover,
Paul prays that the Ephesians (3:14-19) may be strengthened with might
through the Spirit in the inner man, and may have the strength to com-
prehend (karaAaBéobai) and to know (yrvavad) the love of Christ which
exceeds (mepBdArovoar) knowledge (yvaoews). The implication is that
the Holy Spirit will communicate to the Ephesians a knowledge of the
love of Christ that exceeds ordinary knowledge.

Objective and Subjective Components of Authority

There is, then, what Bernard Ramm has called a pattern of authority.
The objective word, the written Scripture, together with the subjective
word, the inner illumination and conviction of the Holy Spirit, consti-
tutes the authority for the Christian.

Scholastic orthodoxy of the seventeenth century virtually maintained
that the authority is the Bible alone. In some cases this also has been the
position of American fundamentalism of the twentieth century. Those
who hold this position see an objective quality in the Bible that automati-
cally brings one into contact with God; a virtually sacramental view of
the Bible can result. The Bible as a revelation and an inspired preserva-
tion of that revelation is also regarded as having an intrinsic efficacy. A
mere presentation of the Bible or exposure to the Bible is per se of value,
for the words of the Bible have a power in themselves. Reading the Bible
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daily is thought to confer a value, in and of itself. The old adage, “an
apple a day keeps the doctor away,” has a theological parallel: “a chapter
a day keeps the devil away.” A potential danger here is that the Bible may
become almost a fetish.?

On the other hand, there are some groups which regard the Holy
Spirit as the chief authority for the Christian. Certain charismatic
groups, for example, believe that special prophecy is occurring today.
New messages from God are being given by the Holy Spirit. In most
cases, these messages are regarded as explaining the true meaning of
certain biblical passages. Thus, the contention is that while the Bible is
authoritative, in practice its meaning would often not be found without
special action by the Holy Spirit.!°

Actually, it is the combination of these two factors that constitutes
authority. Both are needed. The written word, correctly interpreted, is
the objective basis of authority. The inward illuminating and persuading
work of the Holy Spirit is the subjective dimension. This dual dimension
prevents sterile, cold, dry truth on one hand, and overexcitability and
ill-advised fervor on the other. Together, the two yield a maturity that is
necessary in the Christian life-a cool head and warm heart (not a cold
heart and hot head). As one pastor put it in a rather crude fashion: “If
you have the Bible without the Spirit, you will dry up. If you have the
Spirit without the Bible, you will blow up. But if you have both the Bible
and the Spirit together, you will grow up.”

How does this view of the Bible compare with neoorthodoxy’s view of
the Bible? On the surface, at least to those of a scholastic orthodox
position, the two appear very similar. The experience that the neo-
orthodox term revelation is in effect what we mean by illumination. At
the moment in which one becomes convinced of the truth, illumination
is taking place. To be sure, illumination will not always occur in a dra-
matic fashion. Sometimes conviction rises more gradually and calmly.
Apart from the drama which may attach to the situation, however, there
are other significant differences between the neoorthodox view of reve-
lation and our view of illumination.

First, the content of the Bible is, from our orthodox perspective,
objectively the Word of God. What these writings say is actually what

9. A. C. McGiffert, Protestant Thought Before Kant (New York: Harper, 1961), p. 146.

10. In one church, a decision was to be made on two proposed plans for a new
sanctuary. One member insisted that the Lord had told him that the church should adopt
the plan calling for the larger sanctuary. His basis was that the ratio between the number
of seats in the larger plan and the number in the smaller plan was five to three, exactly
the ratio between the number of times that Elisha told Joash he should have struck the
ground and the number of times he actually struck it (2 Kings 13:18-19). The church
eventually divided over disagreement on this and similar issues.
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God says to us, whether or not anyone reads, understands, or accepts
them. The neoorthodox, on the other hand, do not see revelation as
primarily communication of information, but rather the presence of
God himself. Consequently, the Bible is not the Word of God in some
objective fashion. Rather, it becomes the Word of God. When the revela-
tion encounter ceases, the Bible is once again simply the words of the
men who wrote it. In the orthodox view here presented, however, the
Bible is God’s message; what it says is what he says to us, irrespective of
whether anyone is reading it, hearing it, understanding it, or responding
to it. Its status as revelation is not dependent upon anyone’s response to
it. It is what it is.

This means, further, that the Bible has a definite and objective mean-
ing which is (or at least should be) the same for everyone. In the neo-
orthodox view, since there are no revealed truths, only truths of revela-
tion, how one person interprets an encounter with God may be different
from another persons understanding. Indeed, even the interpretations
given to events by the authors of Scripture were not divinely inspired.
What they wrote was merely their own attempt to give some accounting
of what they had experienced. Therefore, it is not possible to settle
differences of understanding by quoting the words of the Bible. At best,
the words of Scripture can simply point to the actual event of revelation.
In the view presented here, however, since the words of Scripture are
objectively God’s revelation, one person can point to the content of the
Bible in seeking to demonstrate to another what is the correct under-
standing. The essential meaning of a passage will be the same for every-
one, although the application might be different for one person than for
another.

Further, since the Bible does have an objective meaning which we
come to understand through the process of illumination, illumination
must have some permanent effect. Once the meaning is learned, then
(barring forgetfulness) we have that meaning more or less permanently.
This is not to say that there cannot be a deepened illumination giving us
a more profound understanding of a particular passage, but rather that
there need not be a renewing of the illumination, since the meaning (as
well as the revelation) is of such a nature that it persists and can be
retained.

Various Views of lllumination

The View of Augustine

In the history of the church there have been differing views of illumi-
nation. For Augustine, illumination was part of the general process of
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gaining knowledge. Augustine was a Platonist, or at least a neo-Platonist.
Plato had taught that reality consists in the Forms or Ideas. All existent
empirical particulars take their reality from them. Thus, all white things
are white because they participate in the Form or ldea of whiteness.
This Form of whiteness is not itself white, but is the formula for white-
ness as it were. Similarly, all occurrences of salt are salt only because
they participate in the Idea of saltness or are instances of NaCl, the
formula for salt. The only reason we are able to know anything is that we
recognize ldeas or Forms (some would say universals) in the particulars.
Without knowledge of the Ideas we would be unable to abstract from
what is experienced and formulate any understanding. In Plato’s view,
the soul knows the Forms because it was in contact with them before
entering this world of sense experience and particulars. Augustine, since
he did not accept the preexistence of the soul, took a different approach.
God impresses the Forms upon the mind of the individual, thus making
it possible to recognize these qualities in particulars, and giving the mind
criteria for abstracting and for evaluating. Whereas Plato believed that
we recognize the Forms because of a one-time experience in the past,
Augustine believed that God is constantly impressing these concepts
upon the mind.!!

Augustine notes that, contrary to popular opinion, there are three, not
two, components in the process of gaining knowledge. There must, of
course, be the knower and the object known. In addition, there must be
the medium of knowledge. If we are to hear, there must be a medium
(e.g., air) to conduct the sound waves. Sound cannot be transmitted in a
vacuum. In the same fashion, we cannot see without the medium of
light. In total darkness there is no sight, even though a person capable of
seeing and an object capable.of being seen may be present. And so it is
with respect to all knowledge: in addition to the knower and the object
of knowledge there must be some means of access to the Ideas or
Forms, or there will be no knowledge. This holds true for sense percep-
tion, reflection, and every other kind of knowing. Thus, God is the third
party in the process of gaining knowledge, for he constantly illumines
the mind by impressing the Forms or Ideas upon it. Knowledge of Scrip-
ture is of this same fashion. lllumination as to the meaning and truth of
the Bible is simply a special instance of God’s activity in the general
process of man’s acquisition of knowledge.12

While Augustine has given account of the process by which we gain
knowledge, he has not differentiated here between the Christian and the
non-Christian. Two brief observations will point up the problems in this

11. Augustine The City of God 9. 16.
12. Augustine Soliloguies 1.12; De libero arbitrio 2. 12. 34.
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approach: (1) Augustine’s epistemology is not consistent with his anthro-
pology, according to which man is radically sinful; and (2) he fails to take
into account the biblical teaching that the Holy Spirit performs a special
work in relationship to believers.

The View of Daniel Fuller

Daniel Fuller has propounded a novel view of what precisely is
involved in the Holy Spirit’s work of illumination. This view appears to
be based exclusively on 1 Corinthians 2:13-14, and in particular the
clause, “The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of
God.” Fuller maintains that what is involved here is not understanding of
the biblical text, but acceptance of its teachings. He regards déxouat as
the crucial word, for it denotes not merely reception of God’s teachings,
but willing, positive acceptance. Thus, the problem of unspiritual man is
not that he does not understand what the Bible says, but that he is
unwilling to follow its teachings. Illumination, then, is the process by
which the Holy Spirit turns man’s will around to accept God’s teachings.

Proceeding on his interpretation of 1 Corinthians 2:14 as signifying
that the unbeliever’s basic problem is his unwillingness to accept God’s
teaching, Fuller draws the unwarranted conclusion that sin has seriously
affected man’s will, but not his reason. This means, says Fuller, that an
objective, descriptive biblical theologian will be better able to get at the
meaning of a text than will a theologian who regards the Bible as in
some way authoritative. The former will not be as affected by subjective
factors, since he is concerned only to ascertain what Jesus or Paul
taught. He is not in any sense obligated to follow or obey those teachings.
The believer, on the other hand, may find a collision between the teach-
ing of the Bible and his own presuppositions. He will be tempted,
unknowingly perhaps, to read back into the text a meaning which he
expects to find there. His very commitment to Scripture makes misun-
derstanding it more likely.!?

There are severe difficulties with Fuller’s view that illumination is the
Holy Spirit’s working with man’s will (and only his will). Apart from the
fact that Fuller bases his view on but a single portion of Scripture, he
has assumed that only man’s will, not his reason, is affected by sin.
Because the unbelievers understanding is not corrupted by sin, and
because he, unlike the believer, has no personal stake in what Scripture
says, he can be dispassionate and get at the real meaning of the biblical

13. Daniel Fuller, “The Holy Spirit’s Role in Biblical Interpretation,” in Scripture, Tra-
dition, and Interpretation, ed. W. Ward Gasque and William Sanford LaSor (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), pp. 189-98.
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text. But is this really so? How many unbelievers are really this dispas-
sionate or uninvolved? One who examines the teachings of Jesus must
have some interest in them. May not that interest in itself incline one to
find a meaning there which he finds more acceptable than the actual
meaning? On the other hand, the very commitment of the believer gives
him a more serious interest in and concern for the Bible. This commit-
ment may involve a willingness to follow the Scripture wherever it leads.
The seriousness of the Christians belief that the Bible is God’s Word
should make him all the more diligent in seeking faithfully to determine
its true meaning. If one has accepted Christ as Lord, will he not be
desirous of ascertaining precisely what the Lord has declared? Finally,
the biblical texts (cited on pp. 248-49) which indicate that the unbeliever
does not accept, at least in part, because he does not understand, and
that the Holy Spirit opens up both heart and mind, seem difficult to
square with Fuller’s view that sin has not seriously affected man’s
reason, only his will.

The View of John Calvin

John Calvin’s view of illumination is more adequate than that of
either Augustine or Fuller. Calvin, of course, believed in and taught total
depravity. This means that the whole of human nature, including
reason, has been adversely affected by the fall. Man in the natural state
is unable to recognize and respond to divine truth. When regeneration
takes place, however, the “spectacles of faith” vastly improve one’s spiri-
tual eyesight. Even after regeneration, however, there is need for continu-
ing progressive growth, which we usually call sanctification. In addition,
the Holy Spirit works internally in the life of the believer, witnessing to
the truth and countering the effects of sin so the inherent meaning of
the Bible can be seen. This view of illumination seems most in harmony
with the biblical teachings, and therefore is advocated here.!4

The Bible, Reason, and the Spirit

At this point arises a question concerning the relationship between
biblical authority and reason. Is there not the possibility of some conflict
here? Ostensibly the authority is the Bible, but various means of inter-
pretation are brought to bear upon the Bible to elicit its meaning. If
reason is the means of interpretation, is not reason, rather than the

14. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, book 1, chapters 7 and 9.
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Bible, the real authority, since it in effect comes to the Bible from a
position of superiority?

Here a distinction must be drawn between legislative authority and
judicial authority. In the federal government, the houses of Congress
produce legislation, but the judiciary (ultimately the Supreme Court)
decides what the legislation means. They are separate branches of
government, each with its own appropriate authority.

This seems to be a good way to think of the relationship between
Scripture and reason. Scripture is our supreme legislative authority. It
gives us the content of our belief and of our code of behavior and
practice. Reason does not tell us the content of our belief. It does not
discover truth. Even what we learn from the general revelation is still a
matter of revelation rather than a logical deduction through natural
theology. Of course, content obtained from the general revelation is
necessarily quite broad in scope and merely supplementary to the spe-
cial revelation.

When we come to determine what the message means, however, and,
at a later stage, assess whether it is true, we must utilize the power of
reasoning. We must employ the best methods of interpretation or her-
meneutics. And then we must decide whether the Christian belief
system is true by rationally examining and evaluating the evidences.
This we term apologetics. While there is a dimension of the self-
explanatory within Scripture, Scripture alone will not give us the mean-
ing of Scripture. There is therefore no inconsistency in regarding
Scripture as our supreme authority in the sense that it tells us what to
do and believe, and employing various hermeneutical and exegetical
methods to determine its meaning.

We have noted that illumination by the Holy Spirit helps the Scripture
reader or hearer understand the Bible and creates the conviction that it
is true and is the Word of God. This, however, should not be regarded as
a substitute for the use of hermeneutical methods. These methods play
a complementary, not competitive role. A view of authority emphasizing
the subjective component relies almost exclusively upon the inner wit-
ness of the Spirit. A view emphasizing the objective component regards
the Bible alone as the authority; it relies on methods of interpretation to
the neglect of the inner witness of the Spirit. The Spirit of God, however,
frequently works through means rather than directly. He creates cer-
tainty of the divine nature of Scripture by providing evidences which
reason can evaluate. He also gives understanding of the text through the
exegetes work of interpretation. Even Calvin, with his strong emphasis
upon the internal witness of the Holy Spirit, called attention to the
indicia of the credibility of Scripture,!*> and in his commentaries used

15. Ibid., book 1, chapter 8.
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the best of classical scholarship to get at the meaning of the Bible. Thus,
the exegete and the apologist will use the very best methods and data,
but will do so with a reiterated prayer for the Holy Spirit to work
through these means.

Tradition and Authority

Now that we have examined the relationship between the Bible and
reason, we must ask how tradition relates to the matter of authority.
Does it function as a legislative authority, supplying content to the Chris-
tian faith? There are some who believe that revelation continued in the
history of the church, so that the opinions of the church fathers carry a
considerable authoritative weight. Others view the role of tradition as
less formal, but give a considerable respect or even veneration to the
Fathers, if for no other reason than that they stood closer to the original
revelation, and hence were better able to understand and explain it than
are we who live so many centuries removed from the events. Some
groups, particularly the free churches, ostensibly repudiate any use of
tradition, eschewing it in favor of a total reliance upon Scripture.

It should be noted that even those who disavow tradition are fre-
guently affected by tradition, albeit in a somewhat different form. The
president of a Baptist seminary once said with tongue in cheek: “We
Baptists do not follow tradition. But we are bound by our historic Bap-
tist position!” Tradition need not necessarily be old, although it must at
least be old enough to be retained and transmitted. A tradition may be
of recent origin. Indeed, at some point all traditions were of recent
origin. Some of the popular speakers and leaders in Christian circles
create their own tradition. As a matter of fact, certain key expressions of
theirs may be virtually canonized among their followers.

There is a positive value to tradition: it can assist us to understand the
Scripture and its application. The Fathers do have something to say, but
their writings must be viewed as commentaries upon the text, not as
biblical text itself. We should consult them as we do other commentaries.
Thus, they function as judicial authorities. Their authority comes from
their utilization and elucidation of Scripture. They must never be allowed
to displace Scripture. Whenever a tradition, whether it is a teaching of
ancient origin or of a recent popular leader, comes into conflict with the
meaning of the Bible, the tradition must give way to the Scripture.

Historical and Normative Authoritativeness

One other distinction needs to be drawn and elaborated. It concerns
the way in which the Bible is authoritative for us. The Bible is certainly
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authoritative in telling us what God’s will was for certain individuals and
groups within the biblical period. The question being considered here is,
Is what was binding upon those people also binding upon us?

It is necessary to distinguish between two types of authority: historical
and normative. The Bible informs us as to what God commanded of the
people in the biblical situation and what he expects of us. Insofar as the
Bible teaches us what occurred and what the people were commanded
in biblical times, it is historically authoritative. But is it also normatively
authoritative? Are we bound to carry out the same actions as were
expected of those people? Here one must be careful not to identify too
quickly God’s will for those people with his will for us. It will be neces-
sary to determine what is the permanent essence of the message, and
what is the temporary form of its expression. The reader will recall that
some guidelines were given in our chapter on contemporizing the faith
(pp. 120-24). It is quite possible for something to be historically authori-
tative without being normatively authoritative.
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The Greatness of God
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The doctrine of God is the central point for much of the rest
of theology. One’s view of God might even be thought of as supplying the
whole framework within which one’s theology is constructed and life is
lived. It lends a particular coloration to one’s style of ministry and phi-
losophy of life.

Problems or difficulties on two levels make it evident that there is a
need for a correct understanding of God. First is the popular or practical
level. In his book Your God Is Too Small, J. B. Phillips has pointed out
some common distorted understandings of God.1 Some people think of
God as a kind of celestial policeman who looks for opportunities to

1. J. B. Phillips, Your God Is Too Small (New York: Macmillan, 1961).
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pounce upon erring and straying persons. A popular country song
enunciates this view: “God’s gonna get you for that; God’s gonna get you
for that. Ain’t no use to run and hide, ‘cuz he knows where you're at!”
Insurance companies, with their references to “acts of God”-always
catastrophic occurrences-seem to have a powerful, malevolent being
in mind. The opposite view, that God is grandfatherly, is also prevalent.
Here God is conceived of as an indulgent, kindly old gentleman who
would never want to detract from humans’ enjoyment of life. These and
many other false conceptions of God need to be corrected, if our spiri-
tual lives are to have any real meaning and depth.

Problems on a more sophisticated level also point out the need for a
correct view of God. The biblical understanding of God has often been
problematic. In the early church, the doctrine of the Trinity created
special tension and debate. While that particular topic has not totally
ceased to present difficulty, other issues have become prominent in our
day. One of these concerns God’s relationship to the creation. Is he so
separate and removed from the creation (transcendent) that he does not
work through it and hence nothing can be known of him from it? Or is
he to be found within human society and the processes of nature?
Specific questions which have arisen in connection with this issue are:
Does God work through the process of evolution? and Must God’s
transcendence be thought of primarily in spatial categories? Another
major issue pertains to the nature of God. Is he fixed and unchanging in
essence? Or does he grow and develop like the rest of the universe, as
process theology contends? And then there are the matters raised by the
theology of hope, which has suggested that God is to be thought of
primarily in relationship to the future rather than the past. These and
other issues call for clear thinking and careful enunciation of the under-
standing of God.

Many errors have been made in attempts to understand God, some of
them opposite in nature. One is an excessive analysis, in which God is
submitted to a virtual autopsy. The attributes of God are laid out and
classified in a fashion similar to the approach taken in an anatomy
textbook.2 It is possible to make the study of God an excessively specula-
tive matter; and in that case the speculative conclusion itself, instead of a
closer relationship with him, becomes the end. This should not be so.
Rather, the study of God’s nature should be seen as a means to a more
accurate understanding of him and hence a closer personal relationship
with him. Then there need not be an eschewing of inquiry into, and
reflection upon, what God is like. And then there will be no temptation

2. E.g., Stephen Charnock, Discourses upon the Existence and Attributes of God
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979 reprint).
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to slip into the opposite error: so generalizing the conception of God that
our response becomes merely a warm feeling toward what Phillips
called the “oblong blur” (God unfocused),3 or what some have called
“belief in the great whatever.” Inquiry into the nature of God, then,
should be neither a speculative pressing beyond what God has revealed,
nor a mystical leap toward a hazy, undefined something.

The Nature of Attributes

When we speak of the attributes of God, we are referring to those
gualities of God which constitute what he is. They are the very charac-
teristics of his nature. We are not referring here to the acts which he
performs, such as creating, guiding, and preserving, nor to the corre-
sponding roles he plays-Creator, Guide, Preserver.

The attributes are qualities of the entire Godhead. They should not be
confused with properties, which, technically speaking, are the distinctive
characteristics of the various persons of the Trinity. Properties are func-
tions (general), activities (more specific), or acts (most specific) of the
individual members of the Godhead.

The attributes are permanent qualities. They cannot be gained or lost.
They are intrinsic. Thus, holiness is not an attribute (a permanent,
inseparable characteristic) of Adam, but it is of God. God'’s attributes are
essential and inherent dimensions of his very nature.

While our understanding of God is undoubtedly filtered through our
own mental framework, his attributes are not our conceptions projected
upon him. They are objective characteristics of his nature. In every
biblical case where God’s attr