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CHAPTER I 

PROLEGOMENA 

I. THE WORD THEOLOGY 

THE TERM theology, according to its etymological features, is a compound of two Greek 

words—Θεός (Theos, ‗God‘), and λόγος (logos, ‗speech‘ or ‗expression‘). Both Christ as the 

Living Word, and the Bible as the Written Word are the Logos of God. They are to God what 

expression is to thought and what speech is to reason. Theology is therefore a Θεο–λογία (Theo-

logia) or discourse upon one specific subject, namely, God. However, since no consideration of 

God will be complete which does not contemplate His works and ways in the universe which He 

has created, as well as His Person, theology may be extended properly to include all material and 

immaterial realities that exist and the facts concerning them and contained in them. Though it is 

highly impractical to encumber the science of theology with extended discourse covering all the 

―ologies‖ of the universe, it remains true, nevertheless, that the basic fact underlying each and 

every science is its relation to the Creator of all things and His purpose in creation. Though not 

usually included in the science of theology, the other sciences which engage the thoughts of men 

would be both sanctified and exalted were they to be approached, as they should be, with that 

awe and reverence which recognizes in them the presence, power, and purpose of the Creator. 

Great injury has resulted, it is obvious, from the modern tendency to divorce all subjects which 

border on the natural from every divine relationship when, in reality, there is no basis upon 

which these ―ologies‖ can rest other than that of the original purpose of the Creator. 

Though not found in the Sacred Scriptures, the word theology, being the compound of two 

familiar Bible words, is Scriptural in character. In Romans 3:2 the words τὰ λόγια τοῦ θεοῦ (ta 

logia tou Theou, ‗the oracles of God‘) occur; in 1 Peter 4:11 the words λόγια θεοῦ (logia Theou, 

‗oracles of God‘) occur; and in Luke 8:21 the phrase τὸν λόγον τοῦ Θεοῦ (ton logon tou Theou, 

‗the word of God‘) appears. 

II. GENERAL USES OF THE WORD 

Within the whole encyclopedia of its import, the term theology is used with various restricted 

meanings. When recognition of the first exponent of a theological system is desired, the 

individual‘s name is combined in the term, as, Augustinian Theology, Calvinistic Theology, 

Lutheran Theology, Arminian Theology. When the source of its material is in view, specific 

terms are employed, as, revealed Theology, natural Theology, Catholic Theology, and 

Evangelical Theology. So, likewise, theology may be classified by the place of its origin, as, 

                                                           
1 Lewis Sperry Chafer, vol. 1, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1993), 1–21. 



 
3 

Genevan Theology, Mercersburg Theology, Oxford Theology, New England Theology, or 

Oberlin Theology. When the particular content of a given theology is in view it may be named 

accordingly, as, Biblical Theology, Fundamental Theology, Historical Theology, Homiletical 

Theology, Ethical Theology, Practical Theology, or Pastoral Theology. In like manner, various 

theologies may be classified by the method they employ, as, Dogmatic Theology, Exegetical 

Theology, New Theology, Polemic Theology, Rational Theology, or Systematic Theology. 

Among these general classifications there are several forms of theology which call for 

particular definition. 

1. NATURAL THEOLOGY.  Natural Theology designates a science which is based only upon 

those facts concerning God and His universe which are revealed in nature. 

2. REVEALED THEOLOGY.  This term designates a science which is based only on those 

facts concerning God and His universe which are revealed in the Scriptures of Truth. 

3. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY.  Biblical Theology designates a science which aims to investigate 

the truth about God and His universe in its divinely ordered development and historical 

environment as set forth in the various books of the Bible. Biblical Theology is the exposition of 

the doctrinal and ethical content of the Bible. It is not a substitute for Doctrinal or Ethical 

Theology, but is their historical counterpart. It is the consideration of Biblical truth as originally 

given in its prophetic proclamation.
1
 

4. THEOLOGY PROPER.  By this term is designated a limited science which contemplates 

only the Person of God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and without reference to the works of 

each. 

5. HISTORICAL THEOLOGY.  A science which traces the historical development of doctrine 

and is concerned, as well, with the distinctly sectarian variations and the heretical departures 

from Biblical truth which have appeared during the Christian era. 

6. DOGMATIC THEOLOGY.  Theological truth held with certainty. 

                                                           
1 The following comment is from The International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia, Vol. I, pp. 469–70: 
Biblical Theology seems best defined as the doctrine of Biblical religion. As such it works up the material 
contained in the Old Testament and the New Testament as the product of exegetical study. This is the 
modern technical sense of the term, whereby it signifies a systematic representation of Biblical religion 
in its primitive form. … This is not to confound the science of Biblical Theology with that of dogmatics, 
for their characters are sharply distinguished. The science of dogmatics is a historico-philosophical one; 
that of Biblical Theology is purely historic. Dogmatics declares what, for religious faith, must be regarded 
as truth; Biblical Theology only discovers what the writers of the Old Testament and the New Testament 
adduce as truth. The latter merely ascertains the contents of the ideas put forward by the sacred 
writers, but is not concerned with their correctness or verification. It is the what of truth, in these 
documentary authorities, Biblical Theology seeks to attain. The why, or with what right, it is so put 
forward as truth, belongs to the other science, that of dogmatics. Biblical Theology is thus the more 
objective science; it has no need of dogmatics; dogmatics, on the other hand, cannot be without the aid 
of Biblical Theology. … The importance of Biblical Theology lies in the way it directs, corrects and 
fructifies all moral and dogmatic theology by bringing it to the original founts of truth. Its spirit is one of 
impartial historical inquiry. 
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7. SPECULATIVE THEOLOGY.  Theological truth held in the abstract and apart from its 

practical import. 

8. OLD TESTAMENT THEOLOGY.  So designated because it is restricted to the portion of 

Scripture indicated. 

9. NEW TESTAMENT THEOLOGY.  So designated because it is restricted to the portion of 

Scripture indicated. 

10. PAULINE, JOHANNINE, AND PETRINE THEOLOGIES.  So designated because they are 

restricted to the writings of the persons indicated. 

11. PRACTICAL THEOLOGY.  Concerned with the application of the truth to the hearts of 

men. 

12. SYSTEMATIC OR THETIC THEOLOGY.  A science which follows a humanly devised 

scheme or order of doctrinal development and which purports to incorporate into its system all 

the truth about God and His universe from any and every source. Systematic Theology may be 

distinguished from Natural Theology in that Natural Theology draws its material only from 

nature; from Biblical Theology in that Biblical Theology draws its material only from the Bible; 

and from Theology Proper in that Theology Proper is restricted to the consideration of the 

Person of God, excluding His works. 

 In defining Systematic or Thetic Theology, certain misleading and unwarranted terms have 

been employed. It has been declared to be ―the science of religion‖; but the term religion is in no 

sense a synonym of the Person of God and all His works. Likewise, it has been declared to be 

―the scientific treatment of those truths which are found in the Bible‖; but this science, while 

drawing the major portion of its material from the Scriptures, does, nevertheless, draw its 

material from any and every source. Again, Systematic Theology has been defined as the orderly 

arrangement of Christian doctrine; but as Christianity represents only a mere fraction of the 

whole field of truth relative to the Person of God and His universe, this definition is inadequate. 

III. VARIOUS DEFINITIONS 

Dr. W. Lindsay Alexander defines Systematic Theology as ―the science of God … a 

summary of religious truth scientifically arranged, or as a philosophical digest of all religious 

knowledge‖ (Biblical Theology, I, 1). 

Dr. A. H. Strong defines Systematic Theology as ―the science of God and of the relations 

between God and the universe‖ (Systematic Theology, p. 1). 

Dr. Charles Hodge declares Systematic Theology has for its object ―to systematize the facts 

of the Bible, and ascertain the principles or general truths which those facts involve‖ (Systematic 

Theology, I, 18). 

Dr. W. H. Griffith Thomas states: ―Science is the technical expression of the laws of nature; 

theology is the technical expression of the revelation of God. It is the province of theology to 

examine all the spiritual facts of revelation, to estimate their value, and to arrange them into a 

body of teaching. Doctrine thus corresponds with the generalisations of science‖ (Principles of 

Theology, p. xxi). 

Dr. W. G. T. Shedd defines Systematic Theology as ―a science that is concerned with both 

the Infinite and the Finite, with both God and the Universe. The material, therefore, which it 
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includes is vaster than that of any other science. It is also the most necessary of all sciences‖ 

(Dogmatic Theology, I, 16). 

Augustine denotes Theology to be ―rational discussion respecting the deity‖ (Shedd, ibid., p. 

18). 

The following definition is submitted by the author: Systematic Theology may be defined as 

the collecting, scientifically arranging, comparing, exhibiting, and defending of all facts from 

any and every source concerning God and His works. It is thetic in that it follows a humanly 

devised thesis form and presents and verifies truth as truth. 

IV. STUDENTS OF THEOLOGY 

The individual who engages in the pursuit of the science of Systematic Theology is properly 

a θεολόγος (Theologos) or ‗theologian.‘ Should the Greek term θεολόγος be used actively as 

indicated by its accent, it would denote one who speaks for God, but should it be used passively 

it would refer to one to whom God speaks. That both of these conceptions inhere in the accepted 

use of the term theologian is obvious. However, of necessity, certain requirements are laid upon 

the theologian and certain qualifications must be found in him if he is to make any worthy 

progress in the task committed to him. 

V. ESSENTIAL REQUIREMENTS 

1. THE INSPIRATION AND AUTHORITY OF THE SCRIPTURES ARE 

ASSUMED.  Though as an apologist the theologian may be called upon, as occasion may 

demand, to defend specific truths which belong to the domain of his distinctive science, and 

though among the doctrines which he defends is that of the authority and trustworthiness of the 

Sacred Writings, he is not primarily engaged with the critical task of proving the inspiration and 

divine character of the Scriptures, but rather in arranging and exhibiting the positive truth the 

inspired Scriptures set forth. The Bible being the chief source of all the material which enters 

into his science, the theologian is called upon to arrange the God-given material in its logical and 

scientific order. He is a Biblicist, namely, one who not only regards the Bible as the sole rule of 

faith and practice, but as the only dependable source of information in realms wherein divine 

revelation speaks. As a chemist will make no advance in his science if he doubts or rejects the 

essential character of the elements which he compounds, so a theologian must fail who does not 

accept the trustworthiness of the Word of God. It is the work of the reverent critic to discover 

and defend the essential character of the divine revelation; but to the theologian is committed the 

task of systematizing and declaring that divine revelation as it is given.  

Because of the fact that the science of Systematic Theology must proceed upon the certitude 

that the Scriptures are the Oracles of God, this modern, rationalistic age with its doubts as to 

verbal inspiration, revelation, and Biblical authority, is not concerned with the science of 

Systematic Theology and is even turning from it with contempt. Granting the fact of the divine 

revelation, the science of Systematic Theology is both possible and required, and at once is 

discovered to exceed all other sciences as the Creator exceeds His creation. 

2. THE LAWS OF METHODOLOGY ARE AS ESSENTIAL IN THE SCIENCE OF SYSTEMATIC 

THEOLOGY AS IN ANY OTHER SCIENCE.  The theologian creates none of his materials any more 

than the botanist creates the flowers or the astronomer orders the stars. It is given to the 

theologian, as to other scientists, to recognize the character of his material and to give to it an 
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orderly arrangement. He should not misrepresent or change the truth committed to him, even by 

so much as a disproportionate emphasis. If it is to exist at all, scientism, of necessity, repels 

untruth, part truth, and every form of unfounded prejudice or preconceived notion. The 

importance of ascertaining and holding the truth in its absolute purity and right proportions 

cannot be overestimated. This end can be secured only by a systematic method, a scientific 

attitude, and extended labor.  

As the meaning of the truths of Scripture is best expressed in the original languages, it is 

essential that the theologian shall be an exegete in these languages and thus informed as fully as 

possible concerning the precise character of the message of God with which he is to deal. It is 

irrational for any scientist to disregard or underestimate the essential value of any portion of the 

material with which his science is concerned. In like manner, the science of Systematic Theology 

will be incomplete and misleading to the extent that it disregards or misinterprets any portion of 

the divine revelation. The worthy student of Systematic Theology, were he not qualified for the 

higher and more inclusive title of theologian, would be entitled to recognition as a superscientist, 

which he is.  

Of the two methods of dealing with the truth of God‘s Word—deduction, by which a theme 

is expanded into its details of expression, a method belonging largely to the sermonic field, and 

induction, by which various declarations upon a subject are reduced to one harmonious and all-

inclusive statement—induction is distinctly the theological method. Inductions are either 

imperfect or perfect. Imperfect inductions result when some but not all the teachings of the 

Scripture are made the basis of a doctrinal statement. A perfect induction is formed when all the 

teachings of the Scripture, according to their precise meaning, are made the basis of a doctrinal 

statement. It is evident that to finite minds the perfect induction is more or less ideal, and the fact 

that varying and imperfect inductions are secured accounts, in some measure, for the wide 

divergence in doctrinal belief among men of equal sincerity. 

3. FINITE LIMITATIONS MUST BE RECOGNIZED.  Were it not for the fact that God has made 

a suitable revelation of Himself to men and that He expects them to give attention to it, it would 

seem to be unwarranted presumption for the finite mind to seek to comprehend that which is 

infinite. The theologian should never lose sight of the fact that he, as no other scientist, is called 

upon to deal with things supernatural, with things which transcend the boundaries of time and 

space where no unaided human thought can penetrate, and with unseen beings, including the 

three Persons of the Godhead and the angels. Confronted with such subjects as these, he should 

ever be in quietude of holy reverence, as was Moses before the burning bush, and ever impressed 

with the futility of dependence upon mere human opinion, as well as of the disastrous 

consequences which such dependence may induce. In the simplest of terms, God has spoken of 

Himself, and of things infinite and eternal. The Bible is that message and, while man cannot 

originate any similar truth, he, though finite, is privileged by the gracious illumination of the 

Spirit to receive, with some degree of understanding, the revelation concerning things which are 

infinite. 

4. SPIRITUAL ILLUMINATION IS NECESSARY AND IS PROVIDED.  While, as has been stated, 

the Bible is couched in the simplest of terms, its message, in many particulars, transcends the 

range of human understanding; but divine provision is made whereby these human limitations 

may be overcome. The Spirit of God is given to every saved person as an indwelling Paraclete, 

thus providing a limitless resource both for understanding and teachableness. Christ wrought 

thus in the hearts of the two who walked with Him on the Emmaus road. The text declares that 
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He not only opened the Scriptures to them but that He opened their understanding that they 

might understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:27–32, 45). Likewise, the second Paraclete would 

minister in behalf of all in whom He dwells. A vital condition, however, is imposed which 

involves the question of peronal piety and surrender to the will and mind of God. It is in those 

only who ―walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit‖ that the whole will of God is wrought 

(Rom. 8:4), and it is the spiritual Christian who discerns all things (1 Cor. 2:15). Thus, there is 

introduced into the pursuit of the science of Systematic Theology a pedagogical law which is 

foreign to other laws of research, namely, that divine illumination, by which alone the revelation 

may be comprehended, is made to depend on a state of heart which is not only yielded to God, 

but is ever ready to be conformed to the Word He has spoken. Though the historical and 

hortatory portions of the Bible are comprehensible to the unregenerate man and the unspiritual 

Christian, the doctrines are, to a large degree, sealed to them; and as Systematic Theology has 

largely to do with doctrine, that vast science is closed to multitudes who are not lacking in 

education and culture, but who are lacking in that inward personal adjustment to God, which 

alone insures a spiritual understanding. The church is ever in peril—and never more so than 

now—of the disaster which must follow when she allows men of distinction in the sphere of 

human attainments, who are unregenerate or unspiritual, to dictate as to what her beliefs shall be. 

It therefore naturally follows that in addition to the prerequisite discipline of mind, every student 

of Systematic Theology should, before entering this limitless supernatural field of research, give 

indisputable evidence that he has been born of God, by which birth he has become possessed of 

the Holy Spirit, the divine Teacher, and that he is yielded to the mind and will of God, not alone 

as to truth itself but as to personal piety. Apart from such preparation, study in this science will 

be to little or no purpose. However, should a student lacking this essential preparation be allowed 

to graduate and go forth with the man-imposed authority to preach, the results would be no less 

than a calamity on an infinite plane and he himself would be in danger of the unrevoked 

anathema of God (Gal. 1:7–9). 

5. PATIENT AND TIRELESS STUDY IS REQUIRED.  As one might venture farther and farther 

on a shoreless sea with no hope of ever reaching its outer boundaries, so the theologian is ever 

confronted with limitless material in the realm of the doctrines of the Scriptures. It has been 

customary for the theologian to spend at least three years in classroom introduction to the science 

of Systematic Theology and under the instruction of those who through patient study and 

experience are able to guide him in this introductory research. However, the study of Bible 

doctrine is a life undertaking and ever makes its claims upon time and strength. Happy indeed is 

the student who secures a full rounded introduction to the vast science of Systematic Theology, 

but thrice blessed is he who with unrelenting purpose pursues his study to the end of his days on 

earth. Nothing need be said here of the tragedy which is enacted by a student of Systematic 

Theology who, for one reason or another, has failed to be introduced to the field of his science, 

and who therefore continues to preach only on the lower plane of human conduct and never, for 

lack of requisite understanding, expounds a soul-transforming doctrine of the Scripture. 

 Many generations have passed since the pulpit has held lower ideals of doctrinal preaching 

than it holds today. Nevertheless, the human heart is unchanged and God‘s remedy for sin-sick 

and unspiritual souls is the same, and the servant of God who would minister to these needs with 

true efficiency will discover the importance of unceasing study that he may himself prove to be 

unto God a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of Truth (2 Tim. 

2:15). 
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6. FAITH.  As has been stated, the student of Systematic Theology is called to enter the field 

of things supernatural. His research is almost wholly restricted to the one Book which is God-

breathed and the power to comprehend the message which this Book presents is gained only as 

he is enabled and taught by the Spirit of God. Not only are these things true; but his high and 

holy service as exponent of this Book, whether by word of mouth or by worthy embodiment of 

its truths into his daily life, will be advantageous and effective only as he ministers that Word in 

the power of God. The Bible is not understood nor received by unregenerate men (1 Cor. 2:14), 

nor can its deeper revelations be grasped by carnal Christians (1 Cor. 3:1–3). No more decisive 

statement could be made on this qualifying truth than is found in Hebrews 11:3, ―Through faith 

we understand.‖ Due importance should be given to the value of native mental powers and to the 

virtue of unceasing diligence, but these standing alone avail but little in a science which is 

supernatural in all its parts. Over the door entrance of no other science is it written as it is over 

the door of Systematic Theology, ―Only men of that faith which has secured their regeneration 

and led them on to a complete self-dedication to God need seek to enter here.‖ No pedagogical 

law is more unyielding than that set forth in the words, ―If any man will do his will, he shall 

know of the doctrine‖ (John 7:17), and ―He that is spiritual judgeth [discerneth] all things‖ (1 

Cor. 2:15). Again, ―The same anointing teacheth you of all things‖ (1 John 2:27). 

7. SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY SHOULD BE UNABRIDGED.  Like every true science, Systematic 

Theology is interdependent and interrelated in all its parts. The astronomer or chemist would not 

attempt to organize his materials or to reach dependable conclusions with a third of the elements 

or facts pertaining to his science unaccounted for. Nor should the theologian expect to reach any 

true estimation of his various doctrines when vast fields of the divine revelation have been 

eliminated from his consideration. Theologians, more than any other scientists, are apt to be 

bound by tradition or mere sectarian prejudice. The field of investigation is no less than the 

entire Bible, which field extends beyond the boundaries of creeds and that limited body of truth 

which was recovered in the Reformation. Published systems of theology too often omit the 

dispensational program of God; the Pauline revelation concerning the Church which is Christ‘s 

Body; the entire field of life truth; Angelology with satanology and demonology; prophecy, 

which alone occupies more than one-fifth of the text of the Scriptures; typology; and the present 

ministry of Christ in heaven. Considering the interdependent and interrelated character of 

theological doctrine, the theologian, having eliminated all or any part of this great field of 

revelation, cannot hope to hold truth in its right perspective or to give to it its right emphasis. The 

aim of every theologian should be to hold the entire divine revelation in a true balance of all its 

parts and free from fads and inaccuracies. 

VI. EXISTING ATTITUDES TOWARD THE SCRIPTURES 

While there are many attitudes on the part of men toward the Bible, these may be presented 

in four general classifications. 

1. RATIONALISM.  The rationalistic attitude toward the Scriptures is subject to a twofold 

division: 

a. EXTREME.  Extreme rationalism denies any divine revelation and represents the beliefs or 

unbeliefs of infidels, atheists, and agnostics. Though the extreme rationalists were numerous in 

past generations, their number is greatly increasing at the present time and is destined to increase 

to the end of the age (Luke 18:8; 2 Tim. 3:13). 
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b. MODERATE.  Moderate rationalism admits a revelation, but accepts only such parts of the 

Bible as personal reason approves. The reasons why the moderate rationalist rejects parts of the 

text of the Scriptures may be based on the supposed findings of higher criticism or upon mere 

personal prejudice. To these men the Bible becomes no more than a book of errors from which 

each and every one is free to eliminate any portion he chooses to reject, or to honor as being 

divinely authoritative in any portion he chooses to receive. The moderate rationalistic attitude 

toward the Scriptures is that held by the so-called modernists of today and includes all classes of 

liberals from those who merely deny verbal and plenary inspiration to those who reject the whole 

text of the Scriptures as being a divine revelation. 

2. MYSTICISM.  Mysticism is subject to a twofold classification: 

a. FALSE MYSTICISM.  The theory that divine revelation is not limited to the written Word of 

God, but that God bestows added truth to souls that are sufficiently quickened by the Spirit of 

God to receive it. Mystics of this class contend that, by self-effacement and devotion to God, 

individuals may attain to immediate, direct, and conscious realization of the person and presence 

of God and thus to all truth in Him. False mysticism includes all those systems which teach 

identity between God and human life—Pantheism, Theosophy, and Greek philosophy. In it are 

included practically all the holiness movements of the day; also, Spiritism, Seventh Day 

Adventism, New Thought, Christian Science, Swedenborgianism, Mormonism, and Millennial 

Dawnism. The founders and promoters of many of these cults make claim to special revelation 

from God upon which their system is built. With far less complication with error and untruth a 

false mysticism is discernible in the beliefs and practices of the Friends or Quakers. In presenting 

their doctrine of the ―inner light,‖ they say that, having the indwelling Spirit, the individual 

Christian is in contact with the same One who inspired and gave the Scriptures and that the Spirit 

is not only able to impart added truth beyond that already given in the Bible, but that He is 

appointed by Christ to do so according to John 16:12, 13, ―I have yet many things to say unto 

you, but ye cannot bear them now. Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide 

you into all truth.‖ The church generally has believed that this promise is fulfilled in two ways: 

(a) by the ability given to the men to whom Christ spoke whereby they were able to write the 

New Testament Scriptures; and (b) by the ministry of the Spirit in teaching the apostles and all in 

every age who are yielded to Him, the truth now contained in the Bible.  

No voice could speak with more authority for the Quakers than Robert Barclay whose 

Apology was published in 1867. He states: ―Moreover, these divine inward revelations, which we 

make absolutely necessary for the building up of true faith, neither do nor can ever contradict the 

outward testimony of the Scriptures, or right and sound reason. Yet from hence it will not follow, 

that these divine revelations are to be subjected to the examination, either of the outward 

testimony of the Scriptures, or of the natural reason of man, as to a more noble or certain rule or 

touchstone: for this divine revelation and inward illumination, is that which is evident and clear 

of itself‖ (Barclay‘s Apology, pp. 13–14). 

 In earlier times this form of mysticism was voiced in the teachings of Francis de Sales, 

Thomas à Kempis, Madam Guyon, Archbishop Fénelon, and Upham. Montanus advanced these 

conceptions as early as the second century. They were later sustained by Tertullian and became a 

vital issue among the Reformers. The extreme spiritual mysticism is known as Quietism, which 

proposes death to self, disregards the attractions of heaven or the pains of hell, and ceases from 

petitions in prayer or thanksgiving lest self be encouraged. Likewise, those forms of spirituallife 

teachings are to be included which impose upon the Christian a duty of self-crucifixion in place 
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of the recognition of the fact that self was crucified with Christ, and that the values of His death 

are now to be received by faith in that which was accomplished on the cross rather than by any 

human accomplishment. The Word of God teaches that the spiritual life is wrought by the Spirit 

in the heart of the yielded believer, and the Spirit is made righteously free to annul the works of 

the flesh on the ground of the fact that Christ died unto the sin nature, and not on the ground of 

human achievement in the way of self-effacement or self-crucifixion. 

b. TRUE MYSTICISM.  True Mysticism contends that all believers are indwelt by the Spirit and 

thus are in a position to be enlightened directly by Him, but that there is one complete revelation 

given, and that the illuminating work of the Spirit will be confined to the unveiling of the 

Scriptures to the mind and heart. False mysticism ignores the statement found in Jude 1:3 that 

there is a faith or system of belief ―once delivered unto the saints,‖ and that when the Spirit is 

promised to ―guide into all truth‖ (John 16:13), it is only the truth contained in the Scriptures (cf. 

1Cor. 2:9, 10). There is a unique knowledge of the mysteries or sacred secrets of God accorded 

to those who are taught by the Spirit of God, but these sacred secrets are already contained in the 

text of the Bible. 

3. ROMANISM.  One of the greatest errors of the Church of Rome is that of making the 

church, and not the Bible, the immediate and final authority in all matters of divine revelation. 

Her claim is that the church‘s authority is restricted to matters of faith and moral conduct, and is 

not found in the fields of science, art, and history. She argues that there were many things which 

Christ and the apostles taught which were not recorded in the Bible (John 20:30, 31 and 21:25), 

but these, it is asserted, have been preserved by the church and are as binding as are those 

precepts which are written. It is also assumed by the Church of Rome that the voice of her pope 

is the voice of God, and to his declaration the same obedience should be given as to God 

Himself. These communications through the supposed vicar of Christ thus become, to the 

Romanist, as authoritative as are the unrecorded words of Christ and the apostles, which the 

Roman Church claims to have conserved, or, as authoritative as the written words of Scripture. 

That the Church of Rome deems the decisions and rules of the church to be infallible and 

authoritative above the written Word of God is proven by many of her decisions and judgments. 

 In reply to these unfounded claims, it may be observed that the church has preserved nothing 

of spiritual value, nor have her traditions added any vital element to that now preserved by God 

in the Holy Scriptures. Truth did have its saving and sanctifying power in the early church before 

any word of the New Testament was written, but the saving and sanctifying truth was 

incorporated into the Bible and, beyond this, the traditions of Rome accomplish nothing but 

multiplied errors and misleading contradictions.  

The theologian is here confronted with the fact and scope of tradition. He should examine the 

Scriptures on this point with care (2 Thess. 2:15; 3:6; Gal. 1:14), and remember that Christ came 

into the world at a time when the Word of God was encrusted with the ―traditions of men‖ to the 

point that the authority of God was, to a large degree, annulled. Christ disregarded the traditions 

of men and for this was condemned by the religious leaders of His day. 

4. THE ORTHODOX PROTESTANT FAITH.  Certain well-defined articles of faith concerning 

the Scriptures have been and are held by the orthodox Protestants:  

a. The Bible is the infallible Word of God.  

b. The Bible is the only rule of faith and practice.  

c. Human reason and knowledge should be wholly subject to the Scriptures.  
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d. There is no inner light or added revelation ever given beyond what is contained in the 

Bible. The ungoverned character and danger of the doctrine of individual divine revelation, being 

without standards by which to test various claims, is obvious; and its susceptibility to gross error 

is demonstrated on every hand by the claims of those who hold these views. The Spirit does 

guide the individual in matters of conduct and service, but not in the formulating of doctrine 

which might be superimposed upon the Word of God.  

e. No authority relative to the forming of truth has ever been committed to the church or to 

men beyond that given to the New Testament writers. 

VII. THE MAJOR DIVISIONS OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 

1. BIBLIOLOGY.  A consideration of the essential facts concerning the Bible. 

2. THEOLOGY PROPER.  A consideration of the facts concerning God—Father, Son, and 

Spirit, apart from their works. 

3. ANGELOLOGY.  A consideration of the facts concerning the angels, unfallen and fallen. 

4. ANTHROPOLOGY.  A consideration of the facts concerning man. 

5. SOTERIOLOGY.  A consideration of the facts concerning salvation. 

6. ECCLESIOLOGY.  A consideration of the facts concerning the Church. 

7. ESCHATOLOGY.  A consideration of all in the Scripture which was predictive at the time 

it was written. 

8. CHRISTOLOGY.  A consideration of all the Scripture concerning the Lord Jesus Christ. 

9. PNEUMATOLOGY.  A consideration of the Scriptures concerning the Holy Spirit. 

10. DOCTRINAL SUMMARIZATION.  An analysis of each major doctrine in its individual 

character including various important tenets which, because of their independent character, do 

not appear even in an unabridged treatment of Systematic Theology. 

CONCLUSION 

The study of Systematic Theology has its limitations because of the incapacities of the finite 

mind; yet its study is both profitable and necessary for all who would be filled with the 

knowledge, of God and His will, and who, because of that knowledge, would walk worthy of the 

Lord. Human thought has no objective comparable to the Person of God. As John Dick has said 

(Lectures on Theology, p. 6): ―To know this mighty Being, as far as he may be known, is the 

noblest aim of the human understanding; to love him, the most worthy exercise of our affections; 

and to serve him the most honourable and delightful purpose to which we can devote our time 

and talents.‖ 

In his address to theological students, Dr. Dick states (ibid., p. 7): 

Theology is not one of those recondite subjects, which it is left to the curious to investigate, 

and in the contemplation of which, speculative and reflecting men may spend their hours of 

leisure and solitude. Its claim to universal attention is manifest from the succinct account which 
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has now been given of its nature. Its instructions are addressed to persons of every description, to 

the learned, and to the unlearned, to the retired student, and him who is engaged in the bustling 

scenes of life. It is interesting to all, as furnishing the knowledge of God, and his Son, which is 

the source of eternal life. But in your case, there is a particular reason, besides a regard to your 

personal welfare, why it should not only engage a share of your thoughts, but be made the 

principal object of your inquiries. Theology is your profession, as medicine, is that of a physician, 

and law of a barrister. It should be your ambition to excel in it, not, however, from the same 

motives which stimulate the diligence of the men of other professions, the desire of fame, or the 

prospect of gain, but with a view to the faithful and honourable discharge of the duties of the 

office with which you expect one day to be intrusted. ―These men are the servants of the most 

High God, who shew unto us the way of salvation.‖ 

Thrice solemn is the responsibility laid on the student of Systematic Theology to know what 

may be known of the vast field of divine revelation: (a) It is the desire of God that all may come 

to the knowledge of Himself. (b) This Knowledge is essential if the manner of life which will 

adorn the doctrine that we profess is to be lived. (c) This knowledge is essential, being, as it is, 

the distinctive message committed to those who would ―preach the word.‖ 

2
 

  

                                                           
2 Lewis Sperry Chafer, vol. 1, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1993), 1–21. 
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INTRODUCTION3
 

THEOLOGICAL DEFINITIONS 

Prolegomena (lit.: pro, ―before,‖ and lego, ―speak‖) is the introduction to theology. It deals 

with the necessary preconditions for doing systematic theology. 

Theology (lit.: theos, ―God,‖ and logos, ―reason‖ or ―discourse‖) is a rational discourse about 

God. 

Evangelical theology is defined here as a discourse about God that maintains that there are 

certain essential Christian beliefs.
1
 These include, but are not necessarily limited to,

2
 the 

infallibility and inerrancy of the Bible alone,
3
 the tri-unity of God, the virgin birth of Christ, the 

deity of Christ, the all-sufficiency of Christ‘s atoning sacrifice for sin, the physical and 

miraculous resurrection of Christ, the necessity of salvation by faith alone through God‘s grace 

alone based on the work of Christ alone, the physical bodily return of Christ to earth, the eternal 

conscious bliss of the saved, and the eternal conscious punishment of the unsaved.
4
 

Theology is divided into several categories: 

(1) Biblical Theology is a study of the biblical basis for theology. 

(2) Historical Theology is a discussion of the theology of the great theologians of the 

Christian church. 

(3) Systematic Theology is an attempt to construct a comprehensive and consistent whole out 

of all revelation from God, whether special (biblical) or general (natural) revelation (see 

chapter 4). 

Apologetics (Gk: apologia, ―defense‖) deals with the protection of Christian theology from 

external attacks. Polemics defends orthodox Christianity from internal doctrinal threats such as 

heresy and aberrant teachings. 

THE BASIC DIVISIONS OF SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 

Systematic theology is generally divided into the following categories: (1) Prolegomena 

(Introduction); (2) Bibliology (Gk: biblios, ―Bible‖); (3) Theology Proper, the study of God; (4) 

                                                           
3 Norman L. Geisler, Systematic Theology, Volume One: Introduction, Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany 
House Publishers, 2002), 15-83. 
1 Not all of these are necessary for traditional orthodoxy, but they are necessary for a consistent 
orthodoxy. Inerrancy, for example, is not a test for evangelical authenticity but for evangelical 
consistency. 
2 The belief in a theistic God and miracles are also fundamental beliefs, as is creation ex nihilo (“out of 
nothing”). 
3 Traditional Roman Catholics deny the “alone” in these statements. 
4 Recently a number of individuals and groups calling themselves “evangelicals” have denied eternal 
conscious punishment of the wicked in favor of annihilationism. Historically, however, eternal conscious 
punishment has been affirmed by orthodox theology, from the earliest time down through the 
Reformation into the modern era (see W. G. T. Shedd, Eternal Punishment). 
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Anthropology (Gk: pl. anthropoi, ―human beings‖); (5) Harmartiology (Gk: harmartia, ―sin‖); 

(6) Soteriology (Gk: soterios, ―salvation‖); (7) Ecclesiology (Gk: ecclesia, ―[the] church‖); (8) 

Eschatology (Gk: eschatos, ―the last things‖). 

In addition, the study of the Holy Spirit (a subdivision of Theology Proper) is titled 

Pneumatology (Gk: pneuma, ―spirit‖), and discourses about Christ are called Christology. 

Theological discussions about demons are designated Demonology, those about Satan are titled 

Satanology, and the study of angels is labeled Angelology.
5
 

THE PRECONDITIONS OF EVANGELICAL THEOLOGY 

Evangelical theologians believe the Bible is an infallible, absolutely true communication in 

human language that came from an infinite, personal, and morally perfect God. This belief 

presupposes that many things are true—most of which are challenged by our current culture. 

Evangelicalism presupposes that there is a theistic God (the metaphysical precondition—chapter 

2) who created the world and can miraculously intervene in it (the supernatural precondition—

chapter 3); a God who has revealed Himself in both general and special revelation (the 

revelational precondition—chapter 4); which revelation is subject to the laws of logic (the 

rational precondition—chapter 5) and which contains objectively meaningful statements (the 

semantical precondition—chapter 6) that are true objectively (the epistemological 

precondition—chapter 7) and true exclusively (the oppositional precondition—chapter 8); which 

statements can be properly understood in analogous language (the linguistic precondition—

chapter 9), the meaning and truth of which can be understood objectively (the hermeneutical 

precondition—chapter 10), including those elements relating to historical events (the historical 

precondition—chapter 11); and which revelation can be systematized by a complete and 

comprehensive theological method (the methodological precondition—chapter 12). 

Foreboding as this project may seem, these are the preconditions necessary to make 

evangelical theology a possibility. Each one will be treated successively in the following 

chapters. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PRECONDITIONS 

A precondition makes possible what is based on it. For example, the preconditions for two 

human beings communicating with each other minimally include: 

(1) There is a mind capable of sending a message (encoder). 

(2) There is a mind capable of receiving a message (decoder). 

(3) There is a common mode of communication (like a language) shared by both persons 

(code). 

Without these necessary preconditions communication could not take place. 

Likewise, without the above stated preconditions, evangelical systematic theology is not 

possible. One of the most important preconditions is the metaphysical one, theism, which is 

discussed in the next chapter. 

                                                           
5 Subdivisions (3) through (8), as well as all corollary topics, will be published in subsequent volumes. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

GOD: THE METAPHYSICAL PRECONDITION 

THE NATURE AND IMPORTANCE OF METAPHYSICS 

The existence of a theistic God is the foundation of Christian theology. If the God of traditional 

Christian theism does not exist, then logically evangelical theology crumbles. Attempting to 

construct a systematic evangelical theology without the superstructure of traditional theism is 

like trying to put together a house without a frame. 

The Significance of Metaphysics 

Theism is the metaphysical precondition for evangelical theology. It is fundamental to all 

else, being the framework within which everything else has meaning. It makes no sense to speak 

about the Bible being the Word of God unless there is a God. Likewise, it is meaningless to talk 

about Christ as the Son of God unless there is a God who can have a Son. And miracles as 

special acts of God are not possible unless there is a God who can perform these special acts. In 

fact everything in evangelical theology is based on this metaphysical foundation of theism. 

The Definition of Metaphysics 

Metaphysics (lit.: meta, ―beyond‖; physics, ―the physical‖) is the study of being or reality. It 

is the study of being as being, as opposed to studying being as physical (physics) or being as 

mathematical (mathematics). ―Metaphysics‖ is often used interchangeably with ―ontology‖ (lit.: 

ontos, ―being‖; logos, ―study of‖). 

Evangelical Theology Entails Metaphysical Theism 

Evangelical theology implies a certain understanding of reality, and there are many views 

about the world that are incompatible with the claims of evangelical thought. For example, 

evangelicalism believes that God exists beyond this world (―world‖ in this case meaning ―the 

whole created universe‖) and that He brought this world into existence. It also embraces the 

belief that this God is one eternal, infinite, absolutely perfect, personal Being. The name given 

for this view that God created everything else that exists is theism (God created all), as opposed 

to atheism (there is no God at all) and pantheism (God is all). All other worldviews (including 

panentheism, deism, finite godism, and polytheism) are incompatible with theism. If theism is 

true, all non-theisms are false, since the opposite of true is false (see chapter 8). 

THEISM AND THE OPPOSING WORLDVIEWS 
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There are seven major worldviews, and each one is incompatible with the others. With one 

exception (pantheism/polytheism), no one can consistently believe in more than one worldview 

because the central premises of each are opposed by those of the others. Logically, only one 

worldview can be true; the others must be false. The seven major worldviews are as follows: 

theism, atheism, pantheism, panentheism, deism, finite godism, and polytheism.
1
 

Theism: An Infinite Personal God Exists Both Beyond and in the Universe 

Theism is the worldview that says the physical universe is not all there is. There is an 

infinite, personal God beyond the universe who created it, sustains it, and can act within it in a 

supernatural way. He is both ―out there‖ and ―in here‖; transcendent and immanent.
2
 This is the 

view represented by traditional Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

Atheism: No God Exists Beyond or in the Universe 

Atheism claims that only the physical universe exists; there is no God anywhere. The 

universe (or cosmos) is all there is or ever will be, and it is self-sustaining. Some of the more 

famous atheists were Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Jean-Paul Sartre. 

Pantheism: God Is the Universe (the All) 

For the pantheist there is no Creator beyond the universe; rather, Creator and creation are two 

different ways of viewing one reality. God is the universe (or the All) and the universe is God; 

there is, ultimately, only one reality. Pantheism is represented by certain forms of Hinduism, Zen 

Buddhism, Christian Science, and most New Age religions. 

Before describing the other worldviews, it will be profitable to contrast the three already 

mentioned: Pantheism affirms God is All, atheism claims there is no God at all, and theism 

declares that God created all. In pantheism, all is mind. According to atheism, all is matter. But 

theism asserts that both mind and matter exist. Indeed, while the atheist believes that matter 

produced mind, the theist believes that Mind (God) made matter. 

Pan-en-theism: God Is in the Universe 

Panentheism says God is in the universe as a mind is in a body; the universe is God‘s ―body.‖ 

But there is another ―pole‖ to God other than the actual physical universe. (For this reason, 

panentheism is also called bipolar theism.) This other pole is God‘s eternal and infinite potential 

beyond the actual physical universe. And since panentheism holds that God is in the constant 

process of changing, it is also known as process theology. This view is represented by Alfred 

North Whitehead, Charles Hartshorne, Schubert Ogden, John Cobb, and Lewis Ford. 

Deism: God Is Beyond the Universe, But Not in It 

                                                           
1 For a further discussion of each worldview, see Norman Geisler, Baker Encyclopedia of Christian 
Apologetics (BECA). 
2 Transcendence is here defined as God’s presence beyond the universe; immanence is here defined as 
the indwelling presence of God in the universe. 
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Deism is like theism minus miracles. It says God is transcendent over the universe but not 

immanent in the world, certainly not supernaturally. In common with atheism, it holds a 

naturalistic view of the operation of the world, yet in common with theism, it believes the origin 

of the world is a Creator. In brief, God made the world, but He does not involve Himself with it. 

The Creator wound up creation like a clock, and ever since it has run on its own. In contrast to 

pantheism, which negates God‘s transcendence in favor of His immanence, deism negates God‘s 

immanence in favor of His transcendence. Deism is represented by such thinkers as Francois 

Voltaire, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas Paine. 

Finite Godism: A Finite God Exists Beyond and in the Universe 

Finite godism is like theism, only the god beyond the universe and active in it is not infinite 

but is limited in his nature and power. Like the deist, the finite godist generally accepts the 

creation of the universe but denies any miraculous intervention in it. Often, God‘s apparent 

inability to overcome evil is given as a reason for believing He is limited in power. John Stuart 

Mill, William James, Peter Bertocci, and Rabbi Kushner are examples of adherents to this 

worldview. 

Polytheism: There Are Many Gods Beyond the World and in It 

Polytheism is the belief that there are many finite gods. The polytheist denies any infinite 

God beyond the physical world, such as in theism; however, the gods are active in the world, in 

contrast to deism. And in contrast to finite godism, the polytheist believes in a plurality of finite 

gods, often each having its own domain. The belief that one finite god is chief over all the others 

(such as Jupiter for the Romans) is a subview of polytheism called henotheism. Chief 

representatives of polytheism are the ancient Greeks, the Mormons, and the neo-pagans (such as 

Wiccans). 

Clearly, if theism is true, then all six forms of non-theism are false. God cannot be, for 

instance, both infinite and finite, or personal and impersonal, or beyond the universe and not 

beyond the universe, or able to perform miracles and not able to perform miracles, or unchanging 

and changing. 

PLURALISM VS. MONISM 

Pluralism,
3
 as opposed to monism, holds that more than one being exists (e.g., God and 

creatures). While monism asserts that all reality is one—that there is only one being—pluralism, 

by contrast, believes that there are many beings in existence: God is an infinite Being, and He 

created many finite beings that are not identical to Him, though they are dependent on Him. 

Thus, to be successful, evangelical theology must defend philosophical (or ontological) 

pluralism against monism. Since theism affirms there is at least one finite being that exists along 

with only one infinite Being, it follows that if theism is true then so is pluralism. However, it 

does not follow that theism is true simply because pluralism is true, since there are other forms of 

pluralism (e.g., deism, finite godism, and polytheism). 

                                                           
3 Actually, there are two basic metaphysical preconditions entailed in evangelical theology: theism and 
pluralism. 
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The Argument for Monism 

If one is to defend pluralism, to say nothing of theism, there is a fundamental argument for 

monism that must be answered. This argument was stated by the early Greek philosopher 

Parmenides (b. 515 B.C.), who presented as follows (Parmenides, P): There cannot be more than 

one thing (absolute monism), for if there were two things, they would have to differ. For things 

to differ, they must differ either by being or by nonbeing. But since being is that which makes 

them identical, they cannot differ by being. Nor, on the other hand, can they differ by nonbeing, 

for nonbeing is nothing, and to differ by nothing is not to differ at all. Hence, there cannot be a 

plurality of beings but only one single indivisible being—a rigid monism. 

The Alternatives to Monism 

The alternatives to Parmenides are few and far between for pluralists who wish to escape the 

clutches of monism. Basically, there are four other options. 

The first two forms of pluralism, which we will call atomism and platonism, affirm that the 

many beings differ by nonbeing. The last two views, called aristotelianism and thomism, hold 

that the many beings differ in their being. 

Atomism: Things Differ by Absolute Nonbeing 

The ancient atomists, such as Leucippus (fl. c. fifth century B.C.) and Democritus (c. 460–370 

B.C.), contended that the principle separating one being (one atom) from another is absolutely 

nothing (i.e., nonbeing). They called this the Void. For them, being is full and nonbeing is 

empty. The atoms, which do not differ at all in their essence, are separated by the different space 

they occupy in the Void (empty space). This difference, then, is merely extrinsic; there is no 

intrinsic difference in the atoms (beings).
4
 

In short, the atomists‘ response to Parmenides was that there are many beings (atoms) that 

differ by nonbeing. Each being occupies a different space in the Void that, in itself, is absolutely 

nothing (empty space). 

Of course, this is scarcely an adequate answer to Parmenides, since he would simply point 

out that to differ by absolutely nothing is to have absolutely no difference at all. And to have 

absolutely no difference is to be absolutely the same. Monism appears to win the day over 

atomism. 

Platonism: Things Differ by Relative Nonbeing 

Plato (c. 427–347 B.C.), with the help of Parmenides, struggled with how ―the Forms‖ could 

differ if they were absolutely simple.
5
 Plato believed that all things had an ideal archetype behind 

them. This Idea (or Form) was the real world. All things in this world of our experience are only 

                                                           
4 For our purposes here, extrinsic means “lying outside, not properly belonging to” the nature of a thing, 
while intrinsic is defined as “belonging to the inmost constitution or essential nature of a thing” 
(Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). 
5 On this whole question of Plato’s later view of the Forms (Teske, PLD), his Parmenides and Theaeteus 
seem rather to represent a break away from his early theory. He apparently saw the fallacy of the 
atomistic position (with which his own earlier view of indivisible forms [ideas] behind all things was 
akin). 
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―shadows‖ of the real world by virtue of their participation in this true Form. For example, each 

individual human being in this world participates in a universal form of humanness in the world 

of ideas. Plato later adopted the view that the Forms (or Ideas) are not indivisibly and unrelatedly 

separated by absolute nonbeing but are related by the principle of relative nonbeing. 

By this principle of relative nonbeing, also called the ―other,‖ Plato believed he could have 

many different forms (beings) and thus avoid monism. Each form differed from other forms in 

that it was not that other form. All determination, in this case, is by negation. 

For one example, the sculptor determines what the statue is in relation to the stone by 

chipping away (negating) what he does not want. Likewise, each form is differentiated from 

every other form by negation—what it is, is determined by what it is not. For another example, 

the chair is distinguished from everything else in the room in that it is not the table, it is not the 

floor, it is not the wall, etc. This does not mean that the chair is absolutely nothing. It is 

something in itself, but it is nothing in relation to other things. That is, it is not those other things. 

Even so, Parmenides would not have been impressed by Plato‘s attempt to evade monism. He 

would simply have asked whether there were any differences in the beings themselves. If there 

were not, then he would have insisted that all these beings (forms) must be identical. For the 

monist there are not many beings but only one. 

Aristotelianism: Things Differ as Simple Beings 

Both Plato and the atomist took one horn (the same horn) of the parmenidean dilemma: They 

tried to differentiate things by nonbeing. But, as we have seen, to differ by nothing is not to 

differ at all. Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) and Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) took the other horn of 

the dilemma: They sought to find a difference in the beings themselves. Both contend that there 

are many beings that are essentially different. Aristotle held that these beings are metaphysically 

simple, and Aquinas (see next page) viewed them as metaphysically composite, having an 

act/potency distinction on the level of pure forms or beings. 

Aristotle argued that there is a plurality of forty-seven or fifty-five beings, or unmoved 

movers, that are separated from one another in their very being (Aristotle, M, XII). These beings 

(movers) caused all the motion in the world, each operating in its own separate cosmic domain. 

Each was a pure form (being) with no matter (which Aristotle used to differentiate things in this 

world). This plurality of totally separated substantial forms has no commonness or community of 

being whatsoever. They cannot be related to one another (Eslick, RD, 152–53), and they are 

completely diverse from one another. 

Of course, Parmenides would ask Aristotle just how simple beings can differ in their very 

being. Things composed of form and matter can differ in that this particular matter is different 

from that matter, even though they have the same form. But how do pure forms (beings) differ 

from each other? They have no principle of differentiation. If there is no difference in their 

being, then their being is identical. Thus, neither does Aristotle‘s solution avoid monism. 

Thomism: Things Differ As Complex Beings 

The fourth pluralistic alternative to parmenidean monism is represented by Thomas Aquinas, 

who, in common with Aristotle, sought difference within the beings themselves. But unlike 

Aristotle, who had only simple beings, Aquinas believed that all finite beings are composed in 

their very beings. Only God is an absolutely simple Being, and there can be only one such Being 

(God). However, there can be other kinds of beings, namely, composed beings. Beings can differ 

in their very being because there can be different kinds of beings (Aquinas, ST, la.4.1, 3). 
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God, for example, is an infinite kind of Being; all creatures are finite kinds of beings. God is 

Pure Actuality (Act); all creatures are composed of actuality (act) and potentiality (potency). 

Hence, finite things differ from God in that they have a limiting potentiality; He does not. Finite 

things can differ from each other in whether their potentiality is completely actualized (as in 

angels) or whether it is being progressively actualized (as in humans). 

In all creatures their essence (what-ness) is really distinct from their existence (is-ness). In 

God, on the other hand, His essence and existence are identical. Aquinas was not the first to 

make this distinction, but he was the first to make such extensive use of it. 

Aquinas argues in his book On Being and Essence that existence is something other than 

essence, except in God, whose essence is His existence. Such a being must be one and unique, 

since multiplication of anything is only possible where there is a difference. But in such a being 

as God there is no difference. From this it follows necessarily that in everything else, except in 

this one unique existence, its existence must be one thing and its essence another. 

In this way Aquinas provided an answer to the age-old predicament posed by monism. 

Things do differ in their being because there are different kinds of beings. Parmenides was 

wrong because he assumed that ―being‖ is always understood univocally (the same way). 

Aquinas, on the other hand, saw that being is analogous (see chapter 9), being understood in 

similar but different ways. All beings are the same in that they are all actual; however, finite 

beings differ from an infinite Being in that they have differing potentialities that have been 

actualized. 

THE SUPERIORITY OF THOMISTIC THEISM
6
 

The value of Aquinas‘s view is made manifest by both its own rationality and the 

implausibility of its alternatives. Parmenides‘ position, by contrast, does violence to our 

experience of a differentiated yet interrelated multiplicity of beings. But again, if a rigid monism 

is unacceptable, it seems there are only four basic pluralistic alternatives. 

The atomist attempts to explain multiplicity by affirming that absolute nonbeing—the 

Void—is that which separates one being from another. But surely this answer is insufficient, for 

as Parmenides painstakingly pointed out, to differ by that which is absolutely nonexistent is not 

to differ at all. And if there is no real distinction, then there is no distinction in reality at all. All 

is one. 

The platonists tried to use relative nonbeing as the principle of differentiation. That is, while 

admitting that things differ by nonbeing, he argued that nonbeing in some way exists, even 

though it is ―other‖ than being. That is, differentiation is by negation: One being is distinct from 

another not by what it is but by what it is not—different not by being but by non-being. In other 

words, the differentiating factor is not within being but is outside of being—it is not real or 

actual. But nothing that is external to being can be the principle of differentiation within being. 

And if there is no actual difference within the nature of things, then there is actually no 

difference between them at all—the old parmenidean dilemma in a different form. 

The aristotelian multiplicity of simple, separated substances has no principle of individuation 

at all.
7
 Aristotle calls on neither absolute nonbeing nor relative nonbeing to explain how there 

                                                           
6
 Thomistic theism is also called classical theism, a view shared among Augustine, Anselm, the 

Reformers, and many modern thinkers, including C. S. Lewis. 
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can be many simple, separate beings. Not only is this view without a principle of differentiation, 

but as Plotinus noted (E, VI.5.9), it is also without any principle of unification. That is, there is 

nothing to coordinate the separate operations of the many prime movers. 

Finally, the thomistic (i.e., following Thomas Aquinas) position on plurality is that 

multiplicity is possible because there are different kinds of being. This is possible because beings 

have within them a real distinction in their being between their existence and their essence. That 

is to say, being is not a homogenous, undifferentiated whole. Rather, created being is a dynamic, 

complex composition of essence and existence. It has the correlative principles of potency and 

act. The question is not ―to be‖ or ―not to be,‖ but ―what kind of being?‖ 

For Thomas Aquinas things differ from one another by the kind of being or actuality they 

are. Being is not predicated of things univocally,
8
 for then all would be one. Nor is it predicated 

of things equivocally,
9
 for then all would be totally different and isolated. Rather, being is 

predicated of things analogically—each essence has being in its own distinct way and is related 

to others only by analogy. Each thing has its one mode of being. In other words, ―essence,‖ the 

principle of differentiation, is real. It is part of the very being of things; a co-constitutive 

principle.
10

 

In brief, the real distinction within being (Lat. ens) between essence (essentia) and existence 

(esse) seems to be the only satisfactory answer to, the parmenidean problem of unity and 

plurality. Without an analogy of being (see chapter 9) there is no way to account for multiplicity. 

In univocity of being, things are either unrelated or identical. As we have seen, if being is taken 

univocally (instead of analogically), then there can only be one being, for if wherever being is 

found it means entirely the same thing, then all being is identical (entire sameness leaves no 

room for any difference in being). 

What is more, if being is taken equivocally (as entirely different), then there can be no more 

than one being, for if this is being and everything else is totally different from it, then everything 

else is nonbeing. (This is true because what is totally different from being would be nonbeing.) 

Seemingly, the only way to avoid the monistic conclusion that follows from either an equivocal 

or a univocal view of being is to take an analogical view. And the only way being can be 

analogical is if there is within being both the principle of unification and the principle of 

differentiation. Aquinas called these, respectively, esse and essentia: Existence (unification) is to 

essence (differentiation) what actuality is to potentiality. Since finite beings have different 

potentialities (essences), these finite beings can be differentiated in reality when these 

potentialities are actualized (or brought into existence) in different kinds of beings. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
7 In the physical world Aristotle used matter as the principle of individuation, but these pure Forms have 
no matter. Hence, in the metaphysical realm Aristotle had no way to distinguish one being from 
another. 
8 In this case, univocal means “characteristic of or restricted to things of the same nature” (Webster’s 
Third New International Dictionary). 
9 Equivocal here means “called by the same name but differing in nature or function” (Webster’s Third 
New International Dictionary). 
10 This is not to say that essence is real prior to its connection to existence or independent of it (a 
position not held by Aquinas but by Giles of Rome). The reality of essence is in its correlation with 
existence. Thus an existing essence is real. 
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What is being? Being is that which is. How many beings are there? Being can be either 

simple (Pure Actuality—God) or complex (both actuality and potentiality). There cannot be two 

absolutely simple beings, since there is nothing in a pure Being by which it could differ from 

another pure Being. 

Of course, a simple Being can (indeed, must) differ from complex beings, since it has no 

potentiality, as they do. Therefore, there can be only one Being purely and simply, but there are 

many beings with a mixture of act and potency. Only one is Being; everything else has being. 

In this way Aquinas seemed to provide the only rational answer to monism. Plotinus did 

attempt to answer the problem by positing an absolute ―One‖ that goes beyond reason and 

beyond being, but it is self-defeating to reason about what is beyond reason. 

THE RATIONAL BASIS FOR THEISM: THE ALTERNATIVE TO 

MONISM 

Thomas Aquinas‘s answer for pluralism makes theism possible, but only sound arguments 

for God‘s existence make theism viable. Many such arguments have been offered, while four of 

them have dominated discussion over the centuries: the cosmological argument, the teleological 

argument, the ontological argument, and the moral argument. 

The Cosmological Argument for God’s Existence 

The cosmological argument comes in two basic forms: horizontal and vertical. The 

horizontal argument, known as the kalam (Arabic for ―eternal‖) argument, argues for a Beginner 

of the universe. The vertical argument reasons to a Sustainer of the universe. One posits an 

original Cause and the other a current Cause. The horizontal argument was embraced by 

Bonaventure (c. 1217–1274), who followed certain Arab philosophers. The vertical argument 

was championed by Thomas Aquinas. 

The Horizontal Form of the Cosmological Argument 

The essence of this argument is as follows: 

(1) Everything that had a beginning had a cause. 

(2) The universe had a beginning. 

(3) Therefore, the universe had a Cause. 

The first premise (―Everything that had a beginning had a cause‖) is often taken as self-

evident, since to admit otherwise would amount to the ridiculous claim that nothing produces 

something. Even the infamous skeptic David Hume (1711–1776) confessed, ―I never asserted so 

absurd a proposition as that anything might arise without a cause‖ (LDH, 1:187). 

The second premise (―The universe had a beginning‖) is defended both philosophically and 

scientifically. Philosophically, it is argued that 

(1) An infinite number of moments cannot be traversed. 

(2) If there were an infinite number of moments before today, then today would never have 

come, since an infinite number of moments cannot be traversed. 

(3) But today has come. 
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(4) Hence, there were only a finite number of moments before today (i.e., a beginning of 

time). And everything with a beginning had a Beginner. Therefore, the temporal world 

had a Beginner (Cause). 

The scientific evidence for the world having a beginning comes from the so-called Big Bang 

view held by most contemporary astronomers. There are several converging lines of evidence 

that the space-time universe had a beginning. First, the universe is running out of usable energy 

(Second Law of Thermodynamics), and what is running down cannot be eternal (otherwise it 

would have run down by now). An entity cannot run out of an infinite amount of energy. 

Second, the universe is said to be expanding. Thus, when the motion picture of the universe 

is put into reverse, logically and mathematically it reaches a point where it is nothing (i.e., no 

space, no time, and no matter). So the universe literally came into being out of nothing. But 

nothing cannot produce something. 

Third, the radiation echo given off by the universe, discovered by two Nobel Prize-winning 

scientists, Arno Allan Penzias and Robert Woodrow Wilson (see Jastrow, GA, 14–15), has the 

identical wavelength of that which would be given off by a gigantic explosion. 

Fourth, the large mass of energy resulting from such an explosion and predicted by Big Bang 

proponents was actually discovered by the Hubble Space Telescope in 1992. 

Fifth, Einstein‘s own theory of general relativity demanded a beginning of time, a view he 

resisted for years and even defended by a fudge factor he introduced into his argument to avoid it 

and for which he was later embarrassed (see Heeren and Smoot, SMG, 109). 

The cumulative philosophical and scientific evidence for an origin of the material universe 

provides a strong reason to conclude that there must have been a nonphysical originating Cause 

of the physical universe. Agnostic astronomer Robert Jastrow admits that this is a clearly theistic 

conclusion (―SCBTF‖ in CT, 17). After reviewing the evidence that the cosmos had a beginning, 

the British physicist Edmund Whittaker concurred: ―It is simpler to postulate creation ex 

nihilo—divine will constituting nature from nothingness‖ (cited by Jastrow, GA, 111). Jastrow 

concludes, ―That there are what I or anyone would call supernatural forces at work is now, I 

think, a scientifically proven fact‖ (Jastrow, ―SCBTF‖ in CT, 15, 18, emphasis added). 

 The Vertical Form of the Cosmological Argument 

The horizontal form of the cosmological argument argues from the past origin of the cosmos 

to an Original (First) Cause of it. By contrast, the vertical form of the cosmological argument 

begins with the present contingent existence of the cosmos and insists there must be a current 

Necessary Being causing it. Both are causal arguments and both begin with an existing cosmos. 

However, the horizontal argument starts with a universe that had a beginning (long ago), and the 

second with a universe that has being (right now). The former stresses originating causality, and 

the latter focuses on conserving causality. The first argues to a First Cause (back then), and the 

second argues to a Necessary Cause (at present). 

The vertical cosmological argument was stated in several ways by Thomas Aquinas (ST, 

1.2.3). Two forms of it will illustrate the point: the argument from contingency and the argument 

from change. 

The argument from contingency begins with the fact that at least one contingent being exists; 

that is, a being that exists but can not exist. A Necessary Being is one that exists but cannot not 

exist. The argument goes like this: 
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(1) Whatever exists but can/could not exist needs a cause for its existence, since the mere 

possibility of existence does not explain why something exists. The mere possibility for 

something is nothing (i.e., no-thing). 

(2) But nothing cannot produce something. 

(3) Therefore, something necessarily exists as the ground for everything that does exist but 

can not exist. In short, it is a violation of the principle of causality to say that a contingent 

being can account for its own existence. 

Another way to put this form of the vertical argument is to note that if something contingent 

exists, then a Necessary Being must exist: 

(1) If everything were contingent, then it would be possible that nothing existed. 

(2) But something does exist (e.g., I do), and its existence is undeniable, for I have to exist in 

order to be able to affirm that I do not exist. 

(3) Thus, if some contingent being now exists, a Necessary Being must now exist, otherwise 

there would be no ground for the existence of this contingent being. 

The argument from change, another form of the vertical cosmological argument, begins with 

the fact that there are changing beings: 

(1) Whatever changes passes from a state of potentiality (potency) for that change to a state 

of being actualized (act). That is, all changing beings have act(uality) and potency in their 

very being. If not, then all change would involve annihilation and re-creation, which is 

impossible without a Cause, since nothing cannot produce something. 

(2) But no potentiality can actualize itself, any more than the potential for steel to become a 

skyscraper can actualize itself into a skyscraper. 

(3) If no potency can actualize itself, and yet at least one being is actualized (e.g., me), then 

ultimately there must be something that is Pure Actuality (with no potentiality), otherwise 

there would be no ground for why something now exists that has the potential not to 

exist. 

This form of the vertical cosmological argument addresses the impossibility of an infinite 

regress of beings that are composed of act and potency. It points out that the very first Being 

beneath a changing being (with act and potency) cannot be another being with act and potency, 

for what does not account for its own existence certainly cannot account for another‘s existence. 

To say it could is like arguing that one paratrooper whose chute did not open can hold up another 

whose chute did not open. And adding more paratroopers whose chutes do not open does not 

help the problem; it compounds it. 

Another way to put the impossibility of an infinite regress of causes of the present existence 

of a changing being (with act and potency) is to point out that in an infinite regress of such 

causes at least one cause must be causing, since it is admitted that causing is occurring. Yet in an 

infinite series every cause is being caused, for if one were not being caused, then we have 

arrived at an Uncaused Cause (which scientists desire to avoid). One cause must be uncaused, 

for if every cause in an infinite series is being caused and at least one cause is causing, then that 

cause is self-caused. However, a self-caused being is impossible, since a cause is ontologically 

(see page 34), if not chronologically, prior to its effect, and something cannot be prior to itself. 

Another form of the vertical cosmological argument begins with the present dependence of 

every part of the universe. Briefly stated: 
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(1) Every part of the universe is right now dependent for its existence. 

(2) If every part is right now dependent for its existence, then the whole universe must also 

be right now dependent for its existence. 

(3) Therefore, the whole universe is dependent right now for its existence on some 

Independent Being beyond itself. 

In response, critics argue that the second premise commits the fallacy of composition. That 

every piece of a mosaic is square does not mean the whole mosaic is square. Also, putting two 

triangles together does not necessarily make another triangle; it may make a square. The whole 

may (and sometimes does) have a characteristic not possessed by the parts. 

Defenders of the vertical form of the cosmological argument are quick to note that sometimes 

there is a necessary connection between the parts and the whole. For example, if every piece of a 

floor is oak, then the whole floor is oak. If every tile in the kitchen is yellow, then the whole 

floor is yellow. This is true because it is of the very nature of patches of yellow tile that when 

you put more like patches of yellow tile together, you still have a patch of yellow. And while 

putting two triangles together does not necessarily make another triangle, nevertheless, putting 

two triangles together will necessarily make another geometric figure. Why? Because it is of the 

very nature of geometric figures that when they are combined they still form a geometric figure. 

Likewise, it is of the very nature of dependent beings that when you put more of them 

together, you still have dependent beings. If one thing is dependent for its being, then another 

dependent being can no more hold it up than adding more links to a chain will hold it up if there 

is no peg holding up the whole chain. 

In response, some critics argue that the whole is greater than the parts. Therefore, while the 

parts are dependent, the whole universe is not. However, either the sum of the parts is equal to 

the whole or it is more than the whole. If the whole universe is equal to its parts, then the whole 

must be dependent just like the parts are.
11

 If, on the other hand, the whole universe is more than 

the parts and would not vanish were the parts all destroyed, then the whole universe is the 

equivalent of God, for it is an uncaused, independent, eternal, and necessary Being on which 

everything in the entire universe depends for its existence. 

The Teleological Argument for God’s Existence 

There are many forms of the teleological argument, the most famous of which derives from 

William Paley (1743–1805), who used the watchmaker analogy. Since every watch has a maker, 

and since the universe is exceedingly more complex in its operation than a watch, it follows that 

there must be a Universe Maker. In brief, the teleological argument reasons from design to an 

Intelligent Designer: 

(1) All designs imply a designer. 

(2) There is great design in the universe. 

(3) Therefore, there must have been a Great Designer of the universe. 

The first premise we know from experience; on any occasion that we see a complex design, 

we know by previous experience that it came from the mind of a designer. Watches imply 

                                                           
11 Proof of this is that if all the parts are taken away, the whole would vanish too. Thus, the whole 
universe must be contingent also. 
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watchmakers; buildings imply architects; paintings imply artists; and coded messages imply an 

intelligent sender. We know this to be true because we observe it happening over and over. 

Also, the greater the design, the greater the designer.
12

 A thousand monkeys sitting at 

typewriters for millions of years would never produce Hamlet. But Shakespeare did it on the first 

try. The more complex the design, the greater the intelligence required to produce it. 

It is important to note here that by ―complex design‖ is meant specified complexity. A 

crystal, for example, has specificity but not complexity; like a snowflake, it has the same basic 

patterns repeated over and over. Random polymers,
13

 on the other hand, have complexity but not 

specificity.
14

 A living cell, however, has both specificity and complexity. 

The kind of complexity found in a living cell is the same kind of complexity that is found in 

a human language; that is to say, the letter sequence in the four-letter genetic alphabet is identical 

to that in a written language. And the amount of specified complex information in a simple one-

celled animal is greater than that found in Webster‘s Unabridged Dictionary. As a result, 

believing that life occurred without an intelligent cause is like believing that Webster‘s 

Unabridged resulted from an explosion in a print shop. 

Michael Behe‘s excellent book Darwin‘s Black Box provides from the nature of a living cell 

strong evidence that it could not have originated by anything but intelligent design. The cell 

represents irreducible complexity, and it cannot be accounted for via the incremental changes 

called for by evolution (Behe, DBB, all). Even Charles Darwin (1809–1882) admitted, ―If it 

could be demonstrated that any complex organ existed which could not possibly have been 

formed by numerous, successive, slight modifications, my theory would absolutely break down‖ 

(Darwin, OOS, 6th ed., 154). Even evolutionist Richard Dawkins agrees: 

Evolution is very possibly not, in actual fact, always gradual. But it must be gradual when it is 

being used to explain the coming into existence of complicated, apparently designed objects, like 

eyes. For if it is not gradual in these cases, it ceases to have any explanatory power at all. Without 

gradualness in these cases, we are back to miracle, which is a synonym for the total absence of 

[naturalistic] explanation. (Dawkins, BW, 83.) 

But Behe provides numerous examples of irreducible complexity that cannot evolve in small 

steps. He concludes, 

No one at Harvard University, no one at the National Institutes of Health, no member of the 

National Academy of Sciences, no Nobel prize winner—no one at all can give a detailed account of 

how the cilium, or vision, or blood clotting, or any complex biochemical process might have 

developed in a Darwinian fashion. But we are here. All these things got here somehow; if not in a 

Darwinian fashion, then how? (Behe, DBB, 187.) 
Other examples of irreducible complexity abound, including aspects of DNA reduplication, 

electron transport, telomere synthesis, photosynthesis, transcription regulation, and more … [Hence,] 

life on earth at its most fundamental level, in its most critical components, is the product of intelligent 

activity (ibid., 160, 193). 

                                                           
12 It begs the question to point out that beavers make dams, since this is taken by creationists as 
evidence that an intelligent Creator programmed this ability into beavers. Computers can produce 
amazing order and design but only because they were programmed by an intelligent being to do so. 
13 Polymers are chemical compounds or mixtures of compounds that generally consist of repeating 
structural units. 
14 For something to have specificity is for it to have characteristics that are peculiar only to itself or to its 
group of organisms. 



 
27 

Behe adds, 

The conclusion of intelligent design flows naturally from the data itself—not from sacred books 

or sectarian beliefs. Inferring that biochemical systems were designed by an intelligent agent is a 

humdrum process that requires no new principles of logic or science.… [Thus,] the result of these 

cumulative efforts to investigate the cell—to investigate life at the molecular level—is a loud, clear, 

piercing cry of ―design!‖ The result is so unambiguous and so significant that it must be ranked as 

one of the greatest achievements in the history of science. The discovery rivals those of Newton and 

Einstein (ibid., 232–33). 

The late agnostic astronomer Carl Sagan (1934–1996) unwittingly provided a powerful 

example of incredible design. He notes that the genetic information in the human brain expressed 

in bits is probably comparable to the total number of connections among neurons—about a 

hundred trillion, 10
14

 bits. 

If written out in English, say, that information would fill some twenty million volumes, as many 

as in the world‘s largest libraries. The equivalent of twenty million books is inside the head of every 

one of us. The brain is a very big place in a very small space. 

Sagan went on to note that ―the neurochemistry of the brain is astonishingly busy, the 

circuitry of a machine more wonderful than any devised by humans‖ (Sagan, C, 278). But if this 

is so, then why does the human brain not need an intelligent Creator, such as those wonderful 

machines (like computers) devised by humans? 

Another support for the teleological argument comes from the anthropic principle, which 

states that from its very inception the universe was fine-tuned for the emergence of human life 

(see Barrow, ACP). That is, the universe intricately preadapted for the arrival of human life. If 

the delicate balance had been off in the least, then life would not have been possible. 

For example, oxygen comprises 21 percent of the atmosphere. If it were 25 percent, fires 

would erupt, and if only 15 percent, humans would suffocate. If the gravitational force were 

altered by merely one part in ten to the fortieth power (ten followed by forty zeroes), the sun 

would not exist and the moon would crash into the earth or veer off into space (Heeren, SMG, 

196). If the centrifugal force of planetary movement did not precisely balance the gravitational 

forces, nothing could be held in orbit around the sun. If the universe were expanding at a rate 

one-millionth more slowly than it is, the temperature on earth would be 10,000 degrees Celsius. 

If Jupiter were not in its current order, the earth would be bombarded with space material. If the 

earth‘s crust were thicker, too much oxygen would be transmitted to it to support life. If it were 

thinner, volcanic and tectonic activity would make life untenable. And if the rotation of the earth 

took longer than twenty-four hours, temperature differences between night and day would be too 

great (see Ross, FG). 

Again, Robert Jastrow sums up the implications: ―The anthropic principle … seems to say 

that science itself has proven as a hard fact, that this universe was made, was designed, for man 

to live in. It‘s a very theistic result‖ (Jastrow, SCBTF, 17, emphasis added). Former atheistic 

astronomer Alan Sandage came to the same result: 

The world is too complicated in all of its parts to be due to chance alone. I am convinced that the 

existence of life on earth with all its order in each of its organisms is simply too well put together.… 

The more one learns of biochemistry, the more unbelievable it becomes unless there is some kind of 

organizing principle—an architect for believers.… (Sandage, ―SRRB‖ in T, 54.) 
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The great Albert Einstein (1879–1955) likewise declared that ―the harmony of natural law … 

reveals an intelligence of such superiority that, compared with it, all systematic thinking and 

acting of human beings is an utterly insignificant reflection‖ (Einstein, IO—WISI, 40, emphasis 

added). 

The Ontological Argument for God’s Existence 

―Ontological‖ comes from the Greek word ontos (―being‖). This is the argument from the 

idea of a Perfect or Necessary Being to the actual existence of such a Being. The first 

philosopher known to develop the ontological argument (though Immanuel Kant [1724–1804] 

was the first to call it this) was Anselm (1033–1109). 

There are two forms of the argument. One derives from the idea of a Perfect Being and the 

other from the idea of a Necessary Being. These are sometimes called Anselm A and Anselm B, 

respectively. 

The First Form of the Ontological Argument 

According to this statement of the argument, the mere concept of God as an absolutely 

perfect Being demands that He exist. Briefly put: 

(1) God is by definition an absolutely perfect Being. 

(2) Existence is a perfection. 

(3) Therefore, God must exist. If God did not exist, then he would be lacking one perfection, 

namely, existence. But if God lacked any perfection, then He would not be absolutely 

perfect. And God is by definition an absolutely perfect Being. Therefore, an absolutely 

perfect Being (God) must exist. 

Since the time of Immanuel Kant it has been widely accepted that this form of the ontological 

argument is invalid because existence is not a perfection. It is argued that existence adds nothing 

to the concept of a thing; it merely gives a concrete instance of it. The dollar in my mind can 

have exactly the same properties or characteristics as the one in my wallet. The only difference is 

that I have a concrete example of the latter. 

Kant‘s critique of the first form of the ontological argument is penetrating and widely 

embraced. There is, however, a second form that is not subject to this criticism. 

The Second Form of the Ontological Argument 

In his response to the monk Gaunilo (fl. c. eleventh century), who opposed the argument, 

Anselm insisted that the very concept of a Necessary Being demands His existence. It can be 

stated this way: 

(1) If God exists, we must conceive of Him as a Necessary Being; 

(2) but by definition, a Necessary Being cannot not exist; 

(3) therefore, if a Necessary Being can exist, then it must exist. 

Since there appears to be no contradiction to the idea of a Necessary Being, it would seem to 

follow that one must exist, for the very idea of a Necessary Being demands that it must exist—if 

it did not exist, then it would not be a necessary existence. 



 
29 

Critics point to a different problem with this form of the ontological syllogism.
15

 It‘s like 

saying, ―If there are triangles, then they must have three sides.‖ Of course, there may not be any 

triangles. So the argument never really gets past that initial ―if‖; it never proves the big question 

that it claims to answer. It assumes, but does not prove, the existence of a Necessary Being, 

merely asserting that if a Necessary Being exists—and that is the open question—then it must 

exist necessarily, for this is the only way a Necessary Being can exist. 

Some have further refined the argument by adding that a state of total nothingness is not 

logically possible, since our own existence is undeniable. And if something exists, then 

something else must exist (i.e., the Necessary Being). However, in this form it is no longer an 

ontological argument, since it begins with something that exists and reasons to something that 

must exist. 

Most theists do not believe the ontological argument as such is sufficient in and of itself to 

prove the existence of God. This is not to say it cannot be useful. While the ontological argument 

cannot prove God‘s existence, it can prove certain things about His nature, if God does exist. For 

example, it shows that if God exists at all, then He must exist necessarily. He cannot cease to 

exist, and He cannot exist contingently. 

The Moral Argument for God’s Existence 

The roots of the moral argument for God are found in Romans 2:12–15, where the apostle 

Paul speaks of humankind being without excuse because there is ―a law written on their hearts.‖ 

In the last 250 years this argument has been stated in various ways; the most popular form 

emanates from C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) in the first part of his popular book Mere Christianity. 

The heart of the argument follows this basic structure: 

(1) Moral law implies a Moral Lawgiver. 

(2) There is an objective moral law. 

(3) Therefore, there is an objective Moral Lawgiver. 

The first premise is self-evident. A moral law is a prescription, and prescriptions come only 

from prescribers. Unlike the laws of nature (which are only descriptive), moral laws are 

prescriptive: Moral laws don‘t describe what is; they prescribe what ought to be. They are not 

simply a description of the way people do behave but are imperatives as to how they should 

behave. 

The weight of the moral argument for God‘s existence rests on the second premise—that 

there is an objective moral law. That is, there is a moral law not just prescribed by humans but 

also prescribed for humans. The question is whether there is evidence that there is a universal, 

objective prescription that is binding on all humans. 

The evidence for an objective moral law is strong; it is implied in moral judgments that we 

make, such as, ―The world is getting better (or worse).‖ How can we know this unless there is 

some standard beyond the world by which we can measure it? Likewise, statements like ―Hitler 

was wrong‖ lose their intended significance if they are merely a matter of opinion or are 

culturally relative. But if Hitler was really (objectively) wrong, then there is a moral law beyond 

                                                           
15 Properly speaking, a syllogism is a deductive scheme (see chapter 5) of a formal arrangement 
consisting of a major and a minor premise and a conclusion (Webster’s Third New International 
Dictionary). 
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all of us by which we are all bound. And if there is such an objective moral law beyond all of us, 

then there is a Moral Lawgiver (God). 

C. S. Lewis effectively answers typical objections to this moral argument as paraphrased in 

the following text (see Lewis, MC, part 1). 

This Moral Law Is Not Herd Instinct 

What we call the moral law cannot be the result of herd instinct
16

 or else the stronger impulse 

in us would always win. It does not. Furthermore, we would always act from our instinct rather 

than for it in order to bolster it (e.g., to help someone in trouble) as we only sometimes do. 

Finally, if the moral law were only herd instinct, then instincts would always be right, but they 

are not. Even love and patriotism are sometimes wrong. 

This Moral Law Cannot Be Social Convention 

Not everything learned through society is based on social convention (e.g., math or logic), so 

neither is the moral law merely a societal norm. Evidence of this is that the same basic moral 

laws can be found in virtually every society, past and present. Furthermore, judgments about 

social progress would not be possible if society were the basis of the judgments. 

This Moral Law Is Different From the Laws of Nature 

The moral law is not to be identified with the laws of nature because the latter are descriptive 

(are), not prescriptive (ought) as moral laws are. Indeed, factually convenient situations (the way 

it is) can be morally wrong and vice versa. For example, someone who tries to trip me and fails 

is in the wrong, while someone who accidentally trips me is not. 

The Moral Law Is Not Human Fancy 

Neither can the moral law be mere human fancy, because we cannot get rid of it even when 

we would sometimes like to do so. We did not create it; it is clearly impressed upon us from 

without. And if it were fancy, then all value judgments would be meaningless, including 

―Murder is wrong‖ and ―Racism is wrong.‖ 

But if the moral law is neither a description nor a merely human prescription, then it must be 

a moral prescription from a Moral Prescriber who is beyond us. As Lewis notes, this Moral 

Lawgiver is more like mind than nature. He can no more be part of nature than an architect is 

part of the building he designs. 

Injustice Does Not Disprove a Moral Lawgiver 

The main objection to an absolutely perfect Moral Lawgiver is the argument from evil in the 

world. No serious person can fail to recognize that all the murders, rapes, hatred, and cruelty 

make the world far short of being absolutely perfect. But if the world is imperfect, how can there 

be an absolutely perfect God? Lewis‘s answer is simple and to the point: The only way the world 

could possibly be known to be imperfect is if there is an absolutely perfect standard by which it 

can be judged to be imperfect. Injustice makes sense only if there is a standard of justice by 

                                                           
16 Herd instinct is “an inherent tendency to congregate or to react in unison; a theoretical human instinct 
toward gregariousness and conformity” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). 
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which something is known to be not just. And absolute injustice is possible only if there is an 

absolute standard of justice. In his own words Lewis clarifies: 

My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how had I got 

this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight 

line.… Thus in the very act of trying to prove that God did not exist—in other words, that the whole 

of reality was senseless—I found I was forced to assume that one part of reality—namely my idea of 

justice—was full of sense. Consequently atheism turns out to be too simple. (Lewis, MC, 45–46.) 

Rather than disproving a morally perfect Being, then, the evil in the world presupposes an 

absolutely perfect standard. One could raise the question as to whether this Ultimate Lawgiver is 

all-powerful, but not as to whether He is perfect. 

CONCLUSION ABOUT THE THEISTIC ARGUMENTS 

Most theists do not rest their whole case for God on any one argument. Indeed, each 

argument seems to demonstrate a different attribute of God along with His existence. For 

example, the cosmological argument shows that an infinitely powerful Being exists; the 

teleological argument reveals that this Being is also super-intelligent; the moral argument 

establishes that He is morally perfect. And, granted that Something exists, the ontological 

argument demonstrates that He is a Necessary Being. 

Some theists offer other arguments for the existence of God, such as the argument from 

religious need (see Geisler, ―G, EF‖ in BECA) or the argument from religious experience (see 

Trueblood, PR). But the ones detailed above are the standard or classical arguments. 

The objection is made that the cosmological argument does not prove a theistic God, such as 

evangelical Christianity holds. There are many other concepts of God besides theism, but these 

concepts cannot be identified with a theistic God. 

Theism vs. Finite Godism 

God must be infinite (in contrast with finite godism), since per the cosmological argument 

every finite thing needs a cause. Hence, the Cause of all finite things must not be finite. 

Further, the finite universe is made of parts, yet there cannot be an infinite number of parts, 

since no matter how many parts there are, one more could always be added. And the First 

Uncaused Cause of the universe cannot be a part or have parts, otherwise He would be caused. 

Hence, He must be infinite, since only finite things have parts. Since nothing can be added to an 

infinite, but since all parts can be added to other parts, the Creator of the universe is infinite (and 

without parts). 

Theism vs. Polytheism 

The Uncaused Cause of theism is distinct from the many polytheistic gods, for there cannot 

be more than one unlimited existence as such. More than the Most is not possible. Such a Cause 

is Pure Actuality, and Actuality is unlimited and unique. Only act as conjoined with potency is 

limited, such as is found in contingent beings (which exist but have the possibility not to exist). 

Further, in order to differ, one being would have to lack some characteristic that the other one 

had. But any being that lacked some characteristic of existence would not be an unlimited perfect 

existence. In other words, two infinite Beings cannot differ in their potentiality, since they have 
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no potentiality; they are Pure Actuality. And they cannot differ in their actuality, since Actuality 

as such does not differ from Actuality as such. Hence, they must be identical. So, there is only 

one Unlimited Cause of all limited existence. 

Theism vs. Pantheism 

Further, the Uncaused Cause of Theism is not the God of pantheism. Pantheism affirms that 

an unlimited and necessary being exists but denies the reality of limited and finite beings. 

Theism begins with real, finite, contingent changing being(s), and from this it reasons to a real, 

infinite, necessary, unchanging being. So the theistic God is not the same as the god of 

pantheism. 

The denial that a human being is finite and changing is self-defeating. A pantheist did not 

always believe this way; he came to believe this way by some process of ―enlightenment.‖ But if 

he went through some changing process, then he is not an unchanging being after all. 

Theism vs. Atheism 

Nor can the Uncaused Cause of theism be identical with the material universe, as many 

atheists believe. As ordinarily conceived, the cosmos or material universe is a limited and spatio-

temporal system. It is, for example, subject to the Second Law of Thermodynamics and thus is 

running down. But an Uncaused Cause is unlimited and not running down. 

Space and time imply limitations to a here-and-now kind of existence. But an Uncaused 

Cause is not limited, and so it cannot be identical to the space-time world. The theistic God is in 

the temporal world as its ground of continuing existence, but He is not of the world in that it is 

limited and He is not. 

If, in response, one claimed that the whole of the material universe is not temporal and 

limited as are the parts, he would only demonstrate what theism claims, for his conclusion is that 

there exists beyond the contingent world of limited spatio-temporality a whole reality that is 

eternal, unlimited, and necessary. In other words, it agrees with theism that there is a God 

beyond the limited, changing world of experience. It is a substitute for God that admits that there 

is a whole reality that is more than the experienced part of reality and that has all the essential 

metaphysical attributes of the theistic God. 

Theism vs. Panentheism 

Neither can the Uncaused Cause of theism be identical with the God of panentheism, also 

known as bipolar theism or process theology. Again, panentheism affirms that God has two 

poles: an actual pole (which is identified with the changing temporal world) and a potential pole 

(which is eternal and unchanging). Such a conception of God must be rejected for the following 

reasons: 

For one thing, the conclusion of the cosmological argument demonstrates the need for a God 

of pure actuality with no potentiality (pole) at all. Further, God cannot be subject to limitations, 

composition, or spatiotemporality, since He is unlimited in His being. Moreover, the theistic God 

cannot have poles or aspects, since He is absolutely simple (i.e., uncomposed) and has no duality 

at all. As Pure Actuality, He is a simple and unlimited existence as such, with no limited pole. A 

partly limited unlimited existence is a contradiction. 
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In addition, God cannot be subject to change, for anything that changes must be composed of 

actuality and potentiality for change. Change is a passing from potentiality to actuality, from 

what it can be to what it actually becomes. But since existence has no potentiality, it follows that 

it cannot change. If something changes, it proves thereby that it was not Pure Actuality but 

possessed some potentiality for the change it underwent. A pure and unlimited actuality cannot 

change. 

Theism vs. Deism 

Finally, the conclusion of the cosmological argument, at least the vertical form of it, cannot 

be a deistic God, for a deistic God is not the here-and-now Cause of the universe, as is the 

theistic God. Since the universe is dependent in its being, it needs something independent on 

which to depend—at all times. The universe never ceases to be dependent or contingent. Once 

contingent, always contingent; a contingent being cannot become a Necessary Being, for a 

Necessary Being cannot come to be or cease to be as a contingent being can. Hence, the God of 

theism is different from the deistic conception of God. This is to say nothing of the fact that the 

God of theism can and does perform miracles, and the God of deism does not (see chapter 3). 

Further, deism denies that miracles can or do occur. But a God who has created the universe 

from nothing has already performed the greatest miracle. Hence, such a God cannot be the God 

of deism. 

CONCLUSION 

The God of theism can be established by sound reasoning. Further, He is distinct from all 

other views of God, since there can only be one indivisible, infinite, necessary, absolutely perfect 

Uncaused Cause of everything else that exists. And since metaphysical theism is a precondition 

of evangelical theology, the viability of this precondition of evangelicalism is well supported by 

numerous lines of evidence. To be sure, objections can and have been raised, but none have been 

successful (see appendix 1). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

MIRACLES: THE SUPERNATURAL 

PRECONDITION 

INTRODUCTION TO MIRACLES 

Evangelical theology is built on the supernatural. Christ‘s virgin birth, His miracle-filled 

ministry, His physical resurrection from the dead, and His bodily ascension into heaven are only 
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some of the numerous miracles essential to biblical Christianity. So much is the supernatural a 

precondition of orthodox theology that without it historical Christianity would collapse. To quote 

the apostle Paul, ―If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. 

More than that, we are then found to be false witnesses about God.… And if Christ has not been 

raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in 

Christ are lost‖ (1 Cor. 15:14–18). 

Before a miracle can be identified, to say nothing of verified, it must be defined; there is no 

way to find a miracle unless we know what we‘re looking for. Theologians have defined 

miracles in two different ways. 

TWO DEFINITIONS OF MIRACLES 

Historically, miracles have been defined in either a weak sense or a strong sense. Following 

Augustine (354–430), some describe a miracle as ―a portent [that] is not contrary to nature, but 

contrary to our knowledge of nature‖ (CG, 21.8). 

The problem with this weak view of miracles is that the event might not be supernatural at 

all; it could simply be a natural event for which the observer, as yet, has no natural explanation. 

This would mean that all natural anomalies, including meteors, earthquakes, volcanoes, and 

eclipses, were at one time miracles to everyone—and still are to many people. Certainly, these 

kinds of so-called miracles would have no apologetic value such as those in the Bible claim to 

have (Matt. 12:39–40; Mark 2:10–11; John 3:2; Acts 2:22; Heb. 2:3–4; 2 Cor. 12:12). 

Others, following Thomas Aquinas, define a miracle in the strong sense of an event that is 

beyond nature‘s power to produce and that only a supernatural power (God) can do (SCG, Book 

3). Again, only in this strong view can miracles be identifiable as acts of God, since in the weak 

sense they are indistinguishable from unusual natural events. Further, only in the strong sense do 

miracles have apologetic value, since they occur with direct supernatural intervention. In this 

sense, a miracle is a divine intervention into the natural world. As atheist Antony Flew put it, ―A 

miracle is something which would never have happened had nature, as it were, been left to its 

own devices‖ (Flew, ―M,‖ in Edwards, ed., EP, 346). Natural law describes naturally caused 

regularities; a miracle is a supernaturally caused singularity. 

DISTINGUISHING MIRACLES FROM NATURAL LAW 

In order to explain what is meant by a supernatural act, we need an initial understanding of 

what is meant by natural law. Natural law is understood as the usual, orderly, and general way 

that the world operates. By contrast, a miracle is minimally an unusual, irregular, and specific 

way in which God acts within the world. 

Miracles are supernatural but not anti-natural. As the famous physicist Sir George Stokes 

said, ―It may be that the event which we call a miracle was brought about not by the suspension 

of the laws in ordinary operation, but by the super-addition of something not ordinarily in 

operation‖ (ISBE, 2063). In other words, if a miracle occurs, it is not a violation or contradiction 

of the ordinary laws of cause and effect, but rather a new effect produced by the introduction of a 

supernatural cause. 

At this point, what we need is a biblical description of miracles. The Bible uses three basic 

words to describe them: sign, wonder, and power. A study of the usage of each will help in 

understanding what is meant by ―miracle.‖ 
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OLD TESTAMENT USAGE OF THE WORDS SIGN, WONDER, AND 

POWER 

Each of the words for ―miracle‖ carries with it a connotation of its own. When the meanings 

of all three are combined, we gain a complete picture of biblical miracles. 

Old Testament Usage of the Word Sign 

Although the Hebrew word for ―sign‖ (oth) is sometimes used to refer to natural things, such 

as stars (Gen. 1:14) or the Sabbath (Ex. 31:13), it usually carries a supernatural significance, 

namely, as something appointed by God with special assigned meaning. 

The first usage of the word sign is in the divine prediction given to Moses that Israel would 

be delivered from Egypt and serve God at Horeb. God promised, ―I will be with you. And this 

will be the sign to you that it is I who have sent you‖ (Ex. 3:12). When Moses asked God, ―What 

if they do not believe me or listen to me?‖ (Ex. 4:1) the Lord gave Moses two ―signs‖: His rod 

turned into a serpent (Ex. 4:3), and his hand became leprous (Ex. 4:6–7). These were given ―that 

they may believe that the LORD, the God of their fathers … has appeared to you‖ (Ex. 4:5). 

God said, ―If they do not believe you or pay attention to the first miraculous sign, they may 

believe the second‖ (Ex. 4:8). Moses ―performed the signs before the people, and they believed. 

And … they bowed down and worshiped‖ (Ex. 4:30–31). In fact, God assured Moses, ―I will 

harden [strengthen] Pharaoh‘s heart, and … multiply my miraculous signs and wonders in 

Egypt.… And the Egyptians will know that I am the LORD when I stretch out my hand against 

Egypt and bring the Israelites out of it‖ (Ex. 7:3, 5; cf. 11:9). 

Again and again it is repeated that the purpose of these signs is twofold: ―By this you will 

know that I am the LORD‖ (Ex. 7:17; cf. 9:29–30; 10:1–2) and that these are ―my people‖ (Ex. 

3:10; cf. 5:1; 6:7; 11:7). The more the Lord multiplied the signs, the harder Pharaoh‘s heart 

became (Ex. 7:3, 9:35; cf. 11:9). But even through this stubborn unbelief God received ―glory‖ 

(Num. 14:22). 

Throughout the rest of the Old Testament there are repeated references to the miraculous 

―signs‖ God performed in delivering His people from Egypt. He complained to Moses in the 

wilderness, saying, ―How long will they refuse to believe in me, in spite of all the miraculous 

signs I have performed among them?‖ (Num. 14:11; cf. v. 22). Moses challenged Israel, ―Has 

any god ever tried to take for himself one nation out of another nation, by testings, by miraculous 

signs and wonders?‖ (Deut. 4:34). Later Moses reminded the people, ―Before our eyes the LORD 

sent miraculous signs and wonders—great and terrible—upon Egypt and Pharaoh and his whole 

household‖ (Deut. 6:22). ―So the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an 

outstretched arm, with great terror and with miraculous signs and wonders‖ (Deut. 26:8; cf. Deut. 

29:2–3; Josh. 24:17; Neh. 9:10; Ps. 105:27; Jer. 32:20–21). 

Many times in the biblical record ―signs‖ are given to prophets as confirmation of their 

divine call. Moses‘ miraculous credentials have already been mentioned (Ex. 3 and 4). Gideon 

asked of God, ―Give me a sign that it is really you talking to me‖ (Judg. 6:17). God responded 

with miraculous fire that consumed Gideon‘s offering (v. 5:21). God confirmed Himself to Eli by 

miraculous predictions about his sons‘ deaths (1 Sam. 2:34). Likewise, predictive ―signs‖ were 

made to confirm God‘s appointment of King Saul (1 Sam. 10:7, 9). Isaiah offered predictions as 

―signs‖ of his divine message (Isa. 7:14; 38:7–8). 

Although the word sign is not used in these cases, God‘s miraculous confirmations of Moses 

over Korah (Num. 16) and Elijah over the false prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18) illustrate the same 
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point. In short, miracles were used as signs to accredit the true prophet. Likewise, the lack of 

predictive powers (false prophecy) was an indication that the prophet was not of God (Deut. 

18:22). 

Other events in the Old Testament are called ―signs‖ or ―miracles‖ as well. These include the 

plagues on Egypt (Ex. 7:3), the provisions in the wilderness (spoken of in John 6:30–31), fire 

from a rock (Judg. 6:17–21), victory over enemies (1 Sam. 14:10), confirmation of healing (Isa. 

38:7, 22), and judgments from the Lord (Jer. 44:29). 

Old Testament Usage of the Word Wonder 

Often the words sign and wonder are used of the same event(s) in the same verse (Ex. 7:3; cf. 

Deut. 4:34; 7:19; 13:1–2; 26:8; 28:46; 29:3; 34:11; Neh. 9:10; Ps. 135:9; Jer. 32:20–21). At other 

times the Bible describes as ―wonders‖ (Heb: mopheth) the same events that are elsewhere called 

―signs‖ (Ex. 4:21; 11:9–10; Ps. 78:43; 105:27; Joel 2:30). Of course, sometimes the word sign is 

used of a natural ―wonder,‖ as of a prophet (Ezek. 24:24) or a unique thing a prophet did to get 

his message across (Isa. 20:3). But even here the word wonder has a special, supernatural 

(divine) significance. 

Old Testament Usage of the Word Power 

One Hebrew word for ―power‖ (koak) is sometimes used of human power in the Old 

Testament (Gen. 31:6; Deut. 8:17; Nah. 2:1). However, very often it is used of divine power, 

sometimes of God‘s power to create: ―God made the earth by his power; he founded the world 

by his wisdom and stretched out the heavens by his understanding‖ (Jer. 10:12; cf. Jer. 27:5; 

32:17; 51:15). In other places the ―power‖ of God overthrows His enemies (Ex. 15:6–7), delivers 

His people from Egypt (Num. 14:17; cf. v. 14:13), rules the universe (1 Chron. 29:12), gives the 

people of Israel their land (Ps. 111:6), and inspires His prophets to speak His Word (Mic. 3:8). 

―Power‖ is often in direct connection with events called ―signs‖ or ―wonders‖ or both (see Ex. 

9:16; 32:11; Deut. 4:37; 2 Kings 17:36; Neh. 1:10). Sometimes other Hebrew words for ―power‖ 

are used in the same verse with ―signs and wonders‖; Moses speaks of the deliverance of Israel 

―by miraculous signs and wonders … [and] by a mighty [chazaq] hand‖ (Deut. 4:34; cf. Deut. 

7:19; 26:8; 34:12). 

NEW TESTAMENT USAGE OF THE WORDS SIGN, WONDER, AND 

POWER 

The New Testament usage of the three basic words for miracles is directly parallel to that of 

the Old Testament. 

New Testament Usage of the Word Sign 

In the New Testament, ―sign‖ (Gk: semeion) is used seventy-seven times (forty-eight times in 

the Gospels). It is occasionally used of ordinary events, such as circumcision (Rom. 4:11) or a 

baby wrapped in swaddling clothes (Luke 2:12). Here again these signs have special divine 

significance, but most often the word is reserved for what we would call a miracle. Many times it 

is used of Jesus‘ miracles, such as healing (John 6:2; 9:16), turning the water to wine (John 



 
38 

2:11), and raising the dead (John 11:43–44). Likewise, the apostles performed miracles of 

healing (Acts 4:16, 30), ―great signs and miracles‖ (Acts 8:13), and ―miraculous signs and 

wonders‖ (Acts 14:3; 15:12); ―many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles‖ 

(Acts 2:43). Even the Jewish authorities said, ―What are we going to do with these men? … 

Everybody living in Jerusalem knows they have done an outstanding miracle, and we cannot 

deny it‖ (Acts 4:16). 

The word sign is also used of the most significant miracle in the New Testament, the raising 

of Jesus Christ from the grave. Not only was the Resurrection a miracle, but it was also a miracle 

that Jesus predicted (John 2:19; Matt. 12:40; 16:21; 20:19). Jesus said to His unbelieving 

generation, ―But none [no sign] will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.… [T]he 

Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth‖ (Matt. 12:39–40). Jesus 

was also asked for a sign in Matthew 16, at which time He repeated this assurance of His 

resurrection. 

New Testament Usage of the Word Wonder 

The word wonder (Gk: teras) is used sixteen times in the New Testament and almost always 

refers to a miracle. In fact, in every occurrence it is used in combination with the word sign. It is 

used of the supernatural events before the second coming of Christ (Matt. 24:24; Mark 13:22; 

Acts 2:19), of Jesus‘ miracles (John 4:48; Acts 2:22), of the apostles‘ miracles (Acts 2:43; cf. 

Acts 4:30; 5:12; Heb. 2:3–4), of Stephen‘s miracles (Acts 6:8), of Moses‘ miracles in Egypt 

(Acts 7:36), and of Paul‘s miracles (Acts 14:3; 15:12; Rom. 15:19). Teras means ―a miraculous 

sign, prodigy, portent, omen, wonder‖ (Brown, DNTH, 2:633). It carries with it the idea of that 

which is amazing or astonishing (ibid., 623–25). 

New Testament Usage of the Word Power 

The word power (Gk: dunamis) is used on numerous occasions in the New Testament. It is 

occasionally used of human power (2 Cor. 1:8) or abilities (Matt. 25:15), and sometimes it is 

used of spiritual (satanic) powers (Luke 10:19; Rom. 8:38). Like its Old Testament parallel, the 

New Testament term for ―power‖ is often translated ―miracles.‖ Dunamis is used in combination 

with ―signs and wonders‖ (Heb. 2:4), of Christ‘s miracles (Matt. 13:58), of the power to raise the 

dead (Phil. 3:10), of the virgin birth of Christ (Luke 1:35), of the special gift of miracles (1 Cor. 

12:10), of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 1:8), and of the ―power‖ of the 

gospel to save sinful people (Rom. 1:16). The emphasis of the word is on the divine energizing 

aspect of a miraculous event. 

THE THEOLOGICAL NATURE OF A MIRACLE 

Each of the three words for supernatural events (sign, wonder, power) delineates an aspect of 

a miracle. A miracle is an unusual event (wonder) that conveys and confirms an unusual message 

(sign) by means of unusual ability (power). From the divine vantage point a miracle is an act of 

God (power) that attracts the attention of the people of God (wonder) to the Word of God (by a 

sign). Respectively, these words designate the ―source‖ (God‘s power), the ―nature‖ (wonderful, 

unusual), and the ―purpose‖ (to signify something beyond itself) of a miracle. They are often 
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used as a sign to confirm a sermon; a wonder to verify the prophet‘s words; a miracle to help 

establish his message (John 3:2; Acts 2:22; Heb. 2:3–4). 

A miracle, then, is a divine intervention into, or an interruption of, the regular course of the 

world that produces a purposeful but unusual event that would not (or could not) have occurred 

otherwise. By this definition, natural laws are understood to be the normal, regular, and general 

way the world operates. But a miracle occurs as an unusual, irregular, and specific act of a God 

who is beyond the universe. 

This does not mean that miracles are against natural laws; it simply means they find their 

source beyond nature. In other words, miracles don‘t violate natural laws of cause and effect, 

they simply have a cause that transcends nature. 

THE PURPOSE OF MIRACLES 

The Bible states at least three purposes of a miracle: 

(1) to glorify the nature of God (John 2:11; 11:40); 

(2) to accredit certain persons as the spokespeople for God (Acts 2:22; Heb. 2:3–4); and 

(3) to provide evidence for belief in God (John 6:2, 14; 20:30–31). 

Of course, not all people believe that the event is an act of God, even when they witness a 

miracle. But in this event, says the New Testament, the miracle is a witness against them. John 

grieved, ―Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would 

not believe in him‖ (John 12:37). Jesus Himself said of some, ―They will not be convinced even 

if someone rises from the dead‖ (Luke 16:31). So in this sense the result (not the purpose) of 

disbelieving in miracles is condemnation of the unbeliever (cf. John 12:31, 37). 

THE VARIOUS DIMENSIONS OF MIRACLES 

Miracles Have an Unusual Character 

First, miracles have an unusual character. A miracle is an out-of-the-ordinary event in 

contrast to the regular pattern of events in the natural world. It is a ―wonder‖ that attracts 

attention by its uniqueness. Fire from heaven, walking on water, and a burning bush that is not 

consumed are not normal occurrences. Hence, they will by their unusual character draw the 

interest of observers. 

Miracles Have a Theological Context 

Second, supernatural events have a theological context. A miracle is an act of God (Gk: 

theos); therefore, a miracle presupposes that there is a God who can act. The view that there is a 

God beyond the universe who created it, controls it, and can interfere in it is called theism. 

Miracles, then, imply a theistic view of the universe. 

Miracles Have a Moral Dimension 

Third, miracles have a moral dimension. They bring glory to God; that is, they manifest His 

moral character. Miracles are visible acts that reflect the invisible nature of God. Technically, 



 
40 

there are no evil miracles, then, because God is good. All miracles by nature aim to produce 

and/or promote good. 

Miracles Have Doctrinal Content 

Fourth, miracles have doctrinal content. Miracles in the Bible are connected directly or 

indirectly with ―truth claims,‖ meaning that there is a message in the miracle. They are ways to 

tell a true prophet from a false prophet (Deut. 18:22); they confirm the truth of God through the 

servant of God (Heb. 2:3–4). A miracle is the sign that confirms the sermon; new revelation and 

divine confirmation go hand-in-hand (cf. John 3:2). 

Miracles Have a Teleological Aspect 

Finally, biblical miracles have a teleological aspect. Unlike magic, they are never performed 

to entertain (see Luke 23:8). Miracles have a distinctive purpose: To glorify the Creator and to 

provide evidence for people to believe by accrediting the message of God through the prophet of 

God. These five facets of a miracle form a theistic context for identifying a miracle. 

There are two basic ways to know whether miracles are possible: 

(1) to show that a supernatural God exists (which has already been done in chapter 2); 

(2) to answer objections raised against the possibility and/or plausibility of miracles. 

THEISM MAKES MIRACLES POSSIBLE 

C. S. Lewis aptly put it, 

If we admit God, must we admit Miracles? Indeed, indeed, you have no security against it. That is 

the bargain.… Theology says to you in effect, ―Admit God and with Him the risk of a few miracles, 

and I in return will ratify your faith in uniformity as regards the overwhelming majority of events‖ 

(Lewis, M, 109). 

Miracles, in the strictest sense of the word, are possible only in a theistic world, for no other 

worldview admits there is an infinite, supernatural, personal Power beyond the natural world 

except deism, which denies that God can (or does) perform miracles. So not only does theism 

make miracles possible, but only theism does this. 

Furthermore, theism demonstrates that the miraculous is actual, since theism affirms the 

Creation of the universe (see chapter 2), which is the greatest supernatural event of all. Some 

deists may admit that miracles are possible but not actual. Yet this is inconsistent, since they 

already admit that the biggest miracle—Creation—has actually happened. 

If theism is true, not only are miracles possible, but the most astounding one has already 

occurred. The only question that remains is whether more have happened and how we can 

identify them. In short, philosophy can show that miracles are possible (by providing evidence 

that there was a Creator of the universe), but only history can demonstrate that subsequent 

miracles have actually taken place. But if miracles do happen, then they can happen; the actual 

proves the possible (not the reverse). 

ANSWERING OBJECTIONS AGAINST MIRACLES 
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Few philosophers have attempted to demonstrate that miracles are impossible. The pantheist 

Benedict Spinoza, the agnostic David Hume, and the atheist Antony Flew are notable exceptions. 

Spinoza’s Argument That Miracles Are Impossible 

Benedict Spinoza (1632–1677) argued from a now-outdated closed view of the universe. He 

insisted on the universal, exceptionless essence of natural law, and from this he concluded that 

miracles are not possible. 

A Statement of Spinoza‘s Argument 

Spinoza declared that ―nothing … comes to pass in nature in contravention to her universal 

laws, nay, everything agrees with them and follows from them, for … she keeps a fixed and 

immutable order.‖ He insisted that ―a miracle, whether in contravention to, or beyond, nature, is 

a mere absurdity.‖ He was nothing short of dogmatic about the impossibility of miracles, 

unabashedly proclaiming, ―We may, then, be absolutely certain that every event which is truly 

described in Scripture necessarily happened, like everything else, according to natural laws‖ 

(Spinoza, T-PT, 83, 87, 92). 

When one reduces Spinoza‘s argument against miracles to its basic premises it goes 

something like this: 

(1) Miracles are violations of natural laws. 

(2) Natural laws are immutable. 

(3) It is impossible to violate immutable laws. 

(4) Therefore, miracles are impossible. 

The second premise is the key to Spinoza‘s argument: Nature ―keeps a fixed and immutable 

order.‖ Everything ―necessarily happened … according to natural laws.‖ If it were true that 

nothing comes to pass in nature in contravention to nature‘s universal laws, then Spinoza would 

be right; to believe otherwise would be ―a mere absurdity.‖ 

In order to appreciate what Spinoza meant, one must be aware that he was a rationalist who 

tried to construct his philosophy on the model of Euclid‘s geometry (Spinoza, E, Part One); that 

is, he believed that one should accept as true only what is self-evident or what is deducible from 

the self-evident. Like his French contemporary René Descartes, Spinoza argued in a geometric 

way from axioms to the conclusions contained in these axioms.
1
 Spinoza lived in an age 

increasingly impressed with the orderliness of a physical universe, an era in which it was 

believed Newton‘s recently discovered law of gravitation was without exception. Because of this 

it seemed axiomatic to Spinoza that natural laws are immutable. 

A Response to Spinoza‘s Argument 

There are several serious problems with Spinoza‘s antisupernaturalism, all springing from his 

Euclidian (deductive) rationalism. 

First of all, Spinoza‘s philosophy suffers from an acute case of petitio principii (Lat: 

―begging the question‖),
2
 for, as David Hume later noted, anything validly deducible from 

                                                           
1 For Spinoza, an axiom is a self-evident principle, proposition, or maxim from which other truths can be 
deduced. Hence, all truth is either self-evident or deducible from it. 
2 “Begging the question” occurs when an argument assumes what is to be proven. 
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premises must have been present in those premises from the beginning. But if the 

antisupernatural is already presupposed in Spinoza‘s rationalistic premises, then it is no surprise 

to discover him denying all miracles, including those in the Bible. In other words, once one 

defines natural laws as ―fixed,‖ ―immutable,‖ and ―unchangeable,‖ then of course it is irrational 

to say a miracle occurred. How can anything break the unbreakable? 

Further, Spinoza‘s concept of natural law views nature as a ―closed system‖ and, hence, law 

describes the way things must behave. For most contemporary scientists, however, the universe 

is an ―open system‖ in which natural laws are merely statistical averages or probabilities of the 

way things do behave. If so, then there is always, from the scientific perspective, the possibility 

that there may be exceptions to these ―normal‖ patterns. In this way a miraculous event would 

only be viewed as an anomaly, not a violation of natural law. Consequently, in contemporary 

scientific discussion, miracles are not dismissed, like they were by Spinoza, as impossible by 

definition. 

What is more, Spinoza‘s view of God is pantheistic—he believed that God and the universe 

were one and the same. Spinoza maintained that God is coterminous with nature; hence, a 

miracle as an act of a God beyond nature cannot occur, since nature is the whole show. (As we 

already noted, miracles as supernatural interventions are only possible in a theistic universe. 

Therefore, scientists will want good reason to believe that a theistic God exists before they are 

likely to believe there is any evidence for miracles. In Spinoza‘s monistically airtight concept of 

nature [as absolutely one], then, there is simply no room for the supernatural.) 

Finally, the evidence has mounted for a unique beginning of the space-time universe (see 

chapter 2). If this is so, then the beginning of the universe would be a prime example of a 

miracle, for what else should we call something coming into existence from nothing? 

Additionally, concluding that the universe had a beginning provides a devastating blow to 

Spinoza‘s concept of God, calling into question the naturalistic view that no God exists beyond 

the world. So rather than arguing against miracles, science may be coming back (however 

reluctantly) to the supernatural. In any event, Spinoza‘s argument by no means demonstrated the 

impossibility of miraculous events; rather, it demonstrated the circularity of his mental processes. 

Hume’s Argument That Miracles Are Incredible 

In Part X of his famous Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, David Hume (1711–

1776) introduces his argument with these words: ―I flatter myself that I have discovered an 

argument … which, if just, will, with the wise and learned, be an everlasting check to all kinds of 

superstitious delusion, and consequently will be useful as long as the world endures‖ (Hume, 

ECHU, 10.1.18). 

A Statement of Hume‘s Argument 

Just what is this alleged argument of finality against miracles? In Hume‘s own words, the 

reasoning goes like this: 

 (1) ―A wise man … proportions his belief to the evidence. 

 (2) ―If such conclusions are founded on an infallible experience, he expects the event with 

the last [i.e., highest] degree of assurance and regards his past experience as a full proof 

of the future existence of that event. 

 (3) ―As the evidence derived from witnesses and human testimony is founded on past 

experience, so it varies with the experience and is regarded either as a proof or a 
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probability, according as the conjunction between any particular kind of report and any 

kind of object has been found to be constant or variable (ibid., 10.1.18–20). 

 (4) ―There are a number of circumstances to be taken into consideration in all judgments of 

this kind; and the ultimate standard by which we determine all disputes that may arise 

concerning them is always derived from experience and observation. 

 (5) ―Where this experience is not entirely uniform on any side, it is attended with an 

unavoidable contrariety in our judgments and with the same opposition and mutual 

destruction of argument as in every other kind of evidence. 

 (6) ―We entertain a suspicion concerning any matter of fact when the witnesses contradict 

each other, when they are but few or of a doubtful character, when they have an interest 

in what they affirm, when they deliver their testimony with hesitation or … with too 

violent asseverations. 

 (7) ―But when the fact attested is such a one as has seldom fallen under our observation, here 

is a contest of two opposite experiences; of which the one destroys the other as far as its 

force goes, and the superior can only operate on the mind by the force which remains. 

 (8) ―A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and … firm and unalterable experience 

has established these laws.… 

 (9) ―[Therefore,] the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as 

any argument from experience can possibly be imagined. 

 (10) ―[Since] a uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, 

from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle‖ (ibid., 10.1.121–123). 

Again using his own words, Hume‘s argument can be abbreviated in the following way: 

(1) ―A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; firm and unalterable experience has 

established these laws. 

(2) ―A wise man proportions his belief to the evidence. 

(3) ―[Therefore,] the proof against a miracle … is as entire as any argument from experience 

can possibly be imagined.‖ 

Hume concludes, ―There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous 

event. Otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. [Consequently,] nothing is esteemed 

a miracle if it ever happened in the common course of nature‖ (ibid.). 

The Two Interpretations of Hume‘s Argument 

Hume‘s argument against miracles can be understood in two ways: hard and soft. According 

to the hard interpretation, Hume would be claiming that 

(1) Miracles by definition are a violation of natural law. 

(2) Natural laws are unalterably uniform. 

(3) Therefore, miracles cannot occur. 

Now, despite the fact that Hume‘s argument sometimes sounds like this, it isn‘t necessarily 

what he had in mind. If this is his argument, then it clearly begs the question by simply defining 

miracles as impossible, for if miracles are a violation of what cannot be altered, then miracles are 

ipso facto impossible—impossible by the facts themselves, as a result of their very nature. But a 

supernaturalist could easily avoid this dilemma by refusing to define a miracle as a ―violation‖ of 
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fixed law and simply call it an ―exception‖ to a general rule. That is, he could define natural law 

as the regular (normal) pattern of events but not as a universal or unalterable pattern. 

Actually, Hume‘s position contains an argument that is much more difficult to answer, one 

that utilizes a soft interpretation of natural law. It is not an argument for the impossibility of 

miracles, but for the incredibility of miracles. It can be stated this way: 

(1) A miracle is by definition a rare occurrence. 

(2) Natural law is by definition a description of regular occurrence. 

(3) The evidence for the regular is always greater than that for the rare. 

(4) A wise man always bases his belief on the greater evidence. 

(5) Therefore, a wise man should never believe in miracles. 

Notice that on this soft form of Hume‘s argument miracles are not ruled out entirely; they are 

simply held to be always incredible by the very nature of the evidence. The wise person does not 

claim that miracles cannot occur; he simply never believes they happen, because he never has 

enough evidence for that belief. One indication that Hume is stressing credibility (or 

believability) rather than viability (or possibility) is found in his use of such terms as ―belief,‖ ―is 

esteemed,‖ etc. 

However, even in this soft interpretation of the argument, miracles are still eliminated, since 

by the very nature of the case no thoughtful person should ever hold that a miracle has indeed 

occurred. If this is so, Hume has seemingly avoided logical fallacy and yet has successfully 

eliminated the possibility of reasonable belief in miracles. 

An Evaluation of Hume‘s Argument 

Since the hard form of Hume‘s argument is easily answered by redefining the terms, we will 

concentrate primarily on the soft form. 

First, a word of evaluation about Hume‘s claim for ―uniform experience.‖ On the one hand, 

it is begging the question if Hume presumes to know the experience is uniform in advance of 

looking at the evidence, for how can he know that all possible experience will confirm his 

naturalism unless he has access to all possible experiences, including those in the future? On the 

other hand, it is special pleading if by ―uniform experience‖ Hume simply means the select 

experiences of some persons, namely, those who claim not to have encountered miracles, for 

there are other persons who do claim to have experienced miracles. As Stanley Jaki recognizes, 

―Insofar as [Hume] was a sensationist or empiricist philosopher he had to grant equal credibility 

to the recognition of any fact, usual or unusual‖ (Jaki, MP, 23). 

In the final analysis, then, the debate over miracles cannot be settled by supposed ―uniform 

experience,‖ for this either begs the question in advance or else opens the door for a factual 

analysis of whether indeed there is sufficient evidence to believe that a miracle has occurred. As 

C. S. Lewis observed, 

Now, of course we must agree with Hume that if there absolutely is ―uniform experience‖ against 

miracles, if in other words they have never happened, why then, they never have. Unfortunately we 

know the experience against them to be uniform only if we know that all the reports of them are false. 

And we can know all the reports to be false only if we know already that miracles have never 

occurred. In fact, we are arguing in a circle. (Lewis, M, 105.) 

The alternative to circular arguing on the question of the existence of miracles is to he open 

to the possibility that miracles have occurred. 
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Second, Hume does not truly weigh evidence for miracles; he really adds evidence against 

them. Since death occurs over and over and over again, and since resurrection occurs only on 

rare occasions (if ever), Hume simply adds up all the deaths against the very few alleged 

resurrections and then rejects the latter. In his own words, 

It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should die on a sudden, because such a kind 

of death has yet been frequently observed to happen. But it is a miracle that a dead man should come 

to life; because that has never been observed in any age or country. [Hence,] it is more probable that 

all men must die. (Hume, ECHU, 10.1.122.) 

But Hume is not weighing evidence as to whether or not a given person, say, Jesus of 

Nazareth (see volume 3), has been raised from the dead; on what evidence is it postulated that 

resurrection has never been observed? Instead, Hume is simply adding the evidence of all other 

people who have died and have not been raised. 

There is another problem with Hume‘s concept of adding up events to determine truth. Even 

if a few resurrections have actually occurred, according to Hume‘s principles one should not 

believe them, since the number of deaths will always outweigh them. However, truth is not 

determined by majority vote. Hume seems to commit a kind of consensus gentium here, which is 

an informal logical fallacy arguing that something is true because it is believed by most people. 

This argument actually equates evidence and probability. It says in effect that one should 

always believe what is most probable, what has the highest odds. On these grounds I should 

never believe the three dice I just rolled show three sixes on the first try, since the odds against it 

are 216 to 1. Or, you should never believe it if you‘re dealt a perfect bridge hand (which has 

happened), since the odds against it are 1,635,013,559,600 to 1. What Hume seems to overlook 

is that wise people base their beliefs on facts, not on odds. Sometimes the odds against an event 

are very high, but the evidence for that event is very good. 

Finally, Hume‘s concept of adding evidence would eliminate any unusual or unique event 

from the past, to say nothing of miracles. Richard Whateley satirized Hume‘s thesis in his 

famous pamphlet Historical Doubts Concerning the Existence of Napoleon Bonaparte. Since 

Napoleon‘s exploits were so fantastic, so extraordinary, so unprecedented, no intelligent person 

should believe that these events ever actually took place. After recounting the French leader‘s 

amazing and unparalleled military feats, Whateley wrote, 

Does anyone believe all this and yet refuse to believe a miracle? Or rather, what is this but a 

miracle? Is not this a violation of the laws of nature? … [If skeptics do not deny the existence of 

Napoleon, they] must at least acknowledge that they do not apply to that question the same plan of 

reasoning which they have made use of in others. (Whateley, HDCENB, 274, 290.) 

Third, Hume‘s argument seems to prove too much; it appears to demonstrate that a person 

should not believe in a miracle even if it happens! However, there is something patently absurd 

about claiming that an event should be disbelieved even if one knows it has occurred. 

Fourth, it would seem that Hume wants the ―wise‖ person always to believe in advance that 

miracles will never occur. Even before one examines the evidence for a miracle, he should come 

pre-armed with the ―uniform‖ and ―unalterable‖ testimony of the past against it being a miracle. 

Remember the second premise of Hume‘s argument: 

If such conclusions are founded on an infallible experience, he expects the event with the last 

[i.e., highest] degree of assurance and regards his past experience as a full proof of the future 

existence of that event. (Hume, ECHU, 10.1.118.) 
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But here again Hume‘s uniformitarian prejudice is evident. Only if one approaches the world 

with a kind of invincible bias that is believed in accordance with what has been supposedly 

perceived in the past, can he discount all claims for the miraculous. There are two important 

objections to this reasoning. 

For one thing, Hume is inconsistent with his own epistemology.
3
 Hume himself recognized 

the fallacy of this kind of reasoning when he argued that, based on past uniformity, we cannot 

even know for sure that the sun will rise tomorrow morning (Hume, THN, 14–16). Hence, for 

Hume to deny future miracles based on past experience is inconsistent with his own principles 

and is a violation of his own ideological system. 

For another thing, if it were true that no present exception can overthrow laws that are based 

on our uniform experience in the past, then there would be no true progress in our scientific 

understanding of the world, for established or repeatable exceptions to past patterns are 

precisely what prompt a change in scientific belief. When an observed exception to a past law is 

established, that law (L
1
) is revised, with a new law (L

2
) replacing and/or amending it. This is 

what happened when certain outer-spatial exceptions to Newton‘s law of gravitation were found, 

and Einstein‘s relativity was considered broader and more adequate. In short, Hume‘s objections 

to miracles seem to be unscientific. 

Exceptions to laws have a heuristic (discovery) value; they are goads to progress in our 

understanding of the universe. This does not necessarily mean that all exceptions to a known law 

call for another natural law to explain them. Since scientific understanding is based on regular 

and repeated events, one must be able to show how the exception is repeatable before he can 

claim it has a natural cause rather than a supernatural one. No single exception to a known 

scientific law calls for another broader natural law to explain it; only repeatable exceptions call 

for natural causes. An unrepeated exception may have a supernatural cause; indeed, if it has the 

earmarks of intelligent intervention from beyond the natural world (see chapter 2), then it may be 

held to have a supernatural cause, not a natural one. 

Before leaving this point another observation is in order. Even though a rational or scientific 

understanding of the world is based on the observation of regular recurring events, it does not 

follow that the subject of this understanding must be a regular event. For instance, our general 

understanding of the paintings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel is based on the experience of 

seeing other painters do similar things over and over. Yet the particular object of this 

understanding (the Creation scene) on the Sistine Chapel ceiling is an unrepeated singularity. 

In the same way, SETI
4
 scientists will accept a single message from outer space via radio 

telescope as indication that there are intelligent beings out there, only because these scientists 

have repeatedly observed intelligent beings produce similar messages. The basis for believing 

that an event has a supernatural cause is the observation of certain kinds of events being 

regularly connected with intelligent, not natural, causes. Nevertheless, the object of this 

understanding can be an unrepeated singularity—namely, a miracle. After all, an archaeologist 

need only find one piece of pottery to know there was an intelligent cause of it, even though he 

no doubt must have seen many potters make pottery (or the like) in order to know that only 

intelligent beings make these kinds of things. To restate the point, the basis of our understanding 

of whether an event has an intelligent supernatural cause is observing that intelligent beings 

                                                           
3 Epistemology is “the study of the methods and the grounds of knowledge, especially with reference to 
its limits and validity; broadly, the theory of knowledge” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). 
4 Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence. 
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regularly produce similar events within the natural world. However, the object of this 

understanding may be a singular event, such as the resurrection of Christ. 

Indeed, as we have suggested, if scientists, based on their observation of regular causal 

conjunctions in the present (as Hume himself argued), can conclude that the weight of the 

cosmological evidence points to a Big-Bang singularity, billions of years ago, in which the 

material space-time universe exploded into being out of nothing, then not only are miracles 

possible but the biggest one has already happened. It remains, then, only to look at human 

history to see if other singularities have also occurred. What is seldom appreciated is that the 

very basis of this argument for the possibility (and even actuality) of miracles is David Hume‘s 

principle of ―constant conjunction‖ (the ―repeatability principle‖).
5
 So rather than eliminating 

miracles, Hume‘s own maxim is actually the grounds for identifying them. 

Antony Flew’s Restatement of Hume’s Argument Against Miracles 

Variations of Hume‘s argument against miracles are still held to be valid by some widely 

respected contemporary philosophers. In his article titled ―Miracles‖ in the Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, Antony Flew argues against miracles on the grounds that they are unrepeatable. As 

he sees it, Hume‘s argument really amounts to something like this. 

(1) Every miracle is a violation of a law of nature. 

(2) The evidence against any violation of nature is the strongest possible evidence. 

(3) Therefore, the evidence against miracles is the strongest possible evidence (Edwards, EP, 

346–53). 

Flew insists that ―Hume was primarily concerned not with the question of fact, but with that 

of evidence. The problem was how the occurrence of a miracle could be proved rather than 

whether any such events had ever occurred.‖ However, adds Flew, ―our sole ground for 

characterizing the reported occurrence as miraculous is at the same time a sufficient reason for 

calling it physically impossible.‖ Why, we may ask, is this so? Because ―the critical historian, 

confronted with some story of a miracle, will usually dismiss it out of hand‖ (ibid.). 

On what grounds are miracles dismissed by the critical historian? Flew answers, 

To justify his procedure he will have to appeal to precisely the principle which Hume advanced: 

the ―absolute impossibility or miraculous nature‖ of the events attested must, ―in the eyes of all 

reasonable people … alone be regarded as a sufficient refutation‖ (ibid.). 

In short, even though miracles are not logically impossible, they are scientifically impossible: 

For it is only and precisely by presuming that the laws that hold today held in the past … that we 

can rationally interpret the detritus [fragments] of the past as evidence and from it construct our 

account of what actually happened (ibid.). 

As to the charge that this uniformitarian approach to history is ―irrationally dogmatic,‖ Flew 

answers with what is really the heart of his amplification of Hume‘s argument. For one thing, ―as 

Hume was insisting from first to last, the possibility of miracles is a matter of evidence and not 

of dogmatism.‖ Further, ―the proposition reporting the [alleged] occurrence of the miracle will 

                                                           
5 This is the principle stating that the evidence for what occurs over and over is always greater than for 
what does not. 
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be singular, particular, and in the past tense.‖ Propositions of this sort ―cannot any longer be 

tested directly. It is this that gives propositions of the first sort [i.e., the general and repeatable] 

the vastly greater logical strength‖ (ibid.). In view of this, Flew‘s argument can now be stated as 

follows: 

(1) Miracles are by nature particular and unrepeatable. 

(2) Natural events are by nature general and repeatable. 

(3) Now, in practice, the evidence for the general and repeatable is always greater than that 

for the particular and unrepeatable. 

(4) Therefore, in practice, the evidence will always be greater against miracles than for them. 

With these statements it becomes clear that for Flew generality and repeatability (in the 

present) are what give natural events greater evidential value than miracles. And since, of course, 

it will continue to be this way in the future, the evidence against miracles will always be greater 

than the evidence for them. 

An Evaluation of Flew‘s Restatement of Hume‘s Argument Against Miracles 

There is a central thread to the Hume/Flew argument: Both are based on what may be called 

the repeatability principle, which posits that the evidence for what occurs over and over is always 

greater than for what does not. Since miracles by their very nature are singularities, the evidence 

against them is always greater. However, as there are some distinctive features in the two 

presentations, our evaluation of Flew‘s will be separate. 

First, like Flew, most modern naturalists accept some unrepeated singularities of their own. 

Many contemporary astronomers believe in the singular origin of the universe by a Big Bang, 

and nearly all scientists believe that the origin of life on this planet is a singular event that has 

never been repeated here. Indeed, all naturalistic scientists believe that life arose from nonlife as 

a singularity, which is not now being repeated. But if Flew‘s argument against miracles is 

correct, then it is also wrong for scientists to believe in these singularities that many of them 

consider natural events. Thus Flew‘s argument against supernaturalism would eliminate some 

elemental naturalistic beliefs. 

Second, Flew‘s view is subject to his own criticism of theists, namely, that it is an 

unfalsifiable position. No matter what state of affairs actually occurs (even a resurrection), Flew 

(contrary even to Hume‘s claims) would be obliged to believe it was not a miracle, for Flew 

argued, 

It often seems to people who are not religious as if there was no conceivable event or series of 

events the occurrence of which would be admitted by sophisticated religious people to be a sufficient 

reason for conceding ―there wasn‘t a God after all‖ (Flew, ―TF,‖ in NEPT, 98). 

In short, his accusation is that the belief of religious people is in actuality unfalsifiable. But in 

like manner we may ask Flew (rephrasing his own words), ―What would have to occur or to have 

occurred to constitute for you a disproof of … your antisupernaturalism?‖ Flew‘s answer would 

be that no event in the world could falsify his naturalism, for he would respond that the evidence 

is always greater against miracles than for them. 

Nor does it help for Flew to claim that his antisupernaturalism is falsifiable in principle but 

never in practice, on the grounds that in practice the evidence will always be greater for the 

repeatable. Surely he would then have to allow the theist to claim that, in principle, the existence 

of God is falsifiable but that, in practice, no event could disconfirm God‘s existence. The fact 



 
49 

that Flew and other non-theists busy themselves to disprove God by arguing from the fact of evil 

in the world reveals their true interest; falsification in practice is what really concerns them. 

It would appear that one cannot have it both ways. If naturalism is unfalsifiable in practice, 

then belief in God (or in miracles) can also be unfalsifiable in practice. On the other hand, if 

supernaturalism can never be established in practice, then neither can naturalism be so 

established. It is always possible for the theist to claim of every alleged natural event that ―God 

is the ultimate cause of it.‖ The theist may insist that all ―natural‖ events (i.e., naturally 

repeatable ones) are the way God normally operates and that ―miraculous‖ events are the way He 

works on special occasions. Now, on Flew‘s own grounds, there is no way, in practice, to falsify 

this theistic belief. Again, just as Flew claimed that naturalism is unfalsifiable in practice, so too 

the theist could claim the same for theism, for no matter what events (repeatable or unrepeatable) 

are produced in the natural world, the theist can still claim ―God is the ultimate cause of it,‖ and, 

on Flew‘s own grounds, no naturalist can disprove it. 

Third, Flew‘s assumption that the repeatable always evidentially outweighs the unrepeatable 

is subject to serious challenge. If this were so, then, as Richard Whateley pointed out (see earlier 

comments on Napoleon), one could not believe in the historicity of any unusual events from the 

past (none of which are repeatable). In fact, if repeatability in practice is the true test of superior 

evidence, then one should not believe that observed births or deaths occurred, for a person‘s birth 

and death are both unrepeatable in practice. Likewise, even historical geology is unrepeatable in 

practice, as is the history of our planet. Hence, if Flew were correct, the science of geology 

should be eliminated. 

The truth is, as noted professor Stanley Jaki has observed, scientists do not reject unrepeated 

singularities out of hand: 

Luckily for science, scientists relatively rarely brush aside reports about a really new case with 

the remark: ―It cannot be really different from the thousand other cases we have already 

investigated.‖ The brave reply of the young assistant, ―But, Sir, what if this is the thousand and first 

case?‖ which … is precisely the rejoinder that is to be offered in connection with facts that fall under 

suspicion because of their miraculous character. (MP, 100.) 

Plainly, then, if the naturalist pushes his arguments far enough to eliminate miracles, by 

implication he thereby eliminates the grounds for his own beliefs. If he qualifies them so as to 

include all the natural and scientific data he wishes, then he reopens the door for miracles. 

However, that an event is unusual does not mean it is supernatural. It simply means that a 

miracle cannot be eliminated because it is unusual. As discussed above, in order for an unusual 

event to qualify as a supernatural act of God there must be 

(1) a theistic God (see chapter 2); 

(2) some supernatural earmarks of God on this event (such as of moral, theological, or 

teleological dimensions). 

One cannot identify the fingerprints of God on an event unless he first knows what God‘s 

fingerprints are. 

OTHER OBJECTIONS TO MIRACLES ARE UNSUCCESSFUL 

There are, of course, other objections to miracles (see Geisler, ―M, AA‖ in BECA). However, 

none of them is successful in eliminating the possibility of miracles. In point of fact, the only 
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way to really disprove miracles is to disprove the existence of God—something anti-theists have 

found notoriously difficult. Indeed, each attempted argument is based on unjustified, unproven, 

or self-defeating premises (see Geisler, ―G, AD‖ in BECA). But if a theistic God cannot be 

disproved, then miracles are possible. Consider the following logic: 

(1) Theism makes miracles possible. 

(2) Theism has not been shown to be impossible (it actually has been shown [in chapter 2] to 

be credible). 

(3) Hence, miracles have not been shown to be impossible. 

This being the case, the supernatural precondition of evangelical theology is secure. 
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Another fundamental precondition of evangelical theology is revelation. If God has not 

unveiled Himself, then how can He be known? But God has chosen to disclose Himself, and His 

self-disclosure is called revelation. According to evangelical theology, God has revealed Himself 

in two ways: general revelation (in nature) and special revelation (in Scripture). 

THE PREREQUISITES FOR DIVINE REVELATION 

Divine revelation is not possible unless at least three basic things are in place: 

(1) a Being capable of giving a revelation; 

(2) a being capable of receiving a revelation; 

(3) a medium through which a revelation can be given. 

1. A Theistic God Is Capable of Giving a Revelation 

Since there is good reason to believe a theistic God exists (see chapter 2), the first 

precondition for divine revelation exists. The theistic God is omniscient (all-knowing) and, 

hence, has truth to reveal. Further, He is omnipotent (all-powerful) and, thus, has the ability to 

create means of revealing this truth (see volume 2). 

2. Human Beings Are Capable of Receiving a Revelation 

According to the Bible, human beings are made in God‘s image (Gen. 1:27), and, therefore, 

they are like Him in that, among other things, they are rational and moral beings (see volume 2). 

Such beings are capable of receiving a rational and moral revelation from God. Evangelical 

theology affirms that this revelation can be found both in nature (Rom. 1:19–20) and in Scripture 

(2 Tim. 3:16–17). That it is found in nature has already been shown (in chapter 2) by virtue of 

the fact that we can discover through reason truths about both the existence and the nature of 

God. The special revelation that has been given by God in Scripture will be discussed later (in 

part 2). For now it will suffice to show that such a revelation between infinite God and finite man 

is possible. 

3. The Medium Through Which Revelation Is Possible 

In order for an infinite Mind to communicate with finite minds, certain things must be 

possible. To begin, there must be a common principle of reason that both possess. Since it can be 

shown that the basic laws of reason are based in the nature of God (who is the ultimate rational 

Being), they are common both to God and to finite rational creatures (see chapter 5). Thus, a 

necessary condition for divine revelation has been fulfilled. 

Further, since both objective meaning (see chapter 6) and objective truth (see chapter 7) are 

possible, another necessary condition is in place. And the fact that there is an analogy between 

God and creation (see chapter 9) shows that communication between an infinite Mind and a 

finite mind is possible; it demonstrates that there can be a similarity between the understanding 

of God and that of humans made in His image. This being the case, the basic necessary 

conditions for divine revelation have been met. 
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The sufficient condition for divine revelation, of course, is the will of God. Philosophy shows 

divine revelation is possible; only reality manifests that it is actual. Since the reality of God‘s 

special revelation in Scripture will be discussed later (in part 2), attention here will center on 

general revelation and its relationship to special revelation. 

GOD’S GENERAL REVELATION 

General revelation refers to God‘s revelation in nature, as opposed to His revelation in 

Scripture. More specifically, general revelation is manifest in several areas: for example, 

physical nature, human nature, and history. In each case God has disclosed something specific 

about Himself and His relationship to His creation. 

General revelation is integral to Christian apologetics, since it is the data with which theists 

construct arguments for the existence of God (see chapter 2). Without it there would be no basis 

for apologetics. 

God’s Revelation in Physical Nature 

―The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands,‖ the 

psalmist writes (Ps. 19:1). ―The heavens proclaim his righteousness, and all the peoples see his 

glory‖ (Ps. 97:6). Job adds, 

Ask the animals, and they will teach you, or the birds of the air, and they will tell you; or speak to 

the earth, and it will teach you, or let the fish of the sea inform you. Which of all these does not know 

that the hand of the LORD has done this? (Job 12:7–9) 

Paul told men to 

Turn … to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them. In the 

past, he let all nations go their own way. Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown 

kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of 

food and fills your hearts with joy. (Acts 14:15–17) 

He reminded the Greek philosophers, 

The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not 

live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, 

because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else. (Acts 17:24–25) 

Paul declares that even the heathen stand guilty before God: 

What may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For 

since the creation of the world God‘s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have 

been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. (Rom. 

1:19–20) 

In view of this the psalmist concludes, ―The fool says in his heart, ‗There is no God‘ ‖ (Ps. 14:1). 

God is revealed in nature in two basic ways: as Creator and as Sustainer (see volume 2). He 

is the cause of the origin as well as the operation of the universe. The first speaks of God as the 

originator of all things: ―By him all things were created‖ and ―in him all things hold together‖ 
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(Col. 1:16–17); God ―made the universe‖ and He also ―sustains all things by his powerful word‖ 

(Heb. 1:2–3); He ―created all things‖ and by Him all things ―have their being‖ (Rev. 4:11). 

In addition to being their originator, God is also the sustainer of all things. He was active not 

only in the universe‘s coming to be but is also active in its continuing to be. The psalmist refers 

to this latter function when he says of God: ―He makes springs pour water into ravines.… He 

makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate—bringing forth food from the 

earth‖ (104:10, 14). 

God’s Revelation in Human Nature 

God created human beings in His image and likeness (Gen. 1:27); consequently, something 

about God can be learned from studying human beings (cf. Ps. 8). Since humans are like God, it 

is wrong to murder them (Gen. 9:6) and even to curse them (James 3:9–10). The redeemed are 

―renewed in knowledge in the image of [their] Creator‖ (Col. 3:10). Paul affirms that 

God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he 

is not far from each one of us. ―For in him we live and move and have our being.‖ As some of your 

own poets have said, ―We are his offspring.‖ Therefore since we are God‘s offspring, we should not 

think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man‘s design and skill. 

(Acts 17:27–29) 

By looking at the creature we can learn something about the Creator (see chapter 9), for 

―Does he who implanted the ear not hear? Does he who formed the eye not see? Does he who 

disciplines nations not punish? Does he who teaches man lack knowledge?‖ (Ps. 94:9–10). Even 

Christ in the flesh is said to be the ―image‖ of the invisible God (John 1:14; Heb. 1:3). 

God is manifested not only in the intellectual nature of human beings but also in their moral 

nature (see volume 3). God‘s moral law is written in human hearts: 

When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law 

for themselves, even though they do not have the law … their consciences also bearing witness. 

(Rom. 2:14–15) 

Since moral responsibility entails the ability to respond, man in God‘s image is also a free moral 

creature (Gen. 1:27; cf. 2:16–17). 

God’s Revelation in Human History 

History has been called His-story. It is the footprints of God in the sands of time. Paul 

declared that God ―determined the times set for them [the nations] and the exact places they 

should live‖ (Acts 17:26). God disclosed to Daniel, ―The Most High is sovereign over the 

kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone he wishes and sets over them the lowliest of men‖ 

(Dan. 4:17). God also entrusted to Daniel that human history is moving toward the ultimate goal 

of the kingdom of God on earth (Dan. 2, 7). So a proper understanding of history informs us 

about the plan and purpose of God. 

God’s Revelation in Human Arts 

The Bible declares that God is beautiful and so is His creation. The psalmist praises, ―O 

LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!‖ (Ps. 8:1). Isaiah beheld a marvelous 
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display of God‘s beauty when he ―saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the 

train of his robe filled the temple‖ (Isa. 6:1). The Scriptures encourage us to ―worship the LORD 

in the beauty of holiness‖ (Ps. 29:2 NKJV; cf. Ps. 27:4). 

Solomon points out that God ―has made everything beautiful in its time‖ (Eccl. 3:11). The 

psalmist speaks of Zion, His city, as ―perfect in beauty‖ (Ps. 50:2). What God created is good 

like Himself (Gen. 1:31; 1 Tim. 4:4), and the goodness of God is beautiful. Insofar as creation 

reflects God, it is also beautiful. 

Not only is God beautiful and has made a beautiful world but He has also created beings who 

can appreciate beauty. Like Him, they can also make beautiful things. Human beings are, as it 

were, ―sub-creators‖ (see Sayers, MM). God chooses to endow humans with special creative gifts 

that reveal something of His marvelous nature. 

God’s Revelation in Human Music 

God apparently loves music, since He orchestrated the angelic choir at Creation when ―the 

morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy‖ (Job 38:7). Angels also 

continually chant the tersanctus in His presence: ―Holy, holy, holy‖ (Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8). 

Furthermore, angels gather around God‘s throne and ―in a loud voice they sing: ‗Worthy is the 

Lamb, who was slain‘ ‖ (Rev. 5:12). 

Moses‘ sister, Miriam, led the triumphant Israelites in singing after God delivered them 

through the Red Sea (Ex. 15:20–21). David, the sweet psalmist of Israel, set up a choir for the 

temple and wrote many songs (psalms) to be sung in it. Paul admonished the church to ―speak to 

one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the 

Lord‖ (Eph. 5:19). 

We learn something more about God‘s nature through the human voice, a God-ordained 

instrument of music. Even the Jewish high priest entered into the Holy of Holies with bells on his 

garment. And the psalmist commanded that God be praised with trumpet, harp, lyre, tambourine, 

and cymbals (Ps. 150:3–5). In heaven the angels play trumpets (Rev. 8:2), and others play harps 

(Rev. 14:2). Music, too, is a gift and manifestation of God. Like the rest of His creation, it is an 

expression of His glory. 

Even apart from God‘s special revelation in Scripture, then, He has manifested Himself 

through general revelation in nature. 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GENERAL AND SPECIAL 

REVELATION 

While the Bible is God‘s only written revelation (see part 2), it is not God‘s only revelation; 

He has more to say to us than is in the Bible. His general revelation in nature, man, history, art, 

and music offers vast opportunities for continual exploration. The following chart summarizes 

this relationship: 

General Revelation 
 

Special Revelation 
 

God As Creator 

 

God As Redeemer 

 

Norm for Society 

 

Norm for Church 
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Means of Condemnation 

 

Means of Salvation 

 

in Nature 

 

in Scripture 

 

THE ROLE OF SPECIAL REVELATION 

Special revelation contributes uniquely to Christian theology, for the Bible alone is infallible 

and inerrant (see part 2). Further, the Bible is the only source of both God‘s revelation as 

Redeemer and His plan of salvation (see volume 3). Thus, Scripture is normative for salvation 

(see part 2). 

The Bible Alone Is Infallible and Inerrant 

As a revelation of Jesus (Matt. 5:17; Luke 24:27, 44; John 5:39; Heb. 10:7), the Bible is 

normative for all Christian thought. The task of the Christian thinker, then, is ―to bring every 

thought captive to Christ‖ (2 Cor. 10:5 NKJV) as revealed in Scripture. We must think, as well as 

live, Christocentrically (Phil. 1:21; Gal. 2:20). 

The Bible Alone Reveals God As Redeemer 

While general revelation manifests God as Creator, it does not reveal Him as Redeemer. The 

universe speaks of God‘s greatness (Ps. 8:1; Isa. 40:12–17), but only special revelation reveals 

His redemption (John 1:14). The heavens declare the glory of God (Ps. 19:1), but only Christ 

declared His saving grace (Titus 2:11–13). Nature may reveal the ages of the rocks, but only 

Scripture makes known the Rock of Ages. 

The Bible Alone Has the Message of Salvation 

In view of God‘s general revelation, all men are ―without excuse‖ (Rom. 1:20), for ―all who 

sin apart from the [written] law will also perish apart from the law‖ (Rom. 2:12). General 

revelation is sufficient ground for man‘s condemnation; however, it is not sufficient for his 

salvation. One can tell how the heavens go by studying general revelation, but he cannot 

discover from it how to go to heaven, for ―there is no other name under heaven [except Christ‘s] 

given to men by which we must be saved‖ (Acts 4:12). In order to be saved people must confess, 

―Jesus is Lord‖ and believe in their hearts ―that God has raised him from the dead‖ (Rom. 10:9). 

But they cannot call upon someone of whom they have not heard, ―and how can they hear 

without someone preaching to them?‖ (Rom. 10:14). Thus preaching the gospel in all the world 

is the Christian‘s Great Commission (Matt. 28:18–20). 

The Bible Is the Written Norm for Believers 

Without the apostolic truth embedded in Scripture there would be no church, for the church is 

―built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets‖ (Eph. 2:20). The revealed Word of God is 

the norm for faith and practice. Paul says, ―All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for 

teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness‖ (2 Tim. 3:16). Of course, not all 

unbelievers have access to a Bible. Nonetheless, God holds them accountable to His general 
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revelation. The reason there is justice in this is that ―all who sin apart from the [written] law will 

also perish apart from the law,‖ since all people have God‘s law in their hearts (Rom. 2:12, 14–

15). 

THE ROLE OF GENERAL REVELATION 

While the Bible is all true, God has not revealed all truth in the Bible. Whereas the Bible is 

only truth, the Bible is not the only truth; some truth lies outside of it. Said another way, all truth 

is God‘s truth, but not all God‘s truth is in the Bible (see chapter 7). General revelation, then, 

plays an important role in God‘s plan, and as such it has several unique roles. 

General Revelation Is Broader Than Special Revelation 

General revelation encompasses much more than special revelation. Most of the truths of 

science, history, mathematics, and the arts are not in God‘s Word; the bulk of truth in all these 

areas is found only in God‘s general revelation. While the Bible is scientifically accurate, it is not 

a textbook on science. The mandate for doing science is not a redemption mandate but a creation 

mandate; right after God created Adam He commanded him to ―fill the earth and subdue it‖ 

(Gen. 1:28). Likewise, there are no mathematical errors in God‘s inerrant Word, but then again 

there is very little geometry or algebra and no calculus in it either. Similarly, the Bible records 

accurately much of the history of Israel, but has little on the history of the world, except as it 

bears on Israel. The same is true of most every area of the arts and science. Whenever the Bible 

speaks in these areas, it speaks authoritatively, but God has largely left the discoveries of His 

truths in these areas to a study of general revelation. 

General Revelation Is Essential to Human Thought 

No one—even an unbeliever—thinks apart from God‘s general revelation in human reason 

(see chapter 5). God is a rational Being, and man is made in His image (Gen. 1:27). Since God 

thinks rationally, man was given the same capacity. Brute beasts, by contrast, are called 

―irrational‖ (Jude 10). Indeed, the highest use of human reason is to love the Lord with ―all our 

mind‖ (Matt. 22:37). 

The basic laws of human reason are common to believer and unbeliever (again, see chapter 

5); without them, no writing, thinking, or rational inferences would be possible. But nowhere are 

these laws of thought spelled out in the Bible. Rather, they are part of God‘s general revelation 

and the special object of philosophical thought. 

General Revelation Is Essential to Human Government 

God has ordained that believers live by His written Law, but He has also written His law in 

the hearts of unbelievers (Rom. 2:12–15). Divine law in Scripture is the norm for Christians, but 

natural law is binding on all men. Nowhere in Scripture does God judge the nations by either the 

law of Moses He gave to Israel (Ex. 19–20) or by the law of Christ He enjoins on Christians; to 

think otherwise is the central error of theonomists (see House, DT).
1
 That sojourners in Israel had 

                                                           
1 Theonomy, literally “God’s law,” is the view that the Old Testament law is still binding today and is the 
divinely appointed basis for civil government (see Greg Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics). 
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to abide by Jewish law (see Lev. 25:10f.) no more proves Gentiles are bound by the law of 

Moses than does the reality that Christians visiting Saudia Arabia have to abide by Qur‘anic law 

prove that Christians are under the Qur‘an. Both of these simply mean that visitors must respect 

the law of the land they are visiting. 

The law of Moses, for example, clearly was not given to the Gentiles (Rom. 2:14). The 

psalmist explains, ―He has revealed his word to Jacob, his laws and decrees to Israel. He has 

done this for no other nation; they do not know his laws‖ (Ps. 147:19–20). This is confirmed by 

the fact that, in spite of the many condemnations of the Gentiles‘ sins in the Old Testament, 

never once were they condemned for not worshiping on the Sabbath or not bringing sacrifices or 

tithes to Jerusalem. Nonbelievers are bound by the law ―written in their hearts‖; while they have 

no special revelation in Holy Scripture, they are responsible to general revelation in human 

nature. 

General Revelation Is Essential to Christian Apologetics 

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, without general revelation there would be no real 

basis for Christian apologetics, for if God had not revealed Himself in nature, there would be no 

way to argue from the design evident within it to the existence of a Designer (known as the 

teleological argument for God‘s existence, see chapter 2). Nor would there be any way to argue 

from the beginning or contingency of the world to the existence of a First Cause (known as the 

cosmological argument). Likewise, unless God had revealed Himself in the moral nature of 

human beings, it would not be possible to argue for a Moral Lawgiver. And, of course, without a 

God who can act in creating the world, there could be no special acts of God (miracles) in it (see 

chapter 3). 

SOME OBJECTIONS TO GENERAL REVELATION 

One of the most commonly heard Christian arguments against the objectivity of general 

revelation in natural law, as opposed to moral laws revealed in the Bible, is that natural law is not 

clear. Opponents claim that there is no place one can read of these natural laws. As the argument 

goes, they are vague, if not vacuous. Natural laws can be easily distorted by depraved minds.
2
 On 

the other hand, these Christians insist that the Bible is clear and not lacking in content. 

Rebuttal of the Idea That Natural Revelation Is Unclear and Without Content 

In their evangelical zeal to exalt God‘s special revelation in the Bible, some have overstated 

their case. That the Bible is superior in content to natural revelation does not mean natural 

revelation is not perfectly adequate for its God-given task. True, sin impairs humankind‘s ability 

to apply natural revelation to life. Yet this is not a defect in the revelation but in people‘s refusal 

to accept it and order life according to it. According to Romans 1, natural revelation ―is plain to 

them, because God has made it plain to them‖ (v. 19). The problem with such persons is not that 

they do not apprehend the truth, but that ―the man without the Spirit does not accept the things 

that come from the Spirit of God‖ (1 Cor. 2:14). It is not that they do not perceive it, but that they 

do not receive it.
3
 The Greek word dekomai used in 1 Corinthians 2:14 means ―to receive‖ or ―to 

                                                           
2 Bahnsen, 399–400. 
3 Frederic R. Howe, Challenge and Response. 
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welcome.‖ When there is no welcome of the truth, they cannot ―know‖ (Gr: ginosko) it by 

experience (v. 14). 

Rebuttal of the Idea That Natural Revelation Is Distorted by Sin 

As was shown earlier, God has clearly revealed Himself in nature and in the conscience of 

humanity. So the problem with unbelievers is not that they do not see the truth of natural 

revelation but that they shun the truth it reveals to them (Rom. 1:18). Rejecting revealed truth is 

not unique to unbelievers in their response to God‘s general revelation; neither do believers 

always live according to the truth of God‘s special revelation. 

To claim that general revelation is inadequate because unbelievers have distorted it is to 

reject special revelation for the same reason. Peter, for example, tells us, ―People distort [Paul‘s 

writings], as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction‖ (2 Peter 3:15–16). There is 

practically nothing that God has revealed in Scripture that has not been subjected to the same 

kind of misrepresentation as those moral truths He has revealed to all people in His natural law. 

There is no defect with either of God‘s revelations; the problem is not with God‘s revelation but 

with humankind‘s rejection of it. The difficulty is not with God‘s disclosure but with humanity‘s 

distortion of it. 

The existence of hundreds of religious sects and cults all claiming that the Bible is their 

revelation is ample testimony that even the teachings of supernatural revelation are not immune 

to misinterpretation or mutilation. In fact, the perversions of the teachings of the natural law 

(general revelation) among various human cultures are no greater than the perversions of the 

teachings of supernatural revelation among the various cults. Careful examination of both areas 

indicates that in spite of the clarity of both revelations, depraved human beings have found a way 

to deflect, divert, or distort God‘s commands; therefore, the teachings of God‘s Word have no 

more immunity from tortured contortion than does the reality of God‘s world. 

Rebuttal of the Idea That Natural Revelation Isn’t Identifiable 

Others have argued that the Bible has an advantage over natural law in moral matters in that 

the Scriptures have a specifiable content. We know where to go to get a Bible, and we can read 

what it says, but where does one go to read about natural law? The biblical response to this 

question is twofold: It is ―written on the hearts‖ of all men, and it can be seen in what they ―do 

by nature‖ (Rom. 2:14–15, emphasis added). The first of these two manifestations is the inner 

side of the natural law and the latter the outer side. There are two areas in which the natural law 

is revealed: both external and internal. Natural law is made manifest externally in nature (Rom. 

1), and it is revealed internally in human nature (Rom. 2). 

External Manifestations of Natural Revelation Are Identifiable 

Since this point has been discussed earlier (chapter 2), only brief comments about it will be 

made here. There are several ways in which God has indirectly revealed Himself externally in 

nature. These include the mutability (changeability), temporality, and order of the world. From 

these facts of our experience the great arguments for the existence of God are built, for if the 

world is temporal, then it must have had a beginning. But since human reason naturally believes, 

even from special revelation, that every event has a cause, there must have been a Cause of this 

temporal world. Theists will recognize this as the kalam (horizontal) cosmological argument for 
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God.
4
 Likewise, if the world is contingent or dependent there must be a God, for what is 

dependent for its existence could not exist by itself. But nothing can actualize its own existence. 

Hence, there must be an Actuality outside of this changing world that actualizes the actual 

existence of all that exists but that could be nonexistent. In short, natural revelation involves the 

use of natural reason on the natural world. 

Internal Manifestations of Natural Revelation Are Identifiable 

What is written on perishable paper can be erased, but what is written on the heart of an 

imperishable person is not completely deletable. Virtually all theologians agree, no matter how 

Calvinistic they are, that the image of God is not completely destroyed in fallen humankind: It 

was effaced but not erased. This was true of Augustine and Calvin (1509–1564)
5
 and it is also 

true of Luther (1483–1546).
6
 

The Bible is very clear that all human beings bear God‘s image. As mentioned previously, it 

is wrong to kill (Gen. 9:6) or even to curse human beings (James 3:9) for this reason. 

In the same way that we know God‘s external natural revelation, we also come to know 

God‘s natural revelation in our internal moral nature, the one ―written on our hearts.‖ The natural 

moral law is written in a way everyone can read. No lessons in language are necessary, and no 

books are needed. Natural law can be seen ―instinctively‘ (Rom. 2:14 NASB). We know what is 

right and wrong by our own natural intuitions; our very nature predisposes us in that direction. 

The most basic key to that natural moral law is found in human inclinations. Since we are 

made in God‘s moral image (Gen. 1:27; 9:6; James 3:9), it is understandable that we have in our 

very nature a natural inclination toward knowing what is morally right. To be sure, as fallen 

beings we do not always follow it (Rom. 7) and, thus, have a natural tendency toward doing what 

is wrong. However, we know what is right instinctively, even when we do not do it. We know it 

by way of inclination, even when we do not perform it by way of action. Further, we know what 

is wrong deep down inside, even when we do not think it is wrong, for we know things by 

inclination even when we sometimes reject them by cognition. This is because our cognition is 

influenced by our depraved condition. Our choosing obscures our knowing. 

To put it hermeneutically,
7
 we are inconsistent in our use of the proper principles of 

interpretation of these basic moral inclinations. This doesn‘t mean that human reason is 

unnecessary for knowing what is right and wrong by natural revelation, for the natural moral 

law, while not without content, is minimal: It only informs us to do good and to shun evil. 

Human reason is necessary for two things: 

(1) It puts specificity on the general moral law. 

(2) It aids us in knowing what it means to utilize in order to attain the good end. 

Another clue to understanding natural revelation is our basic moral inclinations. This is why 

our best understanding of the natural law comes not from seeing our actions but from observing 

our reactions: We know the moral law instinctively. We don‘t have to read it in any book; we 

know it intuitively, written as it is on our own heart. So when interpreting the natural law, we 

                                                           
4 See William Craig, Apologetics: An Introduction. 
5 See Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Part One. 
6 See Luther, Bondage of the Will, Section 94, 244. 
7 Specifically, hermeneutics is “the study of the general principles of biblical interpretation” (Webster’s 
Third New International Dictionary). 
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must be careful to do so from reactions truly indicative of it. These are not necessarily the ones 

we do to others, but more often those that we desire to be done to us. Once again, Paul speaks to 

this point when he writes of the things we ―do by nature‖ that ―show‖ the moral law ―written on 

our hearts‖ (Rom. 2:14–15). 

Our moral inclinations are manifested in our reactions when others violate our rights; we 

don‘t see the moral law nearly as clearly when we violate others‘ rights. Herein is revealed our 

depravity. But again our sinfulness is not found in our inability to know what the moral duty is 

but in our unwillingness to do it to others. 

The kind of reactions that manifest the natural moral law were brought home forcefully to me 

when a professor, after carefully reading a student‘s well-researched paper defending moral 

relativity, wrote: ―F. I do not like blue folders.‖ After receiving his grade, the student stormed 

into his professor‘s office, protesting, ―That‘s not fair. That‘s not just!‖ The student‘s reaction to 

the injustice done to him revealed, contrary to what he wrote, that deep down inside he really did 

believe in an objective moral principle of rightness. The real measure of his morals was not what 

he had written in his paper but what God had written on his heart. What he really believed was 

right manifested itself when he was wronged. 

Natural Law Is Expressed in Writings 

If there were a natural inclination toward what is right, one would expect to see some sort of 

expression of this in human culture. But as is widely known, moral conduct is diverse from 

culture to culture. However, what is not as well known is that while human behavior differs 

greatly, human ethical creeds are significantly alike. Since human beings are not perfect, one 

would anticipate that their conduct would not always measure up to their creeds. The latter, 

though, is a much better indicator of the moral law than the former. 

Contrary to popular belief, the great moral writings of the world do not present a total 

diversity of perspectives; indeed, there is a striking similarity among them. In fact, the 

resemblance within writings expressing the natural law is just as great as that within writings on 

the divine law. That is, the great ethicists have read general revelation with as much agreement 

as the great theologians have read special revelation. Within both groups there are conservatives 

and liberals, rightists and leftists, strict constructionists and broad constructionists. The stark 

truth is that it matters little whether it is the Bible that is being viewed, general revelation, or the 

United States Constitution. A bad hermeneutic can distort one as well as the other. The problem 

is not with divine revelation but with human misinterpretation of it. No revelation is immune 

from distortion by fallible and fallen human beings who wish to make it fit their own depraved 

desires and actions. 

In spite of human misrepresentations of God‘s general revelation, there nonetheless remains 

among non-Christian writers a general consensus on the nature of the natural law. C. S. Lewis 

has provided a noteworthy service in cataloging many of these expressions of the natural moral 

law (AM, appendix A). Of course, there also is diversity of ethical expression among the great 

cultures. But this diversity no more negates their essential unanimity regarding natural law than 

diversity of belief among evangelicals negates their unity on the essential Christian teachings. 

INTERACTION BETWEEN GENERAL AND SPECIAL REVELATION 

Since it is the task of a systematic thinker to organize all truth about God and His relation to 

His creation, both general and special revelation are needed. However, since special revelation 
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overlaps with general revelation, it is necessary to discuss the interaction between the two. God 

has revealed Himself in His Word and in His world. His truth is found both in Scripture and in 

science. The problem is what we do when they seem to conflict. It is much too simplistic to 

conclude that the Bible is always right and science is wrong. Of course, the Bible is always right 

(see Part 2), but our interpretation of it is not. 

An Important Distinction 

When dealing with conflicts between Christianity and culture, we must be careful to 

distinguish between God‘s Word, which is infallible, and our interpretation of it, which is not. 

Likewise, we must distinguish between God‘s timeless revelation in His world, which is always 

true, and man‘s current understanding of it, which is not always correct. The very progress of 

scientific understanding indicates that what was once believed to be true is no longer held to be 

so. 

Two important things follow from these distinctions. First, God‘s revelations in His Word 

and His world never contradict each other. God is consistent; He never talks out of both sides of 

His mouth. Second, whenever there is a real conflict, it is between a human interpretation of 

God‘s Word and a human understanding of His world. Either one or both of these are wrong, but 

God has not erred. 

Which Revelation Has Priority? 

When conflicts in understanding God‘s general and special revelations occur, which one gets 

the priority? The temptation might be to give precedent to the biblical interpretation because the 

Bible is infallible, but this overlooks the crucial distinction just made. The Bible is inerrant, but 

not all of our interpretations of it are without error. The history of interpretation reveals that 

God‘s infallible Word is as subject to man‘s fallible misunderstandings as is anything else. 

Likewise, the history of the arts and science exposes human misunderstandings of God‘s general 

revelation that are as bad as the human history of misconstruing His special revelation. 

This does not leave one in an impasse, for whenever there is a conflict between an 

interpretation of the Bible and a current understanding of God‘s general revelation, priority 

should generally be given to the interpretation that is more certain. Sometimes this is our 

understanding of special revelation, and sometimes it is our understanding of general revelation, 

depending on which one is more thoroughly proven. A few examples will help to illuminate the 

point. 

Some interpreters have wrongly concluded on the basis of biblical references to ―the four 

corners of the earth‖ (e.g., Rev. 7:1) that the earth is flat. However, science has proven with 

certainty that this is wrong. Therefore, in this case the certainty in interpreting God‘s general 

revelation takes precedence over whatever uncertainty there may be in interpreting these biblical 

references. ―Four corners‖ can be understood as a figure of speech, and the Bible uses such 

literary devices (such as God having eyes, arms, and legs). 

Others have claimed that the sun moves around the earth on the basis of Bible references to 

―sunrise‖ (Josh. 1:15) or to the sun‘s ―standing still‖ (Josh. 10:13). However, this interpretation 

is not necessary; these expressions may be only the language of appearance from an on-the-face-

of-the-earth observer‘s point of view (see part 2, chapter 15). Furthermore, since the time of 

Copernicus there is extremely good reason to believe that the sun does not move around the 
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earth. Hence, we assign a higher probability to the heliocentric interpretation of God‘s world at 

this point than to a geocentric interpretation of His Word. 

Unfortunately some are willing to believe in a given interpretation of God‘s Word, even if it 

involves a logical contradiction. But general revelation demands (by way of the law of 

noncontradiction) that opposites cannot both be true (see chapter 8). Therefore, we cannot 

believe that God is both one person and also three persons at the same time and in the same 

sense. Thus, monotheism so defined and trinitarianism (see volume 2) cannot both be true. We 

can, and do, believe that God is three Persons in one Essence, for even though this is a mystery, 

it is not a contradiction. Consequently, we can be absolutely certain that any interpretation of 

Scripture involving a contradiction is false. 

However, there are times when an interpretation of Scripture should take precedence over 

even highly popular views in science. Macroevolution
8
 is a good example (see volume 2). It is 

virtually certain that the Bible cannot be properly interpreted to accommodate macroevolution. 

Or to put it the other way, it is most evident that the Bible teaches that God brought the universe 

into existence out of nothing (Gen. 1:1), that He created every basic kind of animal and plant 

(Gen. 1:21), and that He specially and directly created man and woman in His image (Gen. 1:27). 

In spite of the prevailing and trendy evolutionary views to the contrary, then, the Christian must 

give priority to this highly probable interpretation of Scripture over the extremely improbable 

theory of macroevolution (see volume 2). 

Mutual Enrichment 

Often there is no serious conflict between widely accepted biblical interpretation and the 

general understanding of the scientific world; rather, there is mutual enrichment. For example, 

knowledge of the content of the Bible is essential for much of Western art and literature. 

Furthermore, biblical history and world history overlap significantly, so much so that neither 

should ever be ignorant of the other. More neglected is the relationship between modern science 

and the biblical idea of Creation. In this connection it is important to note that the biblical 

concept of Creation helped give rise to modern science (see Whitehead, SMW, 13, and Foster, 

―CDCRMNS‖). Of course, in the study of origins there is a direct overlap of, and mutual 

enrichment between, the scientific and biblical data. 

In theology the interaction between biblical studies and other disciplines should always be a 

two-way street. No one provides a monologue for the other; all engage in a continual dialogue. 

Although the Bible is infallible in whatever it addresses, it does not speak to every issue. 

Furthermore, as we have seen, while the Bible is infallible, our interpretations of it are not. Thus, 

those in biblical studies must listen to as well as speak to the other disciplines. Only in this way 

can a complete and correct systematic worldview be constructed (see chapter 11). 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Evangelicals believe the Bible is essential both to systematic thinking and to apologetics. It is 

the only infallible writing we have (see part 2). It speaks with unerring authority on every topic it 

                                                           
8 Macroevolution means total (large-scale) evolution from one-celled animals to human beings; it insists 
upon the common ancestry of all living things. Microevolution, by contrast, means small-scale changes 
within a certain type of life that has a separate ancestry from other types. 
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covers, whether spiritual or scientific, whether heavenly or earthly. However, the Bible is not 

God‘s only revelation to humanity. God has spoken in His world as well as in His Word. It is the 

task of the Christian theologian to appropriate the information from both and to form a 

worldview that includes a theocentric interpretation of science, history, human beings, and the 

arts. However, without God‘s revelation (both general and special) as the basis, this task is as 

impossible as moving the world with no place to put one‘s fulcrum. Without question, in 

building a solid systematic theology both special revelation and general revelation are necessary. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LOGIC: THE RATIONAL PRECONDITION 

Logic deals with the methods of valid thinking; it reveals how to draw proper conclusions from 

premises. It is a prerequisite of all thinking, including all theological thought. Logic is such an 
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inescapable tool that even those who deny it cannot avoid using it, for it is built into the very 

fabric of the rational universe.
1
 

THE FUNDAMENTAL LAWS OF THOUGHT 

There are three elemental laws of all rational thinking: 

(1) the law of noncontradiction (A is not non-A); 

(2) the law of identity (A is A); 

(3) the law of excluded middle (either A or non-A). 

Each of these laws serves an indispensable function in theology. 

The Law of Noncontradiction 

Without the law of noncontradiction we could not say that God is not non-God (G is not non-

G). Thus, God could be the devil or whatever is anti-God. 

The Law of Identity 

If the law of identity were not binding, we could not say that God is God (G is G). Without 

the law of identity, God would not be identical to Himself; He could be something other than 

Himself (e.g., the devil), which is plainly absurd. 

The Law of Excluded Middle 

Likewise, if the law of excluded middle didn‘t exist we could not affirm that it is either God 

or not God that we are speaking about. When we use the term ―God,‖ we could be referring to 

both God and not God. This clearly is meaningless. 

Hence these three principles are necessary for all thinking, including all thought about God. 

Since theology is thinking about God, theology cannot escape the use of these three fundamental 

laws of all thought. 

A DEFENSE OF THE LAWS OF THOUGHT 

Why should anyone accept these three laws? Indeed, many reject them, at least when applied 

to the ultimate level. Zen Buddhism, for example, claims that the Tao (the Ultimate) goes beyond 

all categories, including true and false (see Suzuki, IZB). How can the primary standards of 

thought be defended against such criticism? 

Actually, the laws of thought are self-evident and do not need any defense. As regards the 

law of identity, for instance, the predicate says the same thing as the subject (A is A); therefore, 

it neither needs nor admits direct proof. Once one understands the terms, they speak for 

themselves. For example, once one knows what ―triangle‖ and ―three-sided figure‖ mean, there is 

                                                           
1 For a more extensive treatment of logic, see Norman Geisler and Ronald Brooks, Come, Let Us Reason: 
An Introduction to Logical Thinking. 
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no need to prove that a triangle is a three-sided figure. It is simply seen (by rational intuition) to 

be true. 

However, there is an indirect way of defending the basic laws of thought as self-evident. This 

can be shown in that they cannot be denied without using them; that is, any attempt to deny them 

is self-destructive. It is like saying, ―I think that I cannot think,‖ or ―I know that I cannot know,‖ 

or ―I reason that I cannot reason.‖ In each case, one is doing exactly what he claims he cannot 

do. 

In the same manner, if the law of noncontradiction is not binding, then what is true can also 

be not true (false). But this is self-defeating, for that very sentence claims to be true and not 

false. If it does not claim to be true, then it is not even in the arena of truth and can be ignored by 

all who seek truth. 

THE LAWS OF RATIONAL INFERENCE 

In addition to the three fundamental laws of thought, there are laws of valid inference 

whereby a conclusion can be properly drawn from given premises. These fall into two broad 

categories: deductive logic and inductive logic. 

The validity of these laws is dependent on the law of noncontradiction, for if these necessary 

rational inferences are not valid, then contradiction follows (see the following example). 

DEDUCTIVE LOGIC 

Deductive thinking is where one proposition is correctly deduced or drawn from others. For 

example, if: 

(1) all A is inside of B, and 

(2) all B is inside of C, then it follows that 

(3) all A is inside of C. 

 

If all A is not inside (in the class of) C, then contradiction follows, for then B would both be 

inside C (according to the second premise) and not inside C. If B is inside C, then A must be 

inside C, too, since A is inside B. Without question it is contradictory to both have and not have 

A inside of B (as according to the first premise). 
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The device by which one proposition can be correctly drawn from others is called a 

syllogism.
2
 Deductive logic comes in three forms: 

(1) categorical syllogisms 

(2) hypothetical syllogisms 

(3) disjunctive syllogisms (see Aristotle, PrA and PoA). 

Categorical Syllogisms 

A categorical (unconditional) syllogism is one where a categorical (unconditional) 

proposition is deduced from two other categorical propositions. For example: 

(1) All human beings are sinful. 

(2) John is a human being. 

(3) Therefore, John is sinful. 

 

There are rules for categorical syllogisms that must be followed if the conclusions are going 

to be correct, and if these are not followed, then the undeniable law of noncontradiction is 

violated. These syllogistic rules and the fallacies that violate them can be understood if some of 

the essential terms are defined first. 

Propositions 

A proposition is a declarative sentence that affirms or denies something. A proposition is 

composed of a subject (the subject of the affirmation/ denial, e.g., ―John‖), a predicate (what is 

affirmed/denied of the subject, e.g., ―sinful‖), and a copula (the connector of the subject and 

predicate, e.g., ―is (are)‖ or ―is (are) not‖). Stated together: ―John (subject) is (copula) sinful 

(predicate).‖
3
 

                                                           
2 As mentioned in chapter 2, a syllogism, formally, is a deductive scheme of a formal arrangement 
consisting of a major and a minor premise and a conclusion (Webster’s Third New International 
Dictionary). 
3 Each of the three statements of the syllogism is a proposition. 
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The subject can be universal (including all in its class) or particular (specific, including only 

some in its class). For instance, ―All dogs (universal) are four-legged creatures‖; ―some dogs 

(particular) are brown.‖ Universal propositions are said to be strong and particular ones weak. 

Propositions also can be either affirmative (―is‖ or ―are‖) or negative (―is not‖ or ―are not‖). 

Combining universals and particulars with affirmatives and negatives yields four different 

kinds of propositions: 

A Universal affirmative (All humans are sinners). 

E Universal negative (All humans are not sinners) (or no humans are sinners). 

I Particular affirmative (Some humans are sinners). 

O Particular negative (Some humans are not sinners). 

Distribution 

In A-type propositions (universal affirmative) the subject is distributed and the predicate is 

not distributed.
4
 Take, for instance, a proposition similar to what we have just seen: ―All human 

beings are rational.‖ The subject is distributed because ―all humans‖ includes all in its class, and 

the predicate is undistributed because ―rational‖ means only some of its class—there are, after 

all, other rational beings, such as God and angels. 

The distribution (D) or undistribution (U) of terms in all four kinds of propositions is as 

follows: 

A All S(D) is P(U). 

E No S(D) is P(D); or All S(D) is not P(D). 

I Some S(U) is P(U). 

O Some S(U) is not P(D). 

For example: 

A All human beings (D) are rational (U). 

E No human being (D) is rational (D). 

I Some human beings (U) are rational (U). 

O Some human beings (U) are not rational (D).
5
 

Again, a categorical syllogism contains two propositions from which a third is deduced. The 

syllogism as a whole contains three terms: a subject term (ST), a predicate term (PT), and a 

middle term (MT). The subject and the predicate are the subject and predicate of the conclusion, 

                                                           
4 That a subject or a predicate is “distributed” means all in its class are included. 
5 The subject of an A-type proposition is distributed because, for instance, “all human beings” means 
everything in that class; the predicate is undistributed because humans are only some of the rational 
beings that exist—others in that class include God and angels. The subject of an E-type proposition is 
distributed because “no” equals “all”; the predicate is likewise distributed, specifically, since no human 
being is in the class of any (all) rational beings. In an I-type proposition, both subject and predicate are 
undistributed because the statement means that some humans are in the class of some rational beings; 
again, there are others who fall into the class labeled “rational.” The subject of an O-type proposition is 
undistributed because it refers only to some human beings; the predicate is distributed because it 
negates all in that class—that is, some human beings are not in the class of any (all) rational beings. 
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and the middle term occurs once in each premise, along with one occurrence each of the subject 

and predicate. For example: 

All humans (middle term) are lost (predicate term). [A-type proposition] 

John (subject term) is a human (middle term). 

Therefore, John (subject term) is lost (predicate term). 

The Rules of Categorical Syllogisms 

Breaking any one of the seven rules of categorical syllogisms leads to an invalid conclusion, 

meaning that the conclusion does not follow (non sequitur) from the premises regardless of 

whether or not the conclusion happens to be true. 

(1) There must be only three terms. 

(2) The middle term must be distributed at least once. 

(3) Terms distributed in the conclusion must be distributed in the premises. 

(4) The conclusion always follows the weaker premises (i.e., negative and particular ones). 

(5) No conclusion follows from two negative premises. 

(6) No conclusion follows from two particular premises. 

(7) No negative conclusion follows from two affirmative premises. 

The Fallacies of Categorical Syllogisms 

Likewise, committing any one of the four fallacies of categorical syllogisms leads to an 

invalid conclusion. 

(1) Illicit major is the fallacy where the major term is distributed in the conclusion but not in 

the premise.
6
 

(2) Illicit minor is the fallacy where the minor term is distributed in the conclusion but not in 

the premise.
7
 

(3) Undistributed middle is the fallacy where the middle term is not distributed at least once. 

(4) Four-term fallacy is the fallacy where there are not three and only three terms in the 

syllogism (includes the fallacies of ―ambiguous middle‖ and ―equivocal middle‖). 

Of course, the middle term must appear only once in each premise but never in the 

conclusion; else, a fallacy of form occurs. A more detailed explanation can be found elsewhere 

(see Geisler and Brooks, CLUR). 

Hypothetical Syllogisms 

Hypothetical syllogisms are an ―If … then …‖ type of reasoning. If A, then B follows. For 

instance, 

(1) If God is all-just, then He must punish all sin. 

(2) God is all-just. 

(3) Therefore, He must punish all sin. 

There are only two ways to draw valid conclusions from a hypothetical syllogism: 

                                                           
6 The “major term” comes from the major premise and contains the predicate of the conclusion. 
7 The “minor term” comes from the minor premise and contains the subject of the conclusion. 
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(1) affirming the antecedent (the part of the sentence coming before ―then‖); 

(2) denying the consequent (the part of the sentence coming after ―then‖). 

The above example (regarding sin and God‘s justice) is one of affirming the antecedent 

(called modus pollens
8
), and the following is one of denying the consequent (called modus 

tollens
9
): 

(1) If the Qur‘an is God‘s Word, then it cannot err. 

(2) The Qur‘an has errors. 

(3) Therefore, the Qur‘an is not God‘s Word. 

Disjunctive Syllogisms 

A disjunctive syllogism is an either/or type of reasoning. It takes the following form: 

(1) It is either A or not A (but not both). 

(2) It is not non-A. 

(3) Therefore, it is A. 

To use a theological example: 

(1) Either God is existent or He is nonexistent. 

(2) God is not nonexistent. 

(3) Therefore, God is existent. 

There are two ways to draw a valid conclusion from a disjunctive syllogism: Either by 

denying one alternate or by denying the other alternate. An alternate is the statement on one side 

or the other of the ―or.‖ 

These three types of logical thinking—categorical, hypothetical, and disjunctive—are used 

constantly in theology. Without them theology would not be possible, since they are the rules of 

rational thought, and systematic theology is a form of rational thinking. 

INDUCTIVE LOGIC 

Another type of logic is inductive reasoning. While Aristotle wrote on inductive reasoning 

(T), he is more famous for deductive logic. Inductive and experimental logic were most fully 

developed by Francis Bacon (see NO), the father of modern scientific thinking, and John Stuart 

Mill (see SL). 

The Nature of Inductive Reasoning 

Broadly speaking, while deductive reasoning is from the general to the particular, inductive 

reasoning is from the particular to the general. For example, deductive logic proceeds from the 

general statement that 

                                                           
8 Latin for “method of affirming.” 
9 Latin for “method of denying.” 
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(1) all human beings are rational beings, and notes that 

(2) Mary is a human being, to the particular conclusion that 

(3) Mary is a rational being. 

Inductive logic begins with any number of particulars and makes a generalization about them. 

For instance, ―Human beings such as Janna, John, Joan, Jim, and others have two legs and walk 

upright; therefore, all humans walk upright.‖ Of course, unlike deductive logic, one cannot be 

absolutely sure of this conclusion, since all human beings have not been observed. Hence, the 

inductive conclusion is generalizing. It is a projection or extrapolation being made: ―Since all 

humans we observe have two legs and walk upright, then even those we have not observed 

probably do the same.‖ 

There is, of course, such a thing as a perfect induction, where every particular instance has 

been examined. In this case, one can be certain about the conclusion. For example, ―Every coin 

in my pocket is a penny‖ can be known for sure, since my pocket is a limited space and every 

coin in it can be scrutinized. Likewise, the Bible contains a limited amount of information, all of 

which can be examined. Hence, one can have a kind of certainty about what it teaches if every 

verse has been probed carefully. 

The Rules of Inductive Logic 

Several inductive reasoning guidelines must be followed. Put in question form: 

How Many Cases Were Examined? 

The degree of certainty about the conclusion will depend in part on how broad was the 

number of cases examined. The broader the sample, the better the chances are that the conclusion 

will be correct. 

How Representative Was the Evidence? 

Since it is usually not possible to examine all the cases, the quality of the samples examined 

is crucial to the validity of the conclusion. For example, the validity of a poll will depend on the 

representative nature of the sum of the people who were polled. 

How Carefully Was the Evidence Examined? 

Careful inductions are comprised of many factors. What were the similarities of the samples 

that were studied? What were the differences? Were all possible explanations accounted for? 

Were the results isolated from other factors? In short, how critically was the evidence examined? 

How Does the Information Gained Correlate With Other Knowledge? 

Finally, how well does the information that was gleaned match up with other things that are 

known to be true? Does it contradict other things known with certainty? Does it better explain 

things than other explanations do? Sometimes new evidence rocks foundations that were thought 

settled (such as Copernicus‘s view that the earth moved around the sun). 

Kinds of Probability 
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There are two major kinds of probability in inductive reasoning: a priori (ah pree-oh-ree) and 

a posteriori (ah paw-ster-ee-oh-ree). A priori probability is probability prior to and independent 

of the facts; a posteriori probability is probability that arises after examining the facts. Both kinds 

have an application to theology and apologetics. 

A Priori Probability 

A priori probability is mathematical in nature, dealing with the advanced likelihood or odds 

of an event occurring. For example, the likelihood of getting three sixes on a roll of three dice 

before they are tossed is 1 in 216 (1/6×1/6×1/6). This does not mean that the dice must be thrown 

216 times to get it; it simply means that these are the mathematical odds, for three dice with six 

sides numbered one through six offer that many combinations. 

A priori probability has convinced even some former atheists to believe there must have been 

an Intelligent Designer of first life. After calculating that the odds for life to arise by only natural 

laws was 1 in 10 to the 40,000th power (one followed by 40,000 zeros), Sir Fred Hoyle (b. 1915) 

abandoned his God-denying beliefs. This chance, one in 10
40,000

, is less than that of finding one 

single particular atom while searching the entire universe (see EFS, 45–46).
10

 

A Posteriori Probability 

While a priori probability is probability before the fact, a posterior probability is probability 

after the fact. In science, it is empirical probability, also called scientific probability. A posteriori 

probability offers varying degrees of certainty that something is true based on an examination of 

the available evidence. This is generally done with the guidance of the principles listed above 

(under ―The Rules of Inductive Logic‖). 

Degrees of Probability 

According to the inductive method, there are various degrees of probability, depending on 

the kind and extent of evidence available. These range from virtually impossible on the one end 

to virtually certain on the other end. Absolute certainty, at least of a mathematical type,
11

 is 

possible only in deductive logic. A perfect induction, however, can provide practical certainty, 

since every one of the cases was examined. 

LOGIC AND GOD 

If logic is the basis of all thinking, and theology is thinking about God, then it follows that 

logic is the basis of all thinking about God. Nevertheless, some object to this conclusion, 

claiming that God is sovereign over all things, including logic, and that making logic the basis of 

thinking about God makes God subject to logic (see Dooyeweerd, NCTT). 

Logic Is Subject to God Ontologically 

                                                           
10 Of course, there are factual observations used in this calculation, such as the age of the universe and 
the rate of mutations, etc. 
11 Moral certainty is possible, as it is not based on deductive logic but on moral, psychological, and/or 
spiritual factors. For example, God can grant moral (or spiritual) certainty of salvation (Rom. 8:16) where 
the actual evidence itself may justify only a probable conclusion (see volume 3). 
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It is true that in reality God is prior to everything else. In this sense, God is prior to logic in 

the order of being. Logic is a form of rational thought, and God is the ultimate rational Being. So 

ontologically,
12

 logic is subject to God. 

However, this does not mean that logic is arbitrary—God does not merely choose to be 

rational and consistent. He is rational by His very nature. The Scriptures inform us, for example, 

―It is impossible for God to lie‖ (Heb. 6:18) and that ―He cannot deny Himself‖ (2 Tim. 2:13 

NKJV). Likewise, God cannot be irrational. It is contrary to His nature as the ultimate, perfect, 

absolutely rational Being in the universe to violate the laws of logic. 

God Is Subject to Logic Epistemologically 

While God is prior to logic in the order of being (ontologically), nevertheless, logic is prior 

to God in the order of knowing (epistemologically). No knowledge is possible without the laws 

of thought; if this is not true, then nothing else follows. Even the statement ―God is God‖ makes 

no sense unless the law of identity holds (A is A). Likewise, the affirmation that ―God exists‖ 

cannot be true if the law of noncontradiction is not binding, otherwise God could exist and not 

exist at the same time and in the same sense. 

Is God subject to something beyond Himself? No. When God is subject to good reason 

(logic), He is subject to His own nature (see Clark, CVMT), since He is the ultimate Reason or 

Logos (John 1:1). Likewise, when God is subject to the law of justice, He is not bound by 

something beyond Himself but to something within Himself, namely, to His own unchangeable 

nature (see volume 2). 

Technically speaking, in theology it is not God who is subject to logic; it is our statements 

about God that are subject to logic. Systematic theology is a series of statements about God that, 

if true, inform us about Him. No statement about God can make any sense, to say nothing of 

being true, unless it abides by the undeniable rules of reason. 

Rationality or Rationalism? 

Some object that making God subject to logic is a form of rationalism, since it makes truths 

about God subject to human reason. However, there is a difference between the use of good 

reason, which the Bible commends to discover truth (Isa. 1:18; Matt. 22:37; 1 Peter 3:15), and 

the use of rationalism to determine truth, which Scripture does not commend. Good reason does 

not subject God to finite minds but rather subjects our finite minds to His infinite Mind (2 Cor. 

10:5; 1 Cor. 1:21). 

Further, since we are created in the image of an infinitely intelligent God, it is not a form of 

rationalism to imitate His rationality. Rather, it is a way to express our love for Him (with all our 

minds) as Jesus commanded (Matt. 22:37). 

Even special revelation cannot be known or communicated apart from logic. We could not 

distinguish between a revelation that is from God or one that is not from God without the law of 

noncontradiction. Nor could we determine which book was God‘s of the many that claim to be 

(e.g., the Bible, the Qur‘an, the Book of Mormon) without using our reason to examine the 

evidence. 

                                                           
12 Ontology is the study of being. 



 
73 

Finally, note that reason is a means of discovering truth, whereas rationalism is an attempt at 

determining truth. Christian theology falls into the former category. All truth is revealed by God, 

whether in special or general revelation (see chapter 4), but all truth is received by reason. 

DID ARISTOTLE INVENT LOGIC? 

Some critics object to the use of deductive logic, insisting that it was invented by Aristotle 

and that there is no reason we should accept ―Western logic‖ over ―Eastern logic,‖ which does 

not accept the law of noncontradiction. 

However, this criticism is misdirected for several reasons. First, Aristotle did not invent 

logic; at best, he simply discovered it. All rational creatures were using logic since the 

beginning; Aristotle was merely the first one known to put it down in written form (see PrA and 

PoA). 

Second, this criticism implies that ―Eastern thought‖ can somehow avoid using ―Western 

logic.‖ But this is impossible—logic does not have geographic boundaries. Inasmuch as logic is 

based on the law of noncontradiction, it is unavoidable, for it is impossible to deny this law 

without using it. Any statement to the effect that ―truth claims do not have to be either true or 

false‖ is itself claiming to be true as opposed to false. 

Third, no Eastern philosopher can even think without the law of noncontradiction; again, the 

very denial of noncontradiction employs it, and any statement to the effect that ―ultimate reality 

[say, the Tao] goes beyond, the law of noncontradiction‖ (see Suzuki, IZB) is itself a statement 

that uses the law of noncontradiction of ultimate reality, for it claims to be true, as opposed to 

false. If it is not a truth claim at all, then it is not even in the arena of truth and need not be 

considered by anyone in pursuit of truth. 

Are There Different Logics? 

Others object that there are many kinds of logic; why choose one and make it the norm over 

all others? In response, it should be pointed out that there are no kinds of logic that do not use the 

law of noncontradiction. All systems of valid thought—whether they are deductive logic, 

inductive logic, symbolic logic, modal logic, or whatever—employ the law of noncontradiction. 

Indeed, Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand Russell demonstrated in Principia Mathematica 

that all mathematics is based on logic. It is literally impossible to think without logic. 

Can’t an Omnipotent God Break the Laws of Logic? 

Some theologians argue that if God is omnipotent, then He can do anything, including 

breaking the laws of logic. The Bible says, ―Nothing is impossible with God‖ (Matt. 19:26), and 

if this is so, it is suggested, it would seem to follow that God could violate the laws of thought if 

He wished. 

However, this objection is based on a misconception. When the Bible declares that God can 

do anything, it does not mean that He can do what is impossible. It means that God can do 

anything that is possible to do. Indeed, the Scriptures declare that there are many things that are 

impossible for God. Hebrews 6:18 affirms, ―It is impossible for God to lie‖; 2 Timothy 2:13 

NKJV adds, ―He cannot deny Himself.‖ It would be a denial of Himself for God to deny the laws 

of rational thought, since they are based on His rational nature. 
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Can’t God Transcend Logic As He Does Natural Law? 

Some have suggested that since God made natural law and can transcend it by supernatural 

intervention, it would seem to follow that He can do the same with the rational laws He has 

made. In short, if God can break His laws of physics, why can‘t He break His laws of rationality? 

The response to this is that God did not make or create the laws of thought any more than He 

created Himself. The laws of reason are based on God‘s uncreated nature. That is the way He is, 

always has been, and always will be. God cannot change His nature and, hence, cannot break the 

laws that flow from His nature. The laws of physics are created, not uncreated, and can be 

transcended by God like everything else that is created. But as the laws of thought are based on 

God‘s uncreated nature, God can no more change them than He can cease to be God. 

Are Not the Mysteries of the Faith Against Logic? 

From inside Christian theology, several other objections have been set forth flowing from the 

great mysteries of the faith: The Trinity, the Incarnation, and the doctrine of predestination/free 

will. 

The Trinity 

The orthodox view of the Trinity posits that there is only one God and yet three different 

Persons make up that one God. This appears to some to violate the law of noncontradiction; how 

can God be only one and yet three at the same time and in the same sense? 

Put in this way, the answer is that He cannot, but this misstates the doctrine of the Trinity. 

According to evangelical theology, God is not both three and only one in the same sense. He is 

only one in nature (essence) but three in a different sense—in Persons. 

Three persons in one essence is no more a contradiction than are three corners on one triangle 

or three ones in one to the third power (1×1×1=1). God has one what (nature) with three whos 

(persons). This is a mystery (cf. 1 Tim. 3:16) but not a contradiction. To be contradictory God 

would have to be both three and only one at the same time and in the same sense; that is, He 

would have to be three Persons and yet only one Person at the same time and in the same sense. 

Or, He would have to be three Natures and yet only one Nature at the same time and in the same 

sense. But this is not what orthodox theologians claim about the Trinity. 

The Incarnation 

Like the Trinity, the Incarnation is also a great mystery. Some even claim it is a 

contradiction, for it affirms that in Christ God became man, and this is impossible, since God is 

infinite and man is finite—an infinite cannot become finite. The Eternal cannot become temporal 

any more than the Uncreated can become a creature. How then can we claim that the Incarnation 

does not violate the law of noncontradiction? 

The answer to this apparent contradiction lies in the misstatement of what the Incarnation 

really is. It was not God becoming man, but the second person of the Godhead adding humanity; 

in other words, the Son of God did not stop being divine in order to become human, but rather 

He embraced another nature—humanity—in addition to His divinity. In the Incarnation, the 

infinite nature of God did not become finite; the second person of the Godhead, who retained His 

infinite nature, also assumed another nature (a finite one). As we put it before, in God there is 

one what (nature) and three whos (persons).
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In the Incarnation, Who
2
 took on What

2
, a human nature, in addition to the What

1
 He 

retained (His divine nature). This is not a contradiction because the infinite did not become 

finite, nor the Uncreated become the created, which would be a contradiction. 

In the Godhead there is one What and three Whos; in Christ, the second person of the 

Godhead, there is one Who and two Whats. In the Incarnation, one Who in God assumed another 

What, so that there were two Whats (natures) in one Who (person). Again, this is an amazing 

mystery but not a contradiction. 

Predestination and Free Will 

For everyone except extreme Calvinists (see volume 3), who deny free will in this matter, or 

extreme Arminians, who deny God‘s infallible fore knowledge, there is a seeming paradox 

between God‘s predetermination and human free choice. How can God determine the end from 

the beginning (Isa. 46:10), and how could He have chosen His elect before the foundation of the 

world (Eph. 1:4), when the Bible also affirms that human beings are free to accept or reject 

God‘s gift of salvation (John 1:12; Rom. 6:23; Matt. 23:37; 2 Peter 3:9)? If God determined in 

advance who will be saved and who will not be saved, then how can humans be free (see volume 

3)? 

The answer to this apparent dilemma resides in an understanding of how God predetermines 

events like these. God does not force them to happen against our free will; rather He 

predetermines that they will occur through our free will. Or, to put it minimally, God does not 

have to make these events occur; He can see them occur—from His eternal vantage point.
13

 

A person standing on top of a building foreseeing a collision (between two cars that cannot 

see each other around the corner) does not cause the crash. Likewise, God, who can by His 

omniscience foresee what we will freely do, need not cause us to do it. And even if He is the 

ultimate cause of all things, He is not the immediate cause of them. Free moral agents are the 

immediate cause of all free actions. God (the primary cause) produced the fact of freedom, and 

free agents (secondary causes), by God‘s grace, produce the acts of freedom (see volume 3). 

Further, one and the same event can be both determined and yet free with no contradiction. 

For example, when one watches a recording of a televised game, it is already determined; 

                                                           
13 This does not mean God sees them in a passive sense. He sees them actively and chooses them 
eternally. Hence, His knowledge is causal, for the future preexists in God as the Cause of all things that 
have occurred, are occurring, or will occur. 
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nothing can be changed. It will turn out exactly the same, score and all, no matter how many 

times one watches it. Yet when the game was played, each and every person played according to 

his or her own free will. No one was forced to do anything. Thus, one and the same events were 

both determined and yet free (see Geisler, CBF, chapters 1–3). 

To the objection that this is so because we are looking back on the game, the theist could 

reply, ―God in His omniscience looks forward with an even greater certainty than we look 

backward.‖ This leads to another point. 

The God of orthodox theology is eternal, not temporal. Therefore, He does not really look 

forward to the future; He simply looks downward on it (see volume 2), since it is present to Him 

in His eternal now (as the great I AM of Ex. 3:14). To illustrate, a person in a cave can look out 

the tunnel and see only one train car going by at a time—the present one. He cannot see the one 

already past or the one yet to come. But the person on the top of that mountain can see all of 

them at the same time. Likewise, God can see past, present, and future all in His eternal present 

(the now). He sees the future, not because it has already occurred, but because it preexists in Him 

as the eternal Cause of all that was, is, and will be. 

If God is eternal, there is no problem with an event being determined in advance (and, thus, 

not being free), for then God is actively seeing in His eternal present what we are freely doing. 

He is not passively seeing the future (as though He had to wait on it to occur). He is not literally 

foreseeing anything. It is only called foreseeing and predetermining from our standpoint in time, 

not from God‘s vantage point in eternity. 

In point of fact, God knows the future not because He is looking down or ahead; He is 

simply looking within Himself, for all effects preexist in their cause,
14

 and God is the Cause of 

all things, including the future.
15

 Hence, God is seeing them in His eternal nature, before they 

ever occur, with the same certainty as if they had already occurred (see Aquinas, ST, 1a.14.6–9). 

There is no contradiction between God‘s predestination and our free will. 

Finally, the harmony between predestination and free choice can be demonstrated from 

God‘s omniscience alone. Consider the following argument: 

(1) God is all-knowing. 

(2) An all-knowing Being knows everything, including the future. 

(3) What an all-knowing Being knows will come to pass—must come to pass (if it did not, 

then God would have been wrong about what He foreknew. But an all-knowing God 

cannot be wrong about anything He knows). 

(4) God knows all future free acts. 

(5) Therefore, these free acts must come to pass. (If they didn‘t, then an all-knowing God 

would have been wrong.) 

(6) But what must come to pass is determined. 

(7) Therefore, our free acts are predetermined by God. 

                                                           
14 Effects preexist in their cause because an efficient cause cannot give what it does not have. It cannot 
share with another what it does not have to share; it can only produce what it possesses (see chapter 9). 
15 God is the Cause of all that exists, but He causes it from eternity, where He alone exists. Even time—
having had a beginning—is caused by the eternal God. All events in time caused by God were caused 
from eternity, even though the effect does not occur until a specific time. Of course, since evil is a 
privation or corruption of being, God is not the cause of evil. He is the cause of the good being in which 
the parasite of evil has taken residence. 
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While the logic of this argument is tight, many believe that it proves we aren‘t free. This is 

not the case. What it demonstrates is that God can know for sure (has determined) what we will 

freely do. So one and the same event is determined from the standpoint of God‘s knowledge and 

free from the vantage point of our choice. Again, this may be a mystery, but the great mystery of 

predestination and free will, whatever else it is, is not a logical contradiction. 

CONCLUSION 

Systematic theology is dependent on logic in many ways. All of its claims are subject to the 

basic laws of thought. Contradictions cannot both be true and false. Likewise, as will be seen in 

chapter 12, the methods used in doing systematic theology are both deductive- and inductive-

type logic. Systematic theology begins with an inductive study of both special revelation (in the 

Bible) and general revelation (in nature), it makes deductions from them, and these are put 

together in a unified and systematic whole. Without logic, this would not be possible; hence, 

philosophy (especially logic) is truly the handmaid of theology. 
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Christianity makes truth claims. It asserts that a theistic God exists (see chapter 2), that Christ 

is the Son of God (see volume 2), and that the Bible is the Word of God (see part 2). These truths 

are held to be objectively (rather than merely subjectively) true; that is, they are true not only for 

me but for everyone (see chapter 7). 

However, all true statements must be meaningful—they must make sense. Nonsensical 

statements are neither true nor false (e.g., ―Zuplops cadlure gugemonts‖). Likewise, emotive 

statements (like ―Ouch!‖) have no cognitive meaning; they also are neither true nor false, but are 

simply an expression of our feelings.
1
 Yet both true and false statements are meaningful 

statements. For example, ―The capital of the United States is Canton, Ohio‖ is meaningful, but it 

is false. So, by definition, in order to be cognitively meaningful a statement must be either true or 

false.
2
 

Now, if all true statements are meaningful, then all objectively true statements (as 

Christianity claims to possess) must be objectively meaningful. Thus the objectivity of truth is 

dependent on the objectivity of meaning. Unfortunately, the dominant view in the contemporary 

world is opposed to an objective embrace of meaning. This dominant view is called 

conventionalism. 

CONVENTIONALISM VS. ESSENTIALISM 

Conventionalism is the theory that all meaning is relative. Since all truth claims are 

meaningful statements, conventionalism necessarily holds that all truth is relative. But this is 

contrary to the Christian claim that there is absolute truth—truths that are true at all times, in all 

places, and for all people (see chapter 7). 

Conventionalism: A Reaction to Platonic Essentialism 

Conventionalism is a reaction to essentialism, which (following Plato) claims that all 

language has an unchanging essence or form. By contrast, conventionalism maintains that all 

meaning is relative to changing situations; meaning is arbitrary and varies according to its 

context. According to conventionalism, there are no forms of meaning that transcend time and 

place (transcultural forms). Language (meaning) has no form or essence; linguistic meaning is 

therefore derived from the changing, relative experience on which language is based. 

Essentialism: Plato’s View of Absolute Meaning 

Plato (c. 427–347 B.C.) defended a form of essentialism in his dialogue titled Cratylus. 

Augustine (A.D. 354–430) did also in his Principia Dialtecticae (384), De Magistro (389), and 

De Trinitate (394–419), although Augustine apparently did not hold to Plato‘s picture theory of 

                                                           
1 Of course, statements about our feelings (e.g., “I feel warm”) are objectively true or false (see chapter 
7). But strictly emotive statements are not statements about one’s feeling but expressions of one’s 
feelings. 
2 Questions and exclamations are meaningful, but in a noncognitive way, since they do not affirm or 
deny anything. 
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meaning (the idea that language pictures meaning),
3
 which Ludwig Wittgenstein critiqued in his 

famous Tractatus. 

Simply stated, essentialism (also called naturalism)
4
 insists that there is a natural or essential 

relation between our statements and what they mean. Language is not arbitrarily related to 

meaning; rather, there is a one-to-one correspondence between them. 

Conventionalism: Challenging Platonic Essentialism 

Three names loom large in the modern relativization of meaning: Ferdinand de Saussure 

(1857–1913), Gottlob Frege (1848–1925), and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951). Their 

presentation of conventionalism is widely accepted in current linguistic philosophy. 

Ferdinand Saussure 

The forerunner of modern conventionalism was the famous Swiss linguist Ferdinand 

Saussure. His Course in General Linguistics is still a standard in the field. 

Gottlob Frege 

Although Frege wrote relatively little, his teachings, put together from the notes of his 

students, have had a strong influence on the adoption of conventionalism by modern linguists. 

These teachings are found in Translations from the Philosophical Writings of Gottlob Frege. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein 

Leaning on the works of his predecessors, Ludwig Wittgenstein is credited with making 

conventionalism the predominant view in philosophical and religious thought. His mature 

perspective is expressed in his Philosophical Investigations; section I presents a critique of ―a 

particular picture of the essence of human language,‖ which contains the following theses: 

(1) The function of language is to state facts. 

(2) All words are names (the referential theory of meaning).
5
 

(3) The meaning of a name is the object denoted. 

(4) Meaning is taught by ostensive definition.
6
 

All of these theses are rejected by Wittgenstein as being either an oversimplification of 

language (theses 1 and 2), or, in the case of thesis 4, mistaken (―an ostensive definition can be 

variously interpreted in every case,‖ PI, 1:28), or, as in thesis 3, shown to be absurd by giving 

examples (e.g., exclamations, PI, 1:27; PI, 1:39). 

                                                           
3 The picture theory of meaning is the idea that language is a picture of reality, corresponding to it as 
does a photograph to its object. Many believe that the relevant passage in Augustine’s Confessions (1.8), 
which Wittgenstein critiqued, was not embraced by Augustine but only offered for consideration, since 
he rejected it elsewhere (in De Magistro). 
4 “Naturalism” as used here, in a semantic sense, should not be confused with antisupernaturalistic 
naturalism, in a metaphysical sense. 
5 The referential theory of meaning is the idea that meaningful statements have objects to which they 
refer. 
6 Meaning that is ostensive is meaning that is readily apparent or easily demonstrated. 
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Other theses that are closely connected with the picture theory of meaning and that come in 

for criticism are the following: 

(1) Meaning is a matter of producing mental images. 

(2) Analysis of propositions = Clarification of propositions (PI, 1:60). 

(3) Words have a determinate sense.
7
 

Wittgenstein offers an alternative view of meaning that employs: 

(1) family resemblances (PI 1:67); 

(2) language games (PI 1:7);
8
 

(3) forms of life (PI, 1:19, 23, 241; II, 194, 226). 

Since Wittgenstein rejected both univocal
9
 and analogical language

10
 (see chapter 9), he held 

an equivocal view
11

 reflected in family resemblances and based on changing experience. As such 

he is one of the strongest proponents of conventionalism. 

Wittgenstein and Religious Language 

In Wittgenstein‘s earlier work Tractatus, religious language was placed in the realm of the 

inexpressible. He ended Tractatus with the famous line, ―That of which you cannot speak, speak 

not thereof.‖ It is alleged that religious discourse has no factual meaning, and there is an 

unbridgeable gulf between fact and value.
12

 Thus, according to consistent conventionalism, God-

talk is nonsense. 

It is clear from Wittgenstein‘s Notebooks that such feelings as dependence, as well as the 

recognition that ―to believe in a God means to see that the facts of the world are not the end of 

the matter‖ (T, 11), are elements that Wittgenstein ―knows‖ but that are not expressible in 

language. They are supposedly outside the limits of language and thought. 

That the higher and transcendent are inexpressible does not say they are totally 

incommunicable, for they can be shown yet not said. This is called the doctrine of ―showing and 

saying.‖
13

 An apparent contradiction in the Tractatus is found in that although propositions about 

language are employed, nevertheless they are, strictly speaking, nonsensical because they are not 

propositions of natural science. Wittgenstein acknowledges that they are nonsensical and thus 

can only serve as elucidations (T, 6:45). The fairest interpretation to put on this is to treat the 

Tractatus as an example of the doctrine of showing and saying. Otherwise, it is inconsistent. 

Later, in Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein does not directly speak about religious 

discourse, but seems to indicate that praying and theology are legitimate and meaningful 

linguistic activities. (Praying, in particular, is mentioned as a language game.) Since stating facts 

                                                           
7 That is, words have a definite meaning. 
8 That is, language is like a game that is played with a certain set of rules. Meaning is based in life 
experiences and has no essence, but merely family resemblance to other experiences. 
9 Univocal language can have only one meaning. 
10 Analogical language is based on similarity or analogy. 
11 Equivocal language is ambiguous, having two or more meanings. 
12 Ethics and religion are matters of value, while science deals with facts. 
13 The doctrine of showing and saying holds that language can point to the higher and transcendent but 
cannot describe it. 
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is only one of a multiplicity of meaningful linguistic activities, there is no a priori bar against the 

meaningfulness of religious language. This also means that since language games have an 

intrinsic (internal) criterion of meaning, and since religious language is a language game, 

religious language must be judged by its own standards and not by standards imposed upon it, 

which is a form of fideism.
14

 

In Wittgenstein‘s Lectures and Conversations religious language is portrayed as having the 

possibility of being meaningful (as a language game). But it is clear from this work that 

Wittgenstein is a religious acognostic,
15

 meaning that he rejects any cognitive knowledge in 

religious language. He recognizes the legitimacy of a form of life that could ―culminate in an 

utterance of belief in a last judgment‖ (Wittgenstein, LC 58). He believes that it would be 

impossible to contradict such a belief or even say that it is possibly true. 

The only sense in which such a belief might be a blunder is if it is a blunder in its particular 

system (ibid., 59), that is, inside of a given language game. Such beliefs are not based on 

evidence—they are purely a matter of (blind) faith. However, Wittgenstein would not ridicule 

those who have such a belief—only those who claim it is based on evidence, e.g., historical 

apologetics. Belief in these cases is used in an extraordinary way (not in an ordinary way). He 

wrote, 

It has been said that Christianity rests on an historical basis. It has [also] been said a thousand 

times by intelligent people that indubitability is not enough in this case. Even if there is as much 

evidence [for Christianity] as for Napoleon. Because the indubitability wouldn‘t be enough to make 

me change my whole life (ibid., 57). 

Religious beliefs have commissive force; that is, they orient our lives. However, says 

Wittgenstein, they are not informative about reality. We are allegedly locked in a linguistic 

bubble, and while religious language is meaningful as a language game, it tells us nothing about 

God or ultimate reality. God-talk is experientially meaningful, but God-talk is not real talk about 

God; God is still the inexpressible. Human language is not capable of making any objectively 

meaningful statements about God, whether these statements are univocal or analogical (see 

chapter 9). All meaning is culturally and experientially relative—thus says conventionalism. 

Distinction Between Conventional Symbols and Conventional Meaning 

There is an important difference between a conventionalist theory of symbols and a 

conventionalist theory of meaning. Other than natural symbols (like smoke to fire) and 

onomatopoeic terms (like crash, bang, and boom),
16

 whose sound is their meaning, virtually all 

linguists acknowledge that symbols are conventionally relative. That is to say, the word bark has 

no intrinsic relation to the sound of the canine mammal to which it may refer; it can also mean 

the outer coating of a tree. Indeed, different languages have different names for the same 

referents. And this is true of most such words. 

                                                           
14 Fideism is “exclusive or basic reliance upon faith alone accompanied by a consequent disparagement 
of reason” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). 
15 An acognostic is one who believes there is no cognitive meaning. 
16 “Onomatopoeia” is “a formation of words in imitation of natural sounds: the naming of a thing or 
action by a more or less exact reproduction of the sound associated with it” (Webster’s Third New 
International Dictionary). 
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However, admitting that most words in a sentence are conventional or relative is not the same 

as claiming that the meaning of a sentence is culturally relative; it means only that the words 

used to convey meaning are relative. That is, individual symbols change in meaning, but the 

meaning of a sentence (a unit of thought composed of words) does not change. 

Critique of Conventionalism’s Theory of Meaning 

As a theory of meaning, conventionalism suffers from some serious faults. Several can be 

briefly noted. 

First, conventionalism is self-falsifying. If the statement ―All linguistic meaning is 

conventional‖ were true, then this statement itself would be relative, for it claims to be an 

objectively meaningful statement affirming that there are no such objectively meaningful 

statements. It offers itself as a nonrelative statement affirming that the meaning of all statements 

is relative. 

Second, if conventionalism were correct, then universal statements would not necessarily 

translate into all languages as universal statements, but they do. For example, ―All triangles have 

three sides‖ translates as universally true, everywhere, all the time. So does ―All wives are 

married women.‖ If meaning were only culturally relative, then no such universal, transcultural 

statements would be possible. 

Third, if conventionalism were true there would not be any universal truths in any language, 

but there are. For instance, mathematical statements, such as 4+3=7, are universally true. So also 

are the basic laws of logic, such as the law of noncontradiction (see chapter 5). In fact, no 

conventionalist can even deny these first principles of thought without using them. The very 

statement ―The meaning of all statements is relative to a culture‖ is dependent for its meaning on 

the fact that there are laws of logic that are not relative to a culture but that transcend all cultures 

and languages. 

Fourth, if conventionalism were true, we would not know any truth independent of and/or 

prior to knowing the conventions of that truth in that language. But we know 2+1=3 before we 

know the conventions of a language. Mathematics may depend on relative symbols to express 

itself, but the truths of mathematics are not dependent on any culture. 

Fifth, the laws of logic are not based on human conventions; they are true apart from all 

linguistic conventions. Logic is not arbitrary. We do not choose its laws; rather, we are ruled by 

them. We do not create them but merely discover them. They are logically prior to and 

independent of the culture in which they are expressed; cultures do not think them up or even 

think them up differently. Without them, people in a culture could not even think. People in every 

culture must use them before they think about them. 

Sixth, conventionalism confuses the immediate source of meaning with its ultimate grounds. 

The source of learning that ―all bachelors are unmarried‖ may be social; for example, one may 

have learned it from his parents or teachers. But the grounds for knowing this are not social but 

logical, for, like other first principles, the predicate is reducible to the subject. It is true by 

definition, not by acculturation. 

Seventh, if conventionalism were correct, then no meaning would be possible. If all meaning 

is based on changing experience, which in turn gets its meaning from changing experience, etc., 

then there is actually no basis for the meaning. An infinite series is no more possible in meaning 

than it is in causes. Forever putting off the basis for meaning is not the same as finding the basis 

for it. And a statement without any basis for its meaning is a baseless affirmation. 
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Eighth, conventionalism has only an internal criterion for meaning, such as coherence. But 

internal criteria cannot adjudicate conflicts in meaning regarding the same statements from 

different worldview vantage points. For example, the statement ―God is a Necessary Being‖ can 

be interpreted either pantheistically or theistically. Mere internal criteria, such as coherence or 

logical consistency, cannot determine which of these is correct. 

Ninth, conventionalism involves a circular argument. It does not justify its claims; it simply 

asserts them. When a conventionalist is asked for the basis of his belief that all meaning is 

conventional, he cannot give a non-conventional basis, for then he would no longer be a 

conventionalist. But if he gives merely a conventional basis for his conventionalism, i.e., a 

relative basis for his relativism, then he argues in a circle. 

Tenth, conventionalists often distinguish between surface and depth grammar
17

 to avoid 

certain problems, such as those just given. But such a distinction assumes they have a vantage 

point independent of language and experience in order to make such a distinction, and 

conventionalism by its very nature does not allow such a vantage point outside of one‘s culture. 

Hence, the very distinction they make is not possible on the theory they espouse. 

Eleventh, no truly descriptive knowledge of God is possible in a conventionalist view of 

language, since in conventionalism, language is simply based on our experience. It tells us only 

what God seems to be (to us) in our experience but not what He really is (in Himself). This 

reduces to self-defeating agnosticism (the claim that we know that we cannot know anything 

about the nature of God). Thus conventionalism reduces the meaning of ―God‖ to a mere 

interpretive framework rather than an extra-cosmic Being beyond the world, which theism shows 

Him to be (see chapter 2). 

REALISM: AN ALTERNATIVE TO ESSENTIALISM AND 

CONVENTIONALISM 

The conventionalist‘s view of meaning is clearly an overreaction against platonic 

essentialism. There is a third alternative that avoids the rigidity of essentialism and the relativism 

of conventionalism: realism. Realism contends that meaning is objective, even though symbols 

are culturally relative, for meaning transcends our symbols and linguistic means of expressing it. 

Meaning is objective and absolute, not because a given linguistic expression of it is, but because 

there is an absolute Mind, God (see chapter 2), who has communicated it to finite minds (human 

beings) through a common but analogous means of human language (see chapter 9) that utilizes 

transcendent principles of logic common to both God and humans (see chapter 5). 

A Framework for Understanding the Meaning of Meaning 

The traditional six causes will help explain the point. Following Aristotle, scholastic 

philosophers distinguished six different causes: 

(1) efficient cause—that by which something comes to be; 

(2) final cause—that for which something comes to be; 

(3) formal cause—that of which something comes to be; 

(4) material cause—that out of which something comes to be; 

                                                           
17 Surface grammar is here defined as one that is obvious in the linguistic structure, while depth 
grammar is defined as one that is hidden beneath it. 
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(5) exemplar cause—that after which something comes to be; 

(6) instrumental cause—that through which something comes to be. 

For example, a wooden chair has a carpenter as an efficient cause, to provide something to sit 

on as a final cause, its structure as a chair as its formal cause, wood as its material cause, its 

blueprint as its exemplar cause, and the carpenter‘s tools as its instrumental cause. 

Meaning Is Found in the Formal Cause 

Applying these six causes to the meaning of a written text yields the following analysis: 

(1) The writer is the efficient cause of the meaning of a text. 

(2) The writer‘s purpose is the final cause of its meaning. 

(3) The writing is the formal cause of its meaning. 

(4) The words are the material cause of its meaning. 

(5) The writer‘s ideas are the exemplar cause of its meaning. 

(6) The laws of thought are the instrumental cause of its meaning. 

The meaning (formal cause) of an intelligible expression, such as a writing, is not found in 

the ―meaner‖; he is the efficient cause of the meaning. The formal cause of meaning is in the 

writing itself. What is signified is found in the signs that signify it; verbal meaning is found in 

the very structure and grammar of the sentences, in the literary text itself (formal cause), not in 

its purpose (final cause). Note that meaning is not found in the individual words (material cause). 

Words in themselves have no actual meaning; they have only potential meaning. Words have 

usage in a sentence, which is the smallest unity of meaning. To go back to an earlier example, 

the word bark has no inherent meaning, but it has several different usages (in sentences) that do 

have meaning, such as in the example below for the word board: 

(1) The board came from an oak tree. 

(2) The board member came from New York. 

Words are only the parts of a whole (the whole sentence), which does have meaning. 

Likewise, pigments have no beauty but are the parts of a whole that does have beauty in a 

painting. Meaning, then, is found in the text as a whole, not in the parts independently. 

The Locus of Meaning 

A text‘s meaning is not found beyond the text (in the author‘s mind), beneath the text (in the 

mystic‘s mind), or behind the text (in the author‘s unexpressed intention); rather, it is found in 

the text (in the author‘s expressed meaning). In the same way, the beauty of a painting is not 

found behind, beneath, or beyond the painting; rather, it is expressed in the painting. 

All textual meaning is in the text. The sentences (in the context of their paragraphs in the 

context of the whole piece of literature) are the formal cause of meaning. They are the form that 

gives meaning to all the parts (words, punctuation, etc.). 

The Unity of Meaning 
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Since the meaning of Scripture comes ultimately from an objective Mind (God) and is found 

in an objective text that uses terms with the same meaning for both God and human beings (see 

chapter 9), it follows that there is only one meaning in a biblical text—the one given to it by the 

author. Of course, there can be many implications and applications—indeed, it can be expressed 

in different ways in the same language. This is made possible because there is an objective 

meaner, an objective means of meaning (logic), and a common medium (language) between 

meaner and meanee that is capable of expressing this meaning (see chapter 9). This objective 

meaning is found in the formal cause (language), which provides the structure or form of 

meaning. Thus the meaning of God‘s revelation, whether in Scripture or nature (see chapter 4) is 

found in an objective expression of the meaner. Thus, while the sensus unum (one sense) view is 

correct when it affirms only one meaning to a text, there is, however, a sensus plenior (full 

sense) in terms of implications and applications. For example, Einstein (1879–1955) knew that 

e=mc
2
 (energy equals mass times the speed of light [constant] squared) and so does an average 

high school science student. However, Einstein knew many more implications and applications 

of this than the average high school student. 

Likewise, God, inasmuch as He inspired the text (2 Tim. 3:16), knows infinitely more about 

the topic and sees more implications and applications in a biblical affirmation than does the 

human author (1 Pet. 1:10–12). But He does not affirm any more meaning in the text than the 

human author does, for whatever the Bible says, God says; whatever the Bible affirms is true, 

God affirms is true. Both the divine and human authors of Scripture affirm one and the same 

meaning in one and the same text. There are not two texts, and there are not two meanings of the 

text. 

The Objectivity of Meaning 

Human languages vary, but meaning does not. The same objective meaning can be expressed 

in widely diverse language. 

Unlike essentialism, which insists on a one-to-one correlation between the meaning and the 

expression, and unlike conventionalism, which contends there is a many-to-one correlation 

between the meaning and the expression, realism affirms that there is a one-to-many correlation. 

That is, one meaning can be expressed in many different ways in many languages and even in the 

same language. Thus language can and does change, but the meaning it expresses does not. The 

usage of a word changes from time to time, but the meaning of that word in a sentence does not 

change. For example, in the King James Version of 1611 the word let (cf. 2 Thess. 2:7) meant to 

―hinder.‖ (Today it means the opposite.) But the meaning expressed by the New King James 

Version (1982) when it renders it ―restrain‖ is the same as that of the old King James Version 

(1611). Usage of words change, but meaning does not. 

Another example of the same point is mathematical meaning. Whether one writes ―Two plus 

two equals four‖ or ―2+2=4‖ the meaning is the same, even though the mode of expression is 

different. Further, the meaning is objective, even though the mode of expression is relative. 

CONCLUSION 

The objectivity of truth that Christianity embraces is based on the premise that meaning is 

objective. This objectivity in meaning is rejected by much of contemporary linguistics; the 

prevailing conventionalist theory of meaning is a form of semantical relativism. However, in 
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addition to being an overreaction to platonic essentialism, conventionalism is self-defeating, for, 

as we have seen, the very theory of conventionalism that ―all meaning is relative‖ is itself a 

nonrelative statement. ―All meaning is relative‖ is a meaningful statement intended to apply to 

all meaningful statements; it is a nonconventional statement claiming that all statements are 

conventional. As such, it self-destructs, for in the very process of expressing itself it implies a 

theory of meaning that is contrary to the one it claims is true of all meaningful statements. The 

usages of symbols and words do change, but the meaning properly expressed by them does not. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

TRUTH: THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL 

PRECONDITION 

Another important precondition of evangelical theology is the nature of truth. Up to modernity, 

orthodox theology has held that truth is what corresponds to the objects of its affirmations—this 

is called a correspondence view of truth. This paradigm, however, has been seriously challenged 
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in more recent times. It is necessary, therefore, to discuss and defend the biblical and theological 

basis for the correspondence view of truth.
1
 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE DEFINITION OF TRUTH 

The Bible claims to be true. The psalmist declared, ―Your law is truth‖ (Ps. 119:142 NKJV), 

and Jesus prayed, ―Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth‖ (John 17:17 NKJV). Yet 

Pilate‘s question remains: ―What is truth?‖ 

The nature of truth is crucial to the Christian faith. Not only does Christianity claim there is 

absolute truth (which is true for everyone, everywhere, always) but it also insists that truth is that 

which corresponds to the way things really are. For example, the statement ―God exists‖ means 

that there truly is a God outside the universe, an extra-cosmic Being. Likewise, the claim that 

―God raised Christ from the dead‖ means that the dead corpse of Jesus of Nazareth 

supernaturally vacated its tomb—alive—after its burial. Christian truth claims actually 

correspond to the state of affairs about which they claim to inform us. 

The nature of truth will determine what is meant by the claim that the Bible is true. Also, it 

will seriously affect an important discussion about whether the Bible is without error and 

precisely what is meant by inerrancy (see part 2, chapter 27), for if truth is not what corresponds 

to the facts, but rather merely what the author intends, then the Bible can be wholly true and yet 

contain factual errors—as strange as this may seem. 

THE DEFINITION OF TRUTH 

Truth can be understood both from what it is and from what it is not. Before we can know 

what truth is, we must examine what truth is not. 

What Truth Is Not 

There are many inadequate views of the nature of truth. Most of these result from confusion 

between the nature (definition) of truth and a test (defense) of truth, or from not distinguishing 

the result from the rule. (This will be clarified below, in the examples of what truth isn‘t.) 

Truth Is Not ―That Which Works‖ 

One popular theory of truth is the pragmatism of William James (1842–1910) and his 

followers. According to the pragmatic view (see James, P), truth is what works; truth is found in 

the ―cash value‖ of a statement. In William James‘s own words, ―Truth is the expedient in the 

way of knowing.‖ This means that a statement is known to be true if it brings the right results. It 

is present expedience as confirmed by future experience. 

The inadequacy of this view of truth is evident from several considerations. First, the 

proponents of it do not expect us to understand their expression of their view of truth for 

pragmatism but for correspondence. That is, they do not want us to accept a pragmatic view of 

                                                           
1 Epistemology is “the study of the methods and the grounds of knowledge, especially with reference to 
its limits and validity; broadly, *epistemology is+ the theory of knowledge” (Webster’s Third New 
International Dictionary). 
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truth because it seems to be effective but because it corresponds with the way they believe things 

really are. 

Second, the pragmatic view confuses cause and effect. If something is true it will work, at 

least in the long run. But that something works does not make it true. Lies often work, but their 

effectiveness doesn‘t make them true; they remain false, regardless of their result. 

Third, the concept of truth as ―what works‖ is a narrow and restrictive view of truth. At best 

it refers only to practical truths, not to theoretical or mathematical truths (5+5=10 not because it 

works but because it is correct), or to metaphysical truths (see chapter 2). 

Fourth, pragmatism‘s presentation of ―truth‖ is not how truth is understood in everyday life, 

or in court, where knowing and telling the truth can be a matter of life and death. No judge 

would accept the testimony of anyone who says, ―I swear to tell the expedient, the whole 

expedient, and nothing but the expedient, so help me future experience.‖ 

Fifth, results do not settle the question of truth, for even when the results are already in, one 

can still ask whether or not the initial statement corresponded to the facts. If it did not, then it 

isn‘t true, no matter what the results were. 

Truth Is Not ―That Which Coheres‖ 

Some thinkers have suggested that truth is what is internally consistent; what coheres within; 

what is self-consistent. However, this also is an inadequate definition of truth for two basic 

reasons: 

First, the very statement ―Truth is that which coheres‖ is offered by the coherentist as a 

statement that corresponds to reality. Hence, the coherence theory depends on the opposing 

correspondence view of truth even to express itself. No coherentist wants us to accept his view 

simply because he believes it coheres but because he believes it is true (i.e., because he says it 

correctly represents the state of affairs to which it refers). 

Second, empty statements can cohere or stand together even though they are devoid of 

content (meaning that they do not refer to anything). For example, ―All wives are married 

women‖ is internally consistent, but it‘s empty—it tells us nothing about the real world. The 

statement would be true even if there were no wives; it really means, ―If there is a wife, then she 

must be married,‖ but it does not inform us that there is a wife anywhere in the universe. Also, a 

set of false statements can be internally consistent; such is the case in a conspiracy to lie under 

oath. In addition, coherence is at best only a negative test of truth—that is, statements are wrong 

if they are inconsistent, but not necessarily true if they are consistent. 

Truth Is Not ―That Which Was Intended‖ 

Others have suggested that truth is found in intentions, not necessarily in affirmations. That 

is, a statement is true if the author intends it to be true, and a statement is false if he does not 

intend it to be true (see Rogers, BAI). But there are likewise serious problems with this position. 

First, as with coherence, a proponent of the intentionalist view of truth has to use a 

correspondence view of truth to express his view, for the very statement ―The intentionalist view 

of truth is true‖ is true not because he intended to say it but only if it corresponds to its referent. 

The word true in that sentence means ―correct‖ or ―corresponds,‖ otherwise the claim makes no 

sense. 

Second, many statements agree with the intention of the author, but they are mistaken 

nonetheless. Slips of the tongue do occur, and they are false. But if a statement was true because 

it was intended to be true, even if it was mistaken, then all such errors would be true. 
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Third, if something is true because someone intended it to be true, then all sincere statements 

ever uttered would be true—even those that were patently absurd. But many sincere people have 

been sincerely wrong. Hence, the intentionalist view of truth is inadequate. 

Truth Is Not ―That Which is Comprehensive‖ 

Others claim that truth is found in what is most comprehensive. That is to say, the view that 

explains the most data is true, and those that are not as comprehensive are not true—at least not 

as true. This theory of truth falls far short of being a comprehensive definition of truth for several 

reasons. 

First, as we have seen with the other examples, the claim that ―the comprehensiveness view 

of truth is true‖ depends for its truth on the correspondence view of truth. The word true in that 

sentence means what corresponds to reality, to what is correct. 

Second, comprehensiveness is at best only a test for truth, not the definition of truth. 

Certainly a good theory will explain all the relevant data, and a true worldview will be 

comprehensive. However, this is only a negative test of whether or not it is true—the 

affirmations of that view must still correspond with the alleged state of affairs in order to be true. 

Third, if a view were true simply because it is more encyclopedic, then a comprehensive 

view of error would be true and a brief presentation of truth would be in error; automatically, 

long-winded presentations would be true and concise ones false. But this is plainly ridiculous—

clearly one can have an exhaustive view of what is false and an incomplete view of what is true. 

Truth Is Not ―That Which Is Existentially Relevant‖ 

Following Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855), other existentialist philosophers have insisted 

that what is relevant to our existence or life is true, and what is not relevant to our existence or 

life is false. Truth is subjectivity, as Kierkegaard put it; truth is what is livable.
2
 As another 

existentialist (Martin Buber, 1878–1965) stated, truth is found in persons not in propositions 

(IAT). There are a number of problems with the existential definition of truth. 

First, the very statement ―Truth is not found in propositions‖ is itself a propositional truth 

claim. In other words, it is self-defeating. 

Second, the existentialist confuses the nature of truth and the application of truth. Of course, 

all applicable truth should be applied to one‘s life; that is, all objective truth should be 

appropriated subjectively where possible. But this does not mean that truth itself is subjective. 

Third, existentialism presents too narrow a definition of all truth. Even if truth is existential 

in some sense, not all truth fits into this category—there are many other kinds of truth, including 

physical, mathematical, historical, and theoretical truths. If truth by its very nature were found 

only in existential relevance, then none of these could be true. Existential relevance fails as a 

complete definition of truth. 

Fourth, what is true will always be relevant, but not everything that is relevant is true. A pen 

is relevant to an atheistic writer, and a gun is relevant to a murderer. But relevance makes neither 

the former true nor the latter good. A truth about life will be relevant to one‘s life, but not 

everything relevant to one‘s life will be true. 

Fifth, many existentialists make a false dichotomy between fact and value, relegating 

religious truth to the nonfactual domain. This, however, is not possible because one cannot 

                                                           
2 Kierkegaard did not deny factual truth, but he affirmed that in religious matters it had to be 
subjectively appropriated to be true. 
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separate the spiritual significance of Christ‘s death and resurrection from the objective facts of 

His literal death, empty tomb, and physical appearances (1 Cor. 15:1–19). 

Truth Is Not ―That Which Feels Good‖ 

The popular subjectivist view is that truth is what provides a satisfying feeling, while error is 

what feels bad. Accordingly, truth is found in our subjective feelings. Many mystics and New 

Agers hold to versions of this model (Shirley MacLaine, Out On a Limb); however, this view is 

faulty for many reasons. 

First, this view is self-defeating, for the claim that ―What feels good is true‖ is so only if it 

corresponds to the way things are. Thus it depends on a correspondence view of truth to make 

sense out of its claim to be true in a factual or objective sense. Subjectivism is actually claiming 

that its view of truth is correct only if it corresponds to the facts of the matter, not simply because 

it feels good. 

Second, it is evident that bad news (which makes us feel bad) can be true. But if what feels 

good is always true, then this would not be possible. Poor report cards do not make a student feel 

good, even though they are true. The truth is, the truth often hurts. 

Third, feelings are relative to individuals, and thus what feels good to one may feel bad to 

another. If this were because of truth, then truth would be relative. But all truth cannot be 

relative, for the truth claim that ―all truth is relative‖ is itself offered as an absolute statement and 

therefore as an absolute truth (see page 119, ―A Response to Arguments for a Relative View of 

Truth‖). 

Fourth, even if truth makes us feel good, we cannot be convinced that what feels good is 

necessarily true—there is a confusion here of the cart and the horse. The nature of truth is not the 

same as the result of truth. 

What Truth Is: Truth Is That Which Corresponds to Its Object 

Now that the inadequate views of the nature of truth have been examined, it remains to state 

the positive view. Truth is found in correspondence. Truth is what corresponds to its object 

(referent), whether this object is abstract or concrete. As applied to the world, truth is the way 

things really are. Truth is ―telling it like it is.‖ 

Of course, there can be truth about abstract realities as well as tangible realities. For example, 

there are mathematical truths, and there are also truths about ideas, such as the ideas in one‘s 

mind. Truth is what accurately expresses these states of affairs, whatever they may be. 

By contrast, falsehood is that which does not correspond to its referent (object). Falsehood 

does not tell it like it is, but like it is not; it is a misrepresentation of the way things are. 

Statements are false if they are mistaken, even if the speaker intended to say the correct things. 

Philosophical Arguments for a Correspondence View of Truth 

There are many reasons that support a correspondence view of the nature of truth—the view 

that truth is what accurately describes its referent. Several are enumerated as follows: 

First, noncorrespondence views of truth are self-defeating. As we have seen again and again, 

all noncorrespondence views of truth imply a correspondence view of truth in their very attempt 

to deny the correspondence model. For example, the claim that ―the noncorrespondence view is 
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true‖ implies that noncorrespondence corresponds to reality; therefore, the noncorrespondence 

view cannot even express itself without using the correspondence view of truth. 

Second, even lies are impossible without a correspondence view of truth. If one‘s statements 

need not correspond to the facts in order to be true, then any factually incorrect statement could 

be true. And if this is the case, then lies become impossible because any statement is compatible 

with any given state of affairs. 

Third, without correspondence there could be no such thing as truth or falsity. In order to 

know that something is true as opposed to knowing that something is false, there must be a real 

difference between things and the statements about the things. But this real difference between 

thought and things is precisely what is entailed in a correspondence view of truth. 

Fourth, factual communication would break down without a correspondence view of truth. 

Factual communication depends on informative statements, but informative statements must be 

factually true (that is, they must correspond to the facts) in order to inform one correctly. Further, 

all communication seems to depend ultimately on something being literally or factually true, for 

we cannot know something (like a metaphor) is not literally true unless we understand what is 

literal. This being the case, it follows that all communication depends in the final analysis on a 

correspondence view of truth. 

Fifth, even the intentionalist theory depends on the correspondence view of truth. The 

intentionalist theory claims something is true only if the accomplishments correspond to the 

intentions. Consequently, within the intentionalist system, without correspondence of intentions 

and accomplished facts there is no truth. 

Biblical Arguments for a Correspondence View of Truth 

From a theological point of view, it is important to know whether the biblical authors 

employed a correspondence view of truth. There are many lines of evidence to confirm that they 

did (see Preus, IS, 24). 

First, the ninth commandment is predicated on a correspondence view of truth. ―You shall 

not give false testimony against your neighbor‖ (Ex. 20:16) depends for its very meaning and 

effectiveness on correspondence, implying that a statement is false if it does not correspond to 

reality. 

Indeed, this is precisely how the term ―lie‖ is used in Scripture. Satan is called a liar (John 

8:44); his statement to Eve, ―You will not surely die‖ (Gen. 3:4), did not correspond to what God 

really said, namely, ―You will surely die‖ (Gen. 2:17). Ananias and Sapphira lied to the apostles 

by misrepresenting the factual state of affairs concerning their finances (Acts 5:1–4). 

Second, the Bible gives numerous examples of the correspondence view of truth. Joseph said 

to his brothers, ―Send one of your number to get your brother; the rest of you will be kept in 

prison, so that your words may be tested to see if you are telling the truth‖ (Gen. 42:16). 

Moses commanded that false prophets be tested on the grounds that ―if what a prophet 

proclaims … does not take place or come true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken‖ 

(Deut. 18:22). 

Solomon prayed at the dedication of the temple, ―And now, O God of Israel, let your word 

that you promised your servant David my father [that there would be a temple] come true‖ (1 

Kings 8:26). 

The prophecies of Micaiah were considered ―true‖ and the false prophets‘ false words ―lies‖ 

because the former corresponded with the facts of reality (1 Kings 22:16–22). 
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Something was considered a ―falsehood‖ if it did not correspond to God‘s law—truth (Ps. 

119:163). 

Proverbs states, ―A truthful witness saves lives, but a false witness is deceitful‖ (Prov. 

14:25), which implies that truth is factually correct. In court, intentions alone will not save 

innocent lives when they have been accused. Only ―the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but 

the truth‖ will do it. 

Nebuchadnezzar demanded of his wise men to know the facts; he considered anything else 

―misleading‖ (Dan. 2:9). 

Jesus‘ statement in John 5:33 entails a correspondence view of truth: ―You have sent to John 

and he has testified to the truth.‖ 

In Acts 24 there is an unmistakable usage of the correspondence view. The Jews said to the 

governor about Paul, ―By examining him yourself you will be able to learn the truth about all 

these charges we are bringing, against him‖ (v. 8). They continued, ―You can easily verify [the 

facts]‖ (v. 11). 

Paul clearly implied a correspondence view of truth when he wrote, ―Each of you must put 

off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor‖ (Eph. 4:25). 

Third, the biblical use of the word err does not support the intentionalist theory of truth, since 

it is used of unintentional ―errors‖ (cf. Lev. 4:2, 27, etc.). Certain acts were wrong, whether the 

trespassers intended to commit them or not, and hence a guilt offering was called for to atone for 

their error. Of the five times shagag (―to err‖) is used in the Old Testament (Gen. 6:3; Lev. 5:18; 

Num. 15:28; Job 12:16; Ps. 119:67), the Leviticus and Numbers references plainly refer to erring 

unintentionally. 

Further, the noun shegagah (―error‖) is used nineteen times, and all but two are of 

unintentional errors (Lev. 4:2, 22, 27; 5:15, 18; 22:14; Num. 15:25 [twice], 26, 27, 28, 29 

[twice]; 35:11 [twice]; Josh. 20:3, 9.) Only Ecclesiastes 5:6 and 10:5 could be understood as 

using shegagah to refer to intentional errors. 

To summarize, the Bible consistently employs a correspondence view of truth. A statement is 

true if it corresponds to the facts and false if it does not. Rarely are there even apparent 

exceptions to this usage. John 5:31 appears to be an exception. Jesus said, ―If I testify about 

myself, my testimony is not valid.‖ This would seem to imply that Jesus‘ factually correct 

statements about Himself were not ―true.‖ 

However, this would not make sense even by an intentionalist‘s definition of truth, for surely 

Jesus intended truth about Himself. What is meant here is that a self-testimony was not 

established as true. Or, as the NIV puts it, such ―testimony of two or three [other] witnesses‖ is 

needed, that every word might be established (Matt. 18:16; cf. John 8:17) and not by one‘s own 

word. Elsewhere Jesus clearly said, ―Even if I testify on my own behalf, my testimony is valid‖ 

(John 8:14), meaning that it is factually correct, even if they did not accept it. 

If the biblical arguments are this strong for a correspondence view of truth, why is it that 

many Christians—even some who believe in inerrancy—claim to hold a noncorrespondence 

(intentionalist) view of truth? Actually the reason is often quite simple: There is a confusion 

between theory of truth and test of truth. That is, often both parties hold the correspondence 

theory of truth but differ in their claims as to how truth is tested. In short, truth should be defined 

as correspondence but may be defended in some other way. 

Answering Objections to Truth as Correspondence 
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Objections to the correspondence view of truth come from within as well as without; they 

emanate from both Christian and non-Christian sources. The major objections from both sides 

include the following: 

Objection One 

When Jesus said ―I am the truth‖ (John 14:6), He demonstrated that truth is personal, not 

propositional. This falsifies the correspondence view of truth in which truth is a characteristic of 

propositions (or expressions) about reality. 

Reply One 

What Jesus said does not refute the correspondence view of truth. A person can be ―true‖ in 

the sense that he is the reality of which true statements are made. Further, a person can 

correspond to reality as well as a proposition can. As the ―exact image‖ of the invisible God 

(Heb. 1:3), Jesus perfectly corresponds to the Father (John 1:18); He said to Philip, ―Anyone 

who has seen me has seen the Father‖ (John 14:9). So a person can correspond to another in his 

character and actions, and in this sense, persons can be said to be true, or express the truth. 

Objection Two 

God is truth, yet there is nothing outside of Himself to which He corresponds. But according 

to the correspondence view, all truth is that which correctly represents reality. And since there is 

nothing outside God to which He can correspond, it would follow that He is not true as the Bible 

says He is (Rom. 3:4). 

Reply Two 

Truth as correspondence relates to God in several ways. First, God‘s words correspond to 

His thoughts, so God is said to be true in the sense that His Word can be trusted. 

Second, God‘s thoughts are identical to themselves, which is a kind of perfect 

―correspondence.‖ In this sense, God is ―true‖ to Himself. 

Third, if truth is understood as what corresponds to another, then in this sense God would not 

be true; he would simply be the ultimate reality to which something else corresponds. 

Fourth, the basic fallacy in this objection is an equivocal use of the definition. If 

correspondence means to something outside oneself, then of course God cannot be truth but only 

that ultimate reality to which all truth must correspond. If, on the other hand, correspondence can 

also be inside, then God can correspond to Himself in the most perfect way. In this sense, God is 

truth in a perfect way by self-identity. 

Consider the following fallacious thinking: 

(1) All who submit to the authority of the Pope are Roman Catholic. 

(2) The Pope cannot submit to himself. 

(3) Therefore, the Pope is not Roman Catholic. 

The mistake is in the second premise. Contrary to the claim, the Pope can submit to himself; 

he simply has to follow the standards he lays down for every Roman Catholic, including himself. 

Likewise, God can and does live in accord with His own authority, and in this sense He is true to 

Himself and, thus, cannot lie (Heb. 6:18). 
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SUMMARY OF TRUTH’S DEFINITION 

Truth may be tested in many ways, but it should be understood in only one way, namely, as 

correspondence. There may be many different ways to defend different truth claims, but there is 

only one proper way to define truth. The confusion between the nature of truth and the 

verification of truth is at the heart of the rejection of a correspondence view of truth. 

Likewise, there is a difference between what truth is and what truth does. Truth is 

correspondence, but truth has certain consequences. Truth itself should not be confused with its 

results or with its application. The failure to make this distinction leads to wrong views of the 

nature of truth. Truth is that which corresponds to its referent, i.e., to the state of affairs it 

purports to describe. Falsehood is what does not correspond. 

THE NATURE OF TRUTH AS ABSOLUTE 

Not only is truth correspondence, truth is also absolute. Evangelical theology is predicated on 

the premise that the Bible is the truth (John 17:17), not just a truth; it is God‘s Word (John 

10:34–35), and God cannot lie (Heb. 6:18; Titus 1:2). Thus Christianity is not just true for me, it 

is true for everyone (see chapter 8). It is not only true subjectively, but it is also true objectively. 

This view, of course, runs headlong into the mainstream of our present relativistic culture. 

Hence, it calls for a discussion and defense of the absolute nature of truth. 

The Relative View of Truth 

By ―relative‖ is meant any one of several things. For one, some things are true only for some 

people but not for all. For another, some things are true only for some times but not for all times. 

Or maybe some things are only true in some places but not in all places. By an absolute truth, 

then, is meant something that would be true for all people, at all times, and in all places. 

A Response to Arguments for a Relative View of Truth 

Contemporarily, the idea of the relativity of truth is popular. However, truth is not 

determined by majority vote. Let‘s take a look at the reasons people give for the belief that truth 

is relative. 

Are Some Things True Only at Some Times? 

First, relativists argue that some things are true at some times and not at others. For example, 

people once believed the world was square; now we know this is wrong. It would seem that this 

truth changed with the times. Or did it? Did the truth change, or did beliefs about what is true 

change? Certainly the world did not morph from a box to a sphere. What was altered is our 

belief, not our earth. The change was from a false affirmation to a true one. 

Are Some Things True Only for Some People? 

Second, other things appear to be true only for some people but not for others. For example, 

―I feel warm‖ may be true for me but not for you; you may feel cold. Isn‘t this an example of a 

relative truth? Not really. Actually, the statement ―I (Norman Geisler) feel warm‖ (said May 1, 

2001) is true for everyone in the universe. Why? Because it is not true for anyone that Norman 
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Geisler did not feel warm on May 1, 2001. In fact, it is not only true for every one but it is also 

true every where that Norman Geisler felt warm on May 1, 2001. And it will be true in all 

places—in Moscow, Peking, Washington, and even in outer space—that Norman Geisler felt 

warm on May 1, 2001. But if it is true for all people in all places for all time, then it is an 

absolute truth. So what at first looked relative turned out to be unchanging. 

Let‘s take another example of a supposed relative truth. If a teacher, facing her class, says, 

―The door to this room is on my right,‖ when it is on the left for the class, then this truth would 

seem to be relative to the teacher since it is false for the class. However, this is not so, since the 

referent in the statement is the place from where the professor stands, not from where the class 

sits. That the door is on the professor‘s right is really an absolute truth, for it will never be true 

for anyone, anywhere, at any time, that the door was on the professor‘s left. It will always, 

everywhere, and for everyone be true that the door was on her right. Likewise, the other truth—

that the door was on the students‘ left—will always be true for everyone everywhere. 

Are Some Things True Only in Some Places? 

Third, it seems obvious enough that it is hot in Mexico but cold at the North Pole. So some 

things appear to be true for some places but not for other places. This is true, but it misses the 

point, since those are two different statements (both of which are true) about two different 

places. It is not affirming that it is both cool and hot at the North Pole (or Mexico) at the same 

time. 

Each statement is absolutely true with regard to its referent. The statement ―It is cold at the 

North Pole‖ is true in Mexico, even in the summertime. It is true everywhere that ―It is cold at 

the North Pole.‖ Likewise, the statement ―It is hot in Mexico‖ is true at the North Pole and 

everywhere else. Truth is what corresponds to the facts, and the fact is that it is cold at the North 

Pole. And this truth (that it is cold at the North Pole) is true everywhere, for there is nowhere that 

this statement does not correspond to the facts at the North Pole. 

The truth of the matter is that all truth is absolute—there are no relative truths. If something 

really is true, then it really is true everywhere and for everyone. After all, 7+3=10, and it‘s not 

just true for mathematics majors. It‘s true everywhere, not just in math class but in your 

workplace and at home as well. 

Like an old apple, relativism may look good on the surface but it is rotten at the core. Let‘s 

take a look at some of the problems. 

Relativism Is Self-Defeating 

Most relativists really believe relativism is true for everybody, not just for them. But that is 

the one thing they cannot believe if they are truly relativists, for a relative truth is true for me but 

not necessarily for everyone. So if the relativist thinks relativism is true for everyone, then he 

really believes that it is an absolute truth. Of course, this being the case, he is no longer truly a 

relativist, since he believes in at least one absolute truth. 

Here is the dilemma: A consistent relativist cannot say, ―It is an absolute truth for everyone 

that truth is only relatively true for me.‖ If he says it is absolutely true that relativism is true, then 

he is not a relativist but an absolutist. If, on the other hand, he says, ―It is only relatively true that 

relativism is true,‖ then we cannot know if relativism is really true, for if it is only relatively true 

for him (but not for all), then relativism may be false for me. Why then should it be accepted as 

true? 
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Furthermore, for the relativist it can only be relatively true that it is relatively true for him, 

and so on infinitely. Either the claim that truth is relative is an absolute claim, which would 

falsify the relativist position, or it is an assertion that can never be made, because every time you 

make it you have to add another ―relatively.‖ It is just the beginning of an infinite regress that 

will never pay off in a real statement. 

The only way the relativist can avoid the painful dilemma of relativism is to admit that there 

is absolute truth. Indeed, as already noted, most relativists really believe that relativism is 

absolutely true, for they really believe that everyone should be a relativist. Therein is the basic 

self-destructive nature of the relativist: He stands on the pinnacle of his own absolute truth to 

relativize everything else. But as the mythological Hercules understood, one needs a firm place 

to put a fulcrum before he can move the world. The sinking sand of relativism is not a firm place 

to set anything. 

Relativism Entails a World Filled With Contradictions 

If relativism were true, then the world would be full of contradictory conditions, for if 

something is true for one but false for another, then opposite conditions exist. If one person says, 

―There is milk in the refrigerator,‖ and another insists, ―There is no milk in the refrigerator‖—

and they are both right—then there must both be and not be milk in the refrigerator at the same 

time and in the same sense. This is impossible, since it violates the law of noncontradiction (see 

chapter 5). So if truth were relative, the impossible would be actual. But that is not possible. 

In the religious realm it would mean that Billy Graham was telling the truth when he said 

―God exists,‖ and Madalyn Murray O‘Hair was also right when she claimed ―God does not 

exist.‖ But, as even a child knows, these two statements cannot both be true. If one is true, then 

the other is false. And since they exhaust the only possibilities, one of them must be true. 

Relativism Means No One Has Ever Been Wrong About Anything 

If truth is relative, then no one is ever wrong—even when he is. As long as something is true 

to him, then he is right even when he is wrong. The drawback to this is that I could never learn 

anything, either, because learning is moving from a false belief to a true one—that is, from an 

absolutely false belief to an absolutely true one. 

Answering Some Objections to a View of Truth As Absolute 

Relativists have leveled several objections to the view of truth as absolute. The following are 

the most important ones: 

Objection One: Absolute Knowledge Is Not Possible 

It is objected that truth cannot be absolute since we do not have an absolute knowledge of 

truth. Even most absolutists admit that most things are known only in terms of degrees of 

probability. How then can all truth be absolute? 

Reply One 

This objection is misdirected, for absolute certainty is possible of some things. One can be 

absolutely sure that he exists. In fact, one‘s own existence is undeniable, for one would have to 
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exist in order to make the statement ―I do not exist.‖ One can also be absolutely sure that he 

cannot both exist and not exist at the same time. Just as he can be certain, for example, that there 

are no square circles. 

Of course, there are many more things of which absolute certainty is not possible. But even 

here relativists miss the mark in rejecting absolute truth simply because of the lack of absolute 

evidence that some things are true, for they fail to recognize that the truth can be absolute no 

matter what our grounds for believing it are. For instance, if it is true that Sydney, Australia, is 

next to the ocean, then it is absolutely true no matter what my evidence or lack of evidence may 

be. An absolute truth is absolutely true in and of itself no matter what evidence there is for it. 

Evidence (or the lack thereof) does not change the facts. And truth is what corresponds to the 

facts. The truth doesn‘t change simply because we learn something more about it. 

Objection Two: Some Things Are In Between 

Another objection is that many things are in between—like relative sizes, such as shorter and 

taller. As such, they cannot be absolute truths, since they change depending on the object to 

which they are relative. For example, some people behave nicely compared to Hitler but poorly 

compared to Mother Teresa. 

Reply Two 

Contrary to the claim of relativists, in between things do not disprove absolutism. For the 

facts that ―John is short in relation to most NBA players‖ and ―John is tall compared to most 

jockeys‖ are absolutely true for all times and all people. John is in between in size, and 

determining whether he is short or tall depends on to whom he is being compared. Nonetheless, 

it is absolutely true that John (being 5‘10‖) is short compared to Shaquille O‘Neal and tall 

compared to a Pygmy. The same thing is true of other in between things, such as warmer or 

colder, and better or worse. 

Objection Three: New Truth (or Progress) Is Not Possible 

Relativists claim that if truth never changes, then there can‘t be any new truth. This would 

mean that no progress is possible. 

Reply Three 

In response to this, ―new truth‖ can be understood in two ways. It might mean ―new to us,‖ 

like a new discovery in science. But that is only a matter of our discovering an ―old‖ truth. After 

all, the law of gravity was there long before Newton discovered it. Many truths have always been 

there, but we are just finding out about them. In this sense we do come to know new truths—

that‘s what scientific discovery is all about. 

The other way we might understand ―new truth‖ is that something new has come into 

existence that makes it possible to make a new statement about it that is only then true for the 

first time. This is not a problem. When January 1, 2020, arrives, a new truth will be born, 

because it will not be true until that day to say, ―This is January 1, 2020.‖ But when that 

happens, it will be true for all people and places forever more that that day was January 1, 2020. 

So ―old‖ truths don‘t change and neither do ―new‖ truths when they come to pass. Once it is true, 

it is always true—for everyone. 
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Objection Four: Truth Changes With Our Growth in Knowledge 

It is also objected that knowledge of truth is not absolute, since we grow in truth. What is true 

today may be false tomorrow. The progress of science is proof that truth is constantly changing. 

Reply Four 

This objection fails to note that it is not the truth that is changing but our understanding of 

what is true. When science truly progresses it does not move from an old truth to a new truth but 

from error to truth. When Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) argued that the earth moves around 

the sun and not the reverse, truth did not change. What changed was the scientific understanding 

about what moves around what. 

Objection Five: Absolute Truth Is Too Narrow 

Relativists often complain that absolute truth is narrow. 

Reply Five 

This objection is common but without substantive basis. Of course truth is narrow. There is 

only one answer for what is 4+4. It is not 1. It is not 2. It is not 3. It is not 4, 5, 6, 7, or any other 

number from 9 on to infinity. It is only 8 and nothing else. That‘s narrow! But it‘s correct. Non-

Christians often claim that Christians are narrow-minded because Christians claim that 

Christianity is true and all non-Christian systems are false (see chapter 8). However, the same is 

true of non-Christians, who claim that their view is true and all opposing beliefs are false. 

The truth of the matter is that if C (Christianity) is true, then it follows that all non-C is false. 

Likewise, if H (Humanism) were true, then all non-H would be false. Both views are equally 

narrow. That‘s the way truth is. Whenever anyone makes a truth claim, he has thereby claimed 

that whatever opposes it is false. Christianity is not narrower than anything else that claims to be 

true, whether it is atheism, agnosticism, skepticism, or pantheism. 

Objection Six: Belief in Absolute Truth Is Dogmatic 

Relativists also claim that those who believe in absolute truth are dogmatic. And, besides 

being untenable, dogmatism is obnoxious. 

Reply Six 

This objection misses the point. All truth is absolute, for, as we have seen, if something is 

really true, then it is true for all people, times, and places. So in this sense everyone who claims 

anything is true is ―dogmatic.‖ (And, as has been demonstrated, there isn‘t anyone who doesn‘t 

claim that something is true.) 

Even the relativist who claims that relativism is true is dogmatic. Indeed, the relativist who 

claims that relativism is absolutely true is particularly dogmatic, for he is claiming that he has the 

only absolute truth that can be uttered, namely, that everything else is relative. 

Further, something important is overlooked in this charge of dogmatism. There is a big 

difference between the pejorative charge that belief in absolute truth is dogmatic and the manner 

in which someone may hold to this belief. No doubt the way many absolutists have held to and 

conveyed their belief in what truth is has been less than humble. However, no agnostic would 

consider it a telling argument against agnosticism that some agnostics have held to and 

communicated their agnosticism in a very dogmatic manner. What we have here is an entirely 
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different issue, and while it is one that certainly is worthy of our examination, it has nothing to 

do with truth being absolute. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Expressed truth is what corresponds to its object. To deny this is self-defeating, since to deny 

assumes that one‘s denial corresponds to the facts. 

Likewise, the noncorrespondence view, like the relative view of truth, is self-defeating. The 

relativism of truth cannot be affirmed as truth unless relativism is false; it is absurd to affirm that 

it is objectively true for all that truth is not objectively true for all. Absolute truth is literally 

undeniable, and therefore it is not illegitimate to make absolute truth claims about the Bible or 

Christianity, such as evangelical theology does. 

There is an important distinction to keep in mind, nonetheless: Truth is absolute, but our 

grasp of it is not; that there is absolute truth does not mean our understanding of it is absolute. 

This fact in itself should cause absolutists to temper their convictions with humility. As finite 

creatures, we grow in our understanding of truth; indeed, our knowledge of divine truth is not 

univocal but analogical (see chapter 9). In the words of Scripture, ―For now we see in a mirror 

dimly, but then face to face‖ (1 Cor. 13:12). 
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EXCLUSIVISM: THE OPPOSITIONAL 

PRECONDITION 

SOME IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS 

Several terms related to religions need to be distinguished: pluralism, relativism, inclusivism, 

and exclusivism. 

Pluralism is the belief that every religion is true, that each provides a genuine encounter with 

the Ultimate. One may be better than the others, but all are adequate. 

Relativism is similar to pluralism, claiming each religion is true to the individual who holds 

it. Relativists believe that since there is no objective truth in religion, there are no criteria by 

which one can tell which religion is true or which religions are false. 

Inclusivism claims that one religion is explicitly true, and all others are implicitly true. 

Exclusivism is the belief that only one religion is true, and all others opposed to it are false. 

Since Christianity claims to be the true religion, it is at odds with the dominant trend in 

modern comparative religions. Alister McGrath set the stage properly: ―How can Christianity‘s 

claims to truth be taken seriously when there are so many rival alternatives and when ‗truth‘ 

itself has become a devalued notion?‖ He adds that according to current popular belief ―no one 

can lay claim to possession of the truth. It is all a question of perspective. All claims to truth are 

equally valid. There is no universal or privileged vantage point that allows anyone to decide what 

is right and what is wrong‖ (McGrath, ―CPCCC‖ in JETS 365). 

THE ALLEGED MORAL AND SPIRITUAL EQUALITY OF ALL WORLD 

RELIGIONS 

A Statement of the Argument for Pluralism 

Pluralist John Hick argues, ―I have not found that the people of the other world religions are, 

in general, on a different moral and spiritual level from Christians,‖ for ―the basic ideal of love 

and concern for others and of treating them as you would wish them to treat you is, in fact, 

taught by all the great religious traditions‖ (―PV,‖ 39). Hick offers as proof that statements 

similar to Christianity‘s Golden Rule can be found in other religions (ibid., 39–40). 

A Response to the Argument for Pluralism 

Hick‘s conclusion can be challenged at several levels. First, it is debatable whether ―the fruit 

of the Spirit‖ (Gal. 5:22–23) can be found in non-Christian religions. While no one denies there 

are good people in other religions, this is not to say they are manifesting the widely recognized 

highest moral standard, agape love. One can lead a philanthropic life and even die for his beliefs 

without having true love (see 1 Cor. 13:3). While God‘s common grace enables even evil men to 

do good (see Matt. 7:11), nonetheless, only the supernatural love of God can motivate a person 

to express agape (cf. John 15:13; Rom. 5:6–8; 1 John 4:7). 
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Before people too quickly conclude that William James (1842–1910) demonstrated the 

equality of all forms of saintliness in his famous Varieties of Religious Experience, they should 

read carefully Jonathan Edwards‘ Religious Affections. Edwards (1703–1758) argues forcefully 

that there are unique manifestations of Christian godliness. A careful half-century study of the 

matter confirms to this writer that there is a difference in the highest level of Christian and non-

Christian piety in favor of the former. 

Second, even if one could demonstrate a kind of moral equality of practice among most 

adherents of the great religions, this would not in itself prove there was no moral superiority in 

the teachings of Christianity over the other religions. There are several reasons for this. 

For one thing, a person perfectly practicing a lesser moral code may appear to be better than 

a person imperfectly living according to a higher ethical standard. In order to make a fair 

comparison one must do two things: Compare the highest moral teachings of the various 

religions, and compare the best examples of the adherents to each. A close comparison between 

Mother Teresa and Mahatma Gandhi demonstrates the superiority of Christian compassion for 

the needy. 

What is more, one must sort out what was inherent to another religion before the advent of 

Christian influence and what was incorporated into it as the result of Christian missionary 

activity. For example, Hinduism as a system did not generate social compassion. The social 

compassion found in some forms of current Hinduism is not indigenous; it is a foreign import 

from Christianity. Indeed, the degree to which Gandhi manifested such compassion comes from 

his training in Christianity and his self-confessed admiration for the teaching of Jesus in the 

Sermon on the Mount. 

Finally, finding a moral principle akin to the Golden Rule of Judeo-Christian belief (cf. Matt. 

7:12) would not be enough to show equality of all religions. This is a manifestation of general 

revelation—the law written in the hearts of all men (Rom. 2:12–15) by God. This is not the same 

as the supernatural manifestations of love, joy, and peace (Gal. 5:22–23). Indeed, while applied 

Christian morality has produced dynamic social compassion, Eastern religions have produced 

stagnant societies and Islam intolerant ones (Pinnock, WGM, 61). 

Third, Hick‘s analysis begs the question, for only by assuming that the moral common 

denominator of all religions is the standard by which they should all be judged does he arrive at 

the not too surprising conclusion that they are all equal. One has to negate the superior aspects of 

Christian morality or teaching in order to show that Christianity is not superior. Hick seems to 

acknowledge this tacitly in confessing that the ―acceptance of some form of the pluralistic view 

prompts each to de-emphasize and eventually winnow out that aspect of its self-understanding 

that entails a claim to unique superiority among the religions of the world‖ (Hick, ―PV‖ in 

Okholm, MTOW, 51). 

Fourth, the moral manifestation of a belief does not settle the truth question. For example, 

that there are good Mormons does not prove that Joseph Smith (1805–1844) was a true prophet. 

In fact, there is strong evidence that he was not a true prophet, since he gave demonstrably false 

prophecies (see Tanner, CWM, chapters 5,11, 14). In addition, there is evidence for whether 

something is true apart from the way its adherents live. Truth is what corresponds to reality (see 

chapter 7) and, hence, a religion is true if its central tenets correspond to the real world, not 

merely whether its followers live a good life or even a better one than adherents of another 

religion. 

Fifth, in the final analysis, the moral superiority of Christianity does not rest on our 

imperfection as Christians but on Christ‘s unique perfection (see volume 2, part 1). It is not 
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based on our fallible moral character but on His impeccable moral character (John 8:46; 2 Cor. 

5:21; Heb. 4:15; 1 John 3:3). In this context, Christianity is clearly morally superior to all other 

religions. 

THE ALLEGED REDEMPTIVE EQUALITY OF ALL RELIGIONS 

The Statement of the Argument for Redemptive Equality 

As for the Christian claim to a superior mode of salvation, Hick believes this either begs the 

question or is not evident in practice: 

If we define salvation as being forgiven and accepted by God because of Jesus‘ death on the 

cross, then it becomes a tautology
1
 that Christianity alone knows and is able to preach the source of 

salvation. 

And, 

If we define salvation as an actual human change, a gradual transformation from natural self-

centeredness (with all the human evils that flow from this) to a radically new orientation centered in 

God and manifest in the ―fruit of the Spirit,‖ then it seems clear that salvation is taking place within 

all of the world religions—and taking place, so far as we can tell, to more or less the same extent. 

(Hick, ―PV‖ in Okholm, MTOW, 43.) 

Further, what is common to all world religions is for Hick an adequate response to the 

Ultimate: ―But they seem to constitute more or less equally authentic human awareness of and 

response to the Ultimate, the Real, the final ground and source of everything‖ (ibid., 45). There 

are, of course, ―a plurality of religious traditions constituting different, but apparently more or 

less equally salvific, human responses to the Ultimate. These are the great world faiths‖ (ibid., 

47). 

A Response to the Argument for Redemptive Equality 

There appear to be a net of problems in this analysis. First, it‘s based on the assumption that 

all religions have a proper relation to what is truly Ultimate. This begs the question; maybe some 

are not connected at all to what is truly Ultimate. Or, perhaps they are not rightly related to what 

is truly Ultimate. After all, as Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) pointed out in his famous Future of 

an Illusion, deception is possible. 

Second, Hick wrongly assumes that all religions are merely a human response to the 

Ultimate. But this begs the question in favor of antisupernatural views of religion (see chapter 3). 

In fact, it assumes a pantheistic view of the Ultimate as what transcends all particular cultural 

manifestations of the Ultimate in the various world religions. 

Third, this denial of the truth of any particular religion is itself a form of exclusivism, for it 

favors the worldview known as pantheism in order to deny the particularity of the worldview 

known as Christian theism. That is to say, even the pantheist is making a particular truth claim, 

one that is opposed to all nonpantheistic views. But to assume a pantheistic position as a basis for 

                                                           
1 “A tautology is a contentless statement, something true by definition and uninformative of the real 
world” (Geisler, BECA, “Tautology”). 
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one‘s analysis of all religions, including nonpantheistic ones, again begs the question. Or, to put 

it another way, when the pluralist denies any particular religion is true as opposed to others, he 

thereby makes a particular truth claim. 

Fourth, the pluralist view often degenerates to the position that whatever is sincerely 

believed is true. But this would mean that it matters not whether one is a passionate Nazi, 

Satanist, or Flat-Earth adherent, for in any event the holder‘s view would be truth. This is 

patently incorrect; sincerity is clearly not a test of truth. The road to destruction is paved with 

good intentions, and many sincere people have been sincerely wrong about many things. 

Fifth, the argument for redemptive equality implies that all truth claims are a matter of 

both/and and not either/or. But on this ground, there could be touted such absurdities as 

triangular squares and educated illiterates. Whether we like it or not, opposites cannot both be 

true, for the opposite of true is false. Hence, opposing truth claims of various religions cannot be 

mutually inclusive. For example, Hindu pantheism and Christian theism cannot both be true, 

since they affirm mutually exclusive worldviews. Likewise, Islam, which denies that Jesus died 

on the cross and rose from the dead three days later, and Christianity, which affirms this fact 

about Jesus, cannot both be true. 

THE ALLEGATION THAT CHRIST IS NOT UNIQUE 

A Statement of the Argument Against Christ’s Uniqueness 

As for the Christian dogma about the uniqueness of Christ (see volume 2, part 1) as God 

incarnate in human flesh, John Hick contends that there are two main problems. He is 

misinformed on both points. 

A Statement of the First Allegation 

The first problem is that the historical Jesus did not teach this doctrine.… Among mainline New 

Testament scholars today there is a general consensus that these are not pronouncements of the 

historical Jesus but words put in his mouth some sixty or seventy years later by a Christian writer 

expressing the theology that had developed in his part of the expanding church. (Hick, ―PV‖ in 

Okholm, MTOW, 52–53.) 

Hick then cites a list of biblical scholars who allegedly agreed that ―Jesus did not claim deity for 

himself‖ (ibid.). 

A Response to the First Allegation 

The New Testament documents are historically reliable, and their historicity has been 

abundantly attested (see part 2). The New Testament books that are crucial to this issue were not 

written after the eyewitnesses were dead, but while they were still alive. Indeed, the gospel of 

John claims to have been written by an eyewitness apostle (John 21:24), and Luke was written 

by a contemporary disciple who knew the eyewitnesses (Luke 1:1–4). First Corinthians, which 

even biblical critics admit was written about A.D. 55–56, speaks of five hundred eyewitnesses (1 

Cor. 15:5–7), most of whom were still alive when Paul wrote it only twenty-two years after 

Jesus‘ death. Even the late Bishop John A. T. Robinson, a liberal New Testament scholar, dated 

Gospels as early as A.D. 40–60, much too early to support Hick‘s view of books written by a later 

generation who had already formulated a view contrary to that of the historical Jesus. Therefore, 
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since the Gospels are reporting, not creating, the words and deeds of Jesus, they are firm support 

for His unique claims to be God incarnate (see volume 2, part 1). 

A Statement of the Second Allegation 

The second problem is that it has not proved possible, after some fifteen centuries of intermittent 

effort, to give any clear meaning to the idea that Jesus had two complete natures, one human and the 

other divine.… Is it really possible for infinite knowledge to be housed in a finite human brain? … Do 

we really want to claim that Jesus was literally omnipotent but pretended not to be, as in Mark 6:5? 

… While he was good, loving, wise, just, and merciful, there is an obvious problem about how a 

finite human being could have these qualities in an infinite degree.… A finite being cannot have 

infinite attributes (ibid., 55–56). 

A Response to the Second Allegation 

First, Hick falls short of claiming that the Incarnation involves an outright logical 

contradiction, though his language could be taken to imply the same. If the Incarnation is not, 

however, a logical contradiction, then there is no demonstrated incoherence in the view. Indeed, 

Hick himself admits, ―It is logically permissible to believe anything that is not self-

contradictory‖ (MGI, 104). As for the claim that it is difficult to show just how the Incarnation is 

true, on the same grounds one would have to reject much of our common experience as well as 

modern science (which, for instance, has difficulty explaining how light can be both waves and 

particles). 

Second, Hick appears to be misinformed about the view of the two natures of Christ. Indeed, 

his objections assume the unorthodox Monophysite view, which confuses Christ‘s two natures. 

His question as to whether it‘s ―really possible for infinite knowledge to be housed in a finite 

human brain‖ reveals such a confusion, for the orthodox view does not claim that there was 

infinite knowledge in the finite brain of Christ. Rather, it affirms that Christ had two distinct 

natures, one infinite and the other finite. So the person of Christ did not have infinite knowledge 

in his finite brain, but infinite knowledge in His infinite nature. As God, He knew all things; as 

man, Jesus grew in knowledge (Luke 2:52). The same thing applies to Jesus‘ other attributes—as 

God, He was omnipotent; as man, He was not (see volume 2, part 1). 

THE ALLEGATION OF INTOLERANCE 

A Statement of the Objection From Intolerance 

Another charge laid at the feet of exclusivism is that of intolerance, which is directed at the 

exclusivist‘s view that one religious view is true and those opposed to it are false. This, to 

pluralists, seems to be bigotry; after all, why should only one view have a franchise on the truth 

and all the others be disenfranchised? 

A Response to the Objection From Intolerance 

A number of observations are relevant in this connection. First, if holding an exclusivist view 

makes one intolerant, then pluralists are also intolerant, for they claim their view is true to the 
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exclusion of opposing views (like exclusivism); they certainly would not tolerate the position 

that their pluralistic view and the opposing nonpluralistic views were both true. 

Second, if the charge of intolerance is leveled because of the manner in which one holds his 

view, then nonpluralists have no monopoly on the market, for if consistent with the nature of his 

position against nonpluralism, a pluralist is as ―intolerant‖ as anyone else. 

Third, the very concept of tolerance implies a real disagreement. One does not tolerate that 

with which he agrees, he embraces it. Hence, the concept of tolerance presupposes a nonpluralist 

view of truth. 

THE ALLEGATION OF NARROW-MINDEDNESS 

One of the favorite allegations of pluralists is that nonpluralists are narrow-minded, for 

nonpluralists claim that their view is true while everyone else is in error. This seems utterly 

presumptuous on the face of it. Why should only exclusivists be in possession of the truth? 

The response to this is clear: Both the pluralists (P) and the exclusivists (E) make an equal 

claim to truth and error. Both claim that their view is true and that whatever opposes it is false. 

For example, if E is true, then all non-E is false. Likewise, if P is true, then all non-P is false. 

What the facts reveal is that exclusivism and pluralism are equally ―narrow.‖ In point of fact, all 

truth is narrow. Remember what we saw in the last chapter—2 plus 3 is not 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 

10 or any other number on to infinity. There is only one true answer, and while this is narrow, 

that is the very nature of truth. 

THE ALLEGATION OF INTELLECTUAL IMPERIALISM 

Another charge against exclusivism is that of intellectual imperialism; pluralists claim 

exclusivists are totalitarian with regard to truth, and that they should be more open to input from 

many sources, not just to one. Indeed, some postmodern pluralists go so far as to claim that not 

only truth but the very idea of meaning smacks of fascism (cited by Alister McGrath, ―RJH‖ in 

Okholm, MTOW, 364). 

While this allegation has a certain appeal, especially to those of a particular political mindset, 

it is without merit in determining what is true and what is false with regard to religions. First, the 

frequent intention of this allegation is a form of the ad hominem logical fallacy—it attacks the 

person rather than the position. 

Second, this objection has an unjustified presumption, namely, that truth should be more 

democratic. But truth does not hinge on the percentage of its adherents. Truth is what 

corresponds to reality (see chapter 7), whether the majority believes it or not. 

Third, do pluralists really believe that all views are equally true and good? Is fascism or 

communism as good as democracy? Was Nazism as good as any other form of government? 

Should one have tolerated the burning of widows in the Hindu funerals of their husbands? No, 

we see thereby that pluralists don‘t truly believe in pluralism. 

SOME CHALLENGEABLE PRESUPPOSITIONS OF PLURALISM 

The Claim That There Are Universally Agreed-Upon TransReligious Moral Criteria 
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In order to make effective the argument for moral equality, one must assume a set of moral 

criteria not unique to any particular religion by which all can be evaluated. But pluralists 

generally deny any universally binding moral law. If there were such absolute moral laws, then 

there would need to be an absolute Moral Lawgiver. At best, however, only broadly theistic-type 

religions accept these criteria, and even then some reject the absolute perfect nature of God, e.g., 

some finite godists. Further, if there is a moral law common to all religions, then it is not unique 

to one, and by the tenets of pluralism no religion can be judged inferior for lacking it. Finally, if 

there are no such universal moral laws, then there is no way to morally judge all religions from 

any standard beyond them, and it is not fair to take the standards of one religion and apply them 

to another, claiming that the other falls short. 

The Claim That All Religious Phenomena Can Be Explained Naturalistically 

Beneath the pluralist‘s attack on exclusivism is a naturalistic presupposition: All religious 

phenomena can be explained naturalistically; no supernatural explanations are allowed. But this 

presumptive naturalism is without justification; miracles cannot be ruled out a priori (see chapter 

3). Neither, as David Hume claimed, are miracles incredible, nor are miracles without evidence. 

Indeed, there is substantial support for the greatest miracle of all, the ex nihilo (―out of nothing‖) 

creation of the world (see chapter 3). Also, there is abundant evidence that the miracle of the 

resurrection of Christ has occurred (see volume 2, part 1). 

The Claim That the World Is ―Religiously Ambiguous‖ 

Hick believes ―the universe, as presently accessible to us, is capable of being interpreted 

intellectually and experientially in both religious and naturalistic ways‖ (Hick, IR, 129). 

Meaning, ―The Real is perfectly undifferentiated; that is, it has no properties to which our 

concepts veridically [truly] apply‖ (Geivett, in MTOW, 77). 

In response, some important observations should be made. First, it is self-defeating to claim 

that we know that we cannot know the Real (see Geisler, BECA, ―Agnosticism‖). 

Second, that we do not know reality exhaustively does not mean we cannot know it truly. As 

Geivett notes, ―To the extent that God is known at all, he is known truly‖ (ibid.). 

Third, the very notion of an undifferentiated Real is implausible, if not self-defeating. Hick‘s 

claim that the Real can be symbolized by the concept of Sunyata in Buddhism is a case in point, 

for if the Real is so undifferentiated, then how can any symbol represent it? 

Fourth, neither can the Real be manifested in various traditions, as Hick claims. In order for 

something to be manifested, at least some of its characteristics must be revealed (ibid.). But the 

Real as totally undifferentiated has no discernible characteristics. Hence, it could not be 

manifested in our experience in any meaningful way. 

Fifth, there is a kind of mystical epistemology presumed in this ―God is unknowable‖ 

approach. It has a rather imperialist degree on how God can and cannot reveal Himself. But one 

wonders what pipeline to metaphysical truth could have supplied this absolute information 

(ibid.). 

The Claim That Pluralistic Dialogue Is the Only Way to Truth 

Another seriously flawed presupposition is the position that pluralistic interreligious dialogue 

is the only valid way to discover truth. No genuine religious dialogue, supposedly, is possible if 
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one assumes his religion is true in advance of the dialogue. This is sure proof that he is not open 

to truth. True dialogue assumes one is tolerant, open, humble, willing to listen and learn, engage 

in a shared search for truth in a self-sacrificing, other-oriented love (ibid., 239). 

In response, a number of things are necessary to point out. First, true dialogue is possible 

without adopting a pluralistic position on truth. One can have the attitude of humility, openness, 

and willingness to listen and learn without sacrificing his convictions about truth. 

Second, the pluralist is not willing to relinquish his commitment to pluralism as a condition 

for such dialogue; hence, he violates his own imperative. 

Third, the very idea of tolerance implies that some views are in error, for it makes no more 

sense to say one tolerates truth than one tolerates good. It is error and evil that are tolerated, not 

truth and good. 

The Claim That Hick’s View Is Religiously Neutral 

John Hick feigns religious neutrality, but no such thing exists. His alleged pluralism is not 

religiously neutral at all; it is patterned after Hinduism‘s conception of the Ultimate, and it is 

antagonistic to the core principles of Christianity. 

Furthermore, it does not truly encourage genuine dialogue between the traditions; indeed, it 

renders vacuous the concept of being ―in a given religious tradition.‖ After all, according to 

pluralists, every tradition is essentially the same. So to accept pluralism is to reject one‘s own 

tradition for another—the pluralist‘s tradition. 

The Claim That a Relativistic View of Truth Is Correct 

Beneath the pluralist‘s assertion that all major religions have equal claim to the truth is a 

relativistic view of truth. But as we have seen (in chapter 7), the denial of absolute truth is self-

defeating. It claims that relativism is true for everyone, everywhere, always. But what is true for 

everyone, everywhere, and always is an absolute truth. Therefore, it claims that relativism is 

absolutely true. The relativist is well advised to exercise a healthy hermeneutic of suspicion with 

regard to his own platform. 

CONCLUSION 

As a challenge to the evangelical claim to truth, pluralism is impotent. In fact, it is self-

defeating, since the claim that pluralism is true as opposed to nonpluralism is itself 

exclusivistic—the view that insists it is inherently wrong to make exclusive truth claims is filled 

with exclusive truth claims of its own. So the evangelical claim to objective truth (see chapter 7) 

as opposed to all views that are contradictory is left standing. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

LANGUAGE: THE LINGUISTIC PRECONDITION 

Evangelicals believe that the Bible is God‘s Word in human words; therefore, another 

precondition for doing evangelical theology is the belief that finite human language is capable of 

meaningfully expressing the nature of the infinite God of Christian theism, which is displayed in 

both general and special revelation. 

THREE BASIC ALTERNATIVES 

Evangelicals reject any alternative that denies it is possible to speak meaningfully about God. 

This includes views such as are embraced by many atheists, agnostics, skeptics, and even 

religious mystics and existentialists. 

Logically, there are only three possible views with regard to God-talk: 

(1) It is equivocal (totally different from the way God actually is). 

(2) It is univocal (totally the same as God actually is). 

(3) It is analogous (similar to the way God actually is). 
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Evangelicals have defended versions of both univocal and analogical religious language; 

some have combined the two views. But, as we shall see, both equivocal and univocal God-talk 

have serious problems: the former leads to self-defeating skepticism, and the latter to an 

unacceptable dogmatism. We are left, then, with some form of analogy by which God 

communicates with us. 

Equivocal God-Talk 

Equivocal God-talk leaves us in total ignorance about God. At best, one can only feel, intuit, 

or sense God in some experiential way, but no human expressions can describe what it is that is 

being experienced. Evangelical theology rejects this alternative for several reasons. 

First, it is self-defeating, since it affirms with human language about God that we cannot 

affirm anything about God. Religious mystics certainly write books about God. In brief, any 

attempt to express the equivocal view about God implies that some non-equivocal language 

about God is possible. 

Second, the Bible declares that God can be described in human language. Indeed, Scripture 

as a whole is an attempt to inform us about God and to evoke a response from us. Even the 

colorful, figurative, and metaphorical language of the Bible implies a literal understanding 

beneath the nonliteral expressions, for one cannot even understand that a figure of speech (e.g., 

God has arms) is not literal unless he knows what is literally true (viz., that He is pure Spirit 

[John 4:24]). 

Third, there is a continual and consistent tradition in orthodox theology from the earliest 

centuries to the present that assumes human language can express truth about the transcendent 

God. This is manifest in the great confessions, creeds, and councils of the Christian church (see 

Schaff, CC), to say nothing of all the theological treatises of the great Fathers of the church from 

the second century to the present. 

Univocal God-Talk 

Some Christian thinkers like John Duns Scotus (1266–1308), following Plato and Augustine, 

have argued that God-talk is univocal. While there is an important element of truth in this view 

(see below), it was severely criticized by Thomas Aquinas and has come in for hard times in 

contemporary thought—with good reason. 

A more detailed discussion is found later, but here the two most basic problems are noted. 

First, how can our understanding of God be entirely the same as God‘s (i.e., univocal)? Our 

understanding and expressions are finite, and God‘s are infinite, and there is an infinite gulf 

between finite and infinite. As transcendent, God is not only beyond our limited understanding, 

but He is also beyond our finite expressions. 

Second, the Bible makes it clear that God is far above our thoughts and words. As the 

prophet Isaiah aptly put it, ―‘For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my 

ways,‘ ‖ declares the LORD. ―‘As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher 

than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts‘ ‖ (Isa. 55:8–9). For a mortal human being 

to know as God knows, he would have to be God, since only God knows infinitely. 

Analogous God-Talk 
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It appears, then, that the only viable alternative to avoid self-defeating skepticism on the one 

hand and self-deifying dogmatism on the other is to demonstrate that legitimate God-talk is 

analogous to the way God actually is. That is to say, language about God is neither equivocal 

(totally different) nor univocal (totally the same), but is similar (analogous) to the way God truly 

exists. 

TWO ATTEMPTS TO DEVELOP A POSITIVE GOD-TALK 

There are two basic attempts to develop a positive God-talk. One is by way of univocal 

language and the other by way of analogical language. The former was expounded by John Duns 

Scotus, and the latter by Thomas Aquinas. Although the positions seem to be mutually exclusive, 

their complementarity provides a crucial insight into the nature of religious language. 

The Scotistic Insistence on Univocal Concepts 

John Duns Scotus made one point unmistakably clear: There can be no meaningful positive 

talk about God unless at the basis of it univocal concepts are involved, for equivocal or 

analogical concepts leave one in skepticism. Scotus‘s argument may be summarized in two parts: 

first, the impossibility of analogous concepts; and second, the necessity of univocal concepts. 

The Impossibility of Analogous Concepts of God 

Henry of Ghent (c.1217–1293), a contemporary of Scotus, defended what he called an 

―analogous concept of being.‖ According to Henry, God is known in terms of a universal 

concept, which while conceived of as though it were only one notion (because of its close 

resemblance to the concepts within it), in reality the concepts (of God and humans) are diverse. 

Therefore, the concept of being common to both God and creatures is really not one concept but 

two, yet because of the similarities in these two concepts, the mind fails to distinguish between 

them, as two distant objects tend to fuse before the eye. This dual concept is what Henry calls 

analogous (Scotus, PW, 20–21, 180–81). 

Scotus strongly objected to Henry‘s analogous concept. First, Scotus reminded Henry that if 

God and creatures are distinguished only by a negation (that is, by what we don‘t know about 

God), then there is no distinction at all, for ―there is no need to make the distinction that we 

cannot know what God is; we can only know what He is not. For every denial is intelligible only 

in terms of some affirmation.‖ 

Second, Scotus noted that since an analogous concept is really two different concepts, it is 

actually equivocal, for either there is at the base of these two concepts one univocal concept from 

which they draw their common meaning or else they are two entirely different concepts. If the 

former, then there must be a univocal concept at the basis of the so-called analogous concept, as 

whatever is predicated of God and creatures by way of an equivocal concept must mean two 

entirely different things. Therefore, if concepts of God truly were analogous, they would be 

equivocal (ibid., 18, 22–23). If the latter, then they are equivocal, at any rate. According to 

Scotus, in either event, then, an analogous concept tells us nothing about God. 

The Necessity of Univocal Concepts of God 

In the outlook of Scotus, language about God is not equivocal or analogical; it is univocal, 

and hence it evades the alternative of skepticism. By univocal Scotus means that which 
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―possesses sufficient unity in itself, so that to affirm and deny it of one and the same thing would 

be a contradiction. It also has sufficient unity to serve as the middle terms of a syllogism.‖ 

Scotus gives four arguments to support his contention that concepts must be univocally 

understood of both God and man (ibid., 23). 

First, ―every intellect that is certain about one concept, but dubious about others, has … 

another concept of which it is certain.‖ Scotus offered proof of this premise as follows: ―One and 

the same concept cannot be both certain and dubious, or [else] there is no concept at all, and 

consequently no certitude about any concept.‖ The other premise is this: ―Every philosopher was 

certain that what he postulated as a first principle was a being.… Yet he was not certain whether 

it was created or an uncreated being, whether it was first or not first.‖ The reason for this is, 

―Someone perceiving the disagreement among philosophers can still be certain that any of the 

things that they have acclaimed as the first principle has being [e.g., fire, water].‖ 

Scotus dismissed the possibility that the different philosophers had different concepts of 

being. He said, 

By such an evasion all possibility of proving the unity of any concept would be destroyed. The 

fact of great similarity plus the irreducible simplicity of all the concepts argue that ultimately they are 

one. Further, if there were two different formal concepts, one would have to conclude that there were 

two formally opposed first principles of being (ibid., 23–25). 

In summation, if the intellect can be certain about the concept of being without knowing 

whether it refers to created or uncreated being, and if it is necessary to have a univocal concept 

in order to be certain about anything, then we must have a univocal concept of God‘s being. 

Otherwise, we would have no knowledge at all of God, which is contrary to both faith and 

philosophy. 

Second, the concepts used of God must be univocally understood because: 

No object will produce a simple and proper concept of itself and a simple and proper concept of 

another object, unless it contains this second object essentially or virtually. No created object, 

however, contains Uncreated essentially or virtually.… Therefore, it produces no simple and proper 

concept of the ―uncreated‖ at all. But no concept could arise in virtue of the active intellect and the 

sense image [which are the way all created objects are understood in this life] that is not univocal but 

only analogous with, or wholly other than, what is revealed in the sense image. Hence, it would be 

impossible to have any natural knowledge of God unless it is known via univocal concepts. But we do 

have natural knowledge of God. Therefore, this knowledge must come by way of univocal concepts 

(ibid., 25–26). 

Third, our concept of God must be univocal, since it is wrong to argue as follows. 

The proper concept of any subject provides sufficient ground for concluding to everything 

conceivable which necessarily inheres in that subject. But we have no concept of God … that enables 

us to know every necessary attribute which we conceive of Him, as is evident from the fact of the 

Trinity, and other necessary attributes that we know by faith. 

Therefore, we have no proper concept of God. 

Scotus insists that this is patently false, as revelation teaches us much about God. Hence, we 

must have at least some concept that is properly (i.e., univocally) applicable to Him (ibid., 26). 

Fourth, 
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Either some pure perfection has a common meaning as applied to God and creatures or not. If not, 

it is either because its meaning does not apply formally to God at all (which is inadmissible), or else it 

has a meaning that is wholly proper to God [and not to creatures].… But this latter alternative is 

contrary to the truth affirmed by Anselm that ―we first know something to be a pure perfection and 

secondly we attribute this perfection to God‖ (Anselm, M, appendix). 

Furthermore, if pure perfections were found only in God, there would be no such perfections 

among creatures. The proper metaphysical approach is to begin with a concept (such as will or 

intellect) and, finding that it contains no imperfection, ―attribute [it] to God—but in a most 

perfect degree.‖ Finally, 

If you maintain that this is not true, but that the formal concept of what pertains to God is another 

notion of anything found in creatures, nothing at all can be inferred about God, for the notion of what 

is in each is wholly different (ibid., 27–28). 

Beneath these four arguments for univocity is one fundamental contention: If there is no 

univocity in our concepts about God, then there is no certainty in our knowledge about God, for 

again, ―one and the same concept cannot be both certain and dubious. Therefore, either there is 

another concept [which is certain], or there is no concept at all, and consequently no certitude 

about any concept.‖ In other words, if there is no univocal basis for meaning, then one is forced 

to an infinite regress of non-univocal concepts in search for the one elusive univocal concept by 

which the non-univocal ambiguity can be resolved. ―For every intellect that is certain about one 

concept, but dubious about others has, in addition to the concept about which it is in doubt, 

another concept about which it is certain.‖ Hence, Scotus concluded, ―I say that God is 

conceived … in some concept univocal to Himself and to a creature‖ (ibid., 23). 

In summation, there are only three alternatives in our concepts about God. Either the 

concepts of God are understood equivocally (i.e., in a totally different sense), in which case we 

know nothing about God; or they are understood analogically (i.e., with partly the same but 

partly different meaning), in which case, at any rate, we must have some univocal concept of 

God enabling us to know which part of the analogous concept applies to God and which does not 

apply to Him; or they are understood univocally (i.e., having totally the same meaning) in the 

first place. Therefore, either there are univocal concepts about God or else we know nothing 

about God. There must be either univocity or skepticism. 

It would appear that Scotus made his point. Equivocal God-talk says nothing about God, and 

analogical God-talk seems to work only if there is in the analogy an identifiable univocal 

element. If there is no such identifiable univocal element, the concept is at best ambiguous and at 

worst equivocal. If it is ambiguous, it can be clarified only in terms of a non-ambiguous univocal 

concept. But if there is an identifiable univocal element in the analogy, then analogy is actually a 

form of univocal understanding of God, for it involves an identifiable univocal concept that can 

be applied to Him without change, along with the other elements of the combined analogous 

statement that cannot be applied to God. In brief, analogy either has a univocal element in it or it 

does not. If it does not, it is ultimately equivocal talk, which leaves us in skepticism about God. 

On the other hand, if analogy does have a univocal element in it, then it really contains a 

univocal concept after all, which proves some true knowledge about God. 

This same argument for the necessity of a univocal concept has been repeated by many 

evangelicals. See, for example, W. G. T. Shedd, Dogmatic Theology (1:89ff.), and Stuart 

Hackett, The Resurrection of Theism (127–30). 
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The Thomistic Defense of Analogous Predication (Affirmation) 

Thomas Aquinas was familiar with and flatly rejected the insistence on univocal God-talk. 

He wrote, ―It is impossible for anything to be predicated univocally of God and a creature‖ 

(Aquinas, OPG, 7.7, body). 

Rejection of Univocal Predication 

Aquinas‘s rejection of univocal predication of God involves two important facts: First, there 

cannot be a one-to-one understanding between the finite minds of humanity and the infinite Mind 

of God. Second, it is necessary to admit that there is a negative element in our knowledge of 

God—that is, we know what God is not (e.g., He is not finite). 

Arguments Against Univocal Predication 

In the Summa Contra Gentiles Aquinas offered six arguments against univocal predication of 

God and creatures. Several crucial ones are noted (SCG, 1.32). 

First, only those effects that receive from their cause the specific form of that cause can 

receive a univocal predication of that form of them and of God. But ―the forms of the things God 

has made do not measure up to a specific likeness of the divine power.‖ All creatures are ―in a 

divided and particular way that which in Him is found in a simple and universal way.‖ So ―it is 

evident that nothing can be said univocally of God and other things.‖ [Arguments 2 and 3 are 

omitted here.] 

Fourth, ―What is predicated of many things univocally is simpler than both of them, at least 

in concept. Now, there can be nothing simpler than God either in reality or in concept. Nothing, 

therefore, is predicated univocally of God and other things.‖ Since the one thing in common is 

always simpler than the many things having it in common, any univocal predication of God and 

others would have to be simpler than God, which is impossible. 

Fifth, ―Everything that is predicated univocally of many things belongs through participation 

to each of the things of which it is predicated.… But nothing is said of God by participation.… 

Nothing, therefore, can be predicated of God and other things‖ in a univocal way. In short, God 

does not participate in anything; rather, all things participate in Him. If there were a common 

univocal predication in which God participated, then this something would be more ultimate than 

God. 

Sixth, ―Nothing is predicated of God and creatures as though they were in the same order, but 

rather, according to priority and posteriority.‖ This is true because God is Being essentially, and 

all other things have being only by participation in God. However, ―what is predicated of some 

things according to priority and posteriority is certainly not predicated univocally,‖ for the prior 

possesses the characteristic essentially and the posterior possesses it only by participation in the 

prior. ―It is impossible, therefore, that anything be predicated univocally of God and other 

things.‖ 

In the Summa Theologica (1.13.5) Aquinas rests his case against univocal predication on the 

first argument from Summa Contra Gentiles: ―All perfections existing in creatures dividedly and 

multiply preexist in God unitedly.‖ Therefore, any perfection applied to God signifies God‘s 

very essence; for example, creatures have wisdom but God is wisdom. ―Hence it is evident that 

the term wise is not applied in the same way to God and to man. The same applies to other terms. 

Hence, no name is predicated univocally of God and other creatures.‖ 
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Implied in Aquinas‘s objection to univocal predication is another argument, one with which 

he did agree: 

God is more distant from creatures than any creatures are from each other. But the difference of 

some creatures [from each other makes any univocal predication of them impossible], as in the case 

of those things which are not in the same genus. Therefore, much less can anything be predicated 

univocally of God and creatures. 

In essence, then, the argument for analogous God-talk is this: Between an infinitely perfect 

Being and finitely perfect beings there is an infinite difference in perfection (certainly an infinite 

differs from a finite in more than a finite way). Also, where there is an infinite difference in 

perfection there cannot be a univocal predication. A given perfection cannot mean totally the 

same thing as applied to God and creatures, for God and creatures are separated by an infinite 

degree of perfection. As Aquinas put it elsewhere, ―Every effect of a univocal agent is adequate 

to the agent‘s power: and no creature being finite, can be adequate to the power of the first agent 

which is infinite‖ (OPG, 7.7). 

What is true of power is likewise true of any other perfection. An infinitely perfect Cause 

produced finitely perfect effects, and the perfections found in these effects cannot be predicated 

in exactly the same manner (i.e., univocally) as God. 

The Need for the Via Negativa 

At this point the need for the via negativa (the way of negation) becomes apparent. As 

Plotinus correctly observed, God cannot possess perfections the way created things possess 

them; in this sense God does ―produce what he does not possess‖ (see Plotinus, E, 5.3.14–15), 

because God doesn‘t really possess the finite characteristics found in His creation. God does not 

have being and wisdom; God is being and wisdom. Hence, whatever limitations are found in 

creaturely perfections must be completely negated of God, since He is unlimited (infinite) in His 

being. 

It is for this reason that univocal predication must be rejected, for it destroys the distance 

between God and creatures necessitated by the different kinds of beings that they are. God is an 

infinitely perfect Being, and all other beings are only finitely perfect. If any attribute were 

predicated in the same way (i.e., univocally) of both God and creatures, then it would either 

imply the finitude of God or else the infinitude of creatures. As long as God is viewed as 

infinitely perfect, nothing that is finitely perfect can be applied to God without qualifications. 

The proponents of negative theology appreciated the necessity for these qualifications in order to 

preserve God‘s transcendence. When a perfection taken from the finite world is applied to God, 

it must be applied to God infinitely, since He is an infinite Being. Unless the finite conditions of 

perfection can be negated, there is no way it can be appropriately applied to an infinite Being. 

The Rejection of Equivocal Predication 

However, the via negativa alone will not suffice, for if all meaning is negated when one 

removes the finite connotations of a term, he is speaking mere equivocations. Unless there is 

some common meaning that applies to both God and creatures, the meaning it has as applied to 

creatures is totally different from the meaning it has as applied to God. And a totally different 

meaning is an equivocation that leaves us in a state of skepticism about God. 
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Aquinas agrees with Scotus that equivocal language deprives one of any knowledge of God. 

Although Aquinas refers to God as an ―equivocal Cause‖ (i.e., of a different order than finite 

causes), he offers several arguments against equivocal prediction of that Cause (SCG, 1.33). 

First, in equivocals, ―it is entirely accidental that one name is applied to diverse things: The 

application of the name to one of them does not signify that it has an order to the other.‖ But 

―this is not the situation with names said of God and creatures, since we note in the community 

of such names the order of cause and effect.… It is not, therefore, in the manner of pure 

equivocation that something is predicated of God and other things.‖ That is, terms with the same 

spelling but different meaning [as we have seen with ―bark,‖ of a tree or a dog] are equivocals by 

chance. Yet where one thing is the cause of the other, there is no mere chance connection 

between the terms expressing these things, but there is an order of reference that signifies that 

one is related to the other. 

Second, ―Where there is pure equivocation, there is not likeness in things themselves; there is 

only a unity of a name. But … there is a certain mode of likeness of things to God. It remains, 

then, that names are not said of God in a purely equivocal way.‖ The minor premise was 

supported by a preceding article (SCG 1.29), where Aquinas argued, ―Some likeness must be 

found between them [cause and effect], since it belongs to the nature of action that an agent 

produce its like, since each thing acts according as it is in act.‖ The similarity of Creator and 

creature is supported, too, by Holy Scripture, which says that God made man in His image and 

likeness (Gen. 1:27). 

Third, ―When one name is predicated of several things in a purely equivocal way, we cannot 

from one of them be led to the knowledge of another.…‖ But ―from what we find in other things, 

we do arrive at a knowledge of divine things, as is evident from what we have said.‖ Therefore, 

―such names are not said of God and other things in a purely equivocal way.‖ That is to say, 

unless there is some likeness between creatures and God, we could never rise, as we do, from a 

knowledge of created things to a knowledge of God. 

Fourth, ―Equivocation in a name impedes the progress of reasoning,‖ and ―if nothing was 

said of God and creatures except in a purely equivocal way, no reasoning proceeding from 

creatures to God would take place. But the contrary is evident from all those who have spoken 

about God.‖ That is to say, not only would equivocation make knowledge of God impossible (as 

the third argument contends) but it would also impede any reasoning about God built on 

knowledge gained from the world, in which reasoning all theologians engage. 

Fifth, ―It is also a fact that a name is predicated of some being uselessly, unless through that 

name we understand something of the being. But if names are said of God and creatures in a 

purely equivocal way, we understand nothing of God through those names,‖ for ―the meanings of 

those names are known to us solely to the extent that they are said of creatures. In vain, 

therefore, would it be said or proved of God that He is a being, good, or the like.‖ 

Sixth, even if non-equivocal names tell us only what God is not, at least they agree in what 

they deny of God. A totally equivocal denial of God would be the same as affirming the same 

thing that is being denied of God. Hence, even negations of God cannot be equivocal. 

In a later work, Aquinas rests the case against equivocal predication on one central argument: 

Equivocal predication is impossible ―because if that were so, it follows that from creatures 

nothing at all could be known or demonstrated about God‖ (ST, 1.13.5). It is patently false that 

we know nothing about God; hence, there must be some non-equivocal predications about God. 

For instance, we know things about Him from both special revelation in the Bible and general 

revelation in nature (Rom. 1:19–20). 
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Analogical Predication: The Only Alternative 

If terms can be applied to God neither univocally nor equivocally, then they must be 

predicated of Him analogically. In Aquinas‘s own words, 

This name God … is taken neither univocally nor equivocally, but analogically. This is apparent 

from this reason—univocal names have absolutely the same meaning, while equivocal names have 

absolutely diverse meanings; whereas analogical, a name taken in one signification must be placed in 

the definition of the same name taken in other significations. (ST, 1.13.10.) 

Therefore, terms denoting perfections taken from creatures can be applied to God only in an 

analogous way: 

We can name God only from creatures. Hence, whatever is said of God and creatures is said 

according as there is some relation of the creature to God as to its principal cause, wherein all the 

perfections preexist excellently. 

Further, 

This mode of communication [i.e., analogy] is a means between pure equivocation and simple 

univocation. For in analogies the idea is not, as in univocals, one and the same [in its application]; yet 

it is not totally diverse as in equivocals; but the name which is used in a multiple sense signifies 

various proportions to some one thing. (ST, 1.13.5.) 

For example, God is named Good because He is the Cause of goodness. The Cause is Good 

and hence when it causes goodness in something else it communicates of what it is to what its 

creature has by created participation. The causal connection between Creator and creature cannot 

be totally unlike its Creator, since every perfection it possesses it has acquired from Him. 

There is another fundamental argument for analogy that takes us back to the dilemma of 

Parmenides the monist
1
 (see chapter 2): If there is more than one being in the universe, these 

beings must differ by either being or nonbeing. But they cannot differ by nonbeing for that is 

nothing, and to differ by nothing is not to differ at all. Neither can things differ by being, for that 

is the very respect in which they are identical, and they cannot differ in the very respect in which 

they are identical. Hence, there cannot be more than one being in the universe. Thus there is only 

one being—that is, monism. Now there are only two horns to this dilemma. 

Either one‘s principle of differentiation is inside of being or it is outside of being. If outside, 

then things do not differ in being; they are identical in being, and monism is true. The only way 

to maintain a pluralism essential to theism is to insist that things differ in their very being. Yet 

how can they differ by what they have in common? The answer is that they cannot, if being is 

univocal. But it isn‘t. 

Since being is used analogously between God and creatures, being can be predicated of God 

and creatures only in an analogous way. Otherwise, we end in monism. In short, analogy of 

being (and predication) is the only salvation from monism and from skepticism. It is the only 

alternative to monism, since if beings cannot differ there can be only one being. It is the 

salvation from skepticism, because unless there is a similarity in being, there can be no 

knowledge of infinite Being derived from finite beings. 

                                                           
1 Monism holds that all reality is one. 
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A POSITIVE SYNTHESIS OF UNIVOCAL CONCEPTS AND 

ANALOGICAL PREDICATION 

One apparent contradiction has not yet been resolved. Scotus demonstrated that analogous 

concepts would not save one from skepticism; only univocal concepts can guarantee knowledge 

of God. But if Aquinas rejects univocal predication, how then can he avoid skepticism, for God 

possesses the common perfection infinitely, and creatures possess it only finitely. 

Univocal Concepts But Analogical Predication 

The answer and reconciliation between scotism and thomism lies in the distinction between a 

concept and a predication. Scotus was right that the concept applied to both God and man must 

be univocally understood, but Aquinas was correct in arguing that this concept must be 

analogically affirmed of God and creatures.
2
 That is, the definition of the attribute applicable to 

both God and creatures must be the same, but the application of it differs, for in the one case 

(God‘s) it is applied without limits, while in the other (humankind‘s) it is predicated with 

limitations. 

God, for instance, is good infinitely; man is good only finitely. Good may be defined in the 

same way for both, for example, as ―that which is desired for its own sake.‖ But God is to be 

desired for His own sake absolutely, whereas creatures are to be desired for their own sakes only 

relatively. Likewise, being may be defined univocally as ―that which is,‖ but this univocal 

concept is predicated of God and creatures in an analogous way. God is ―that which is‖ 

infinitely; a creature is ―that which is‖ only finitely. Or, more properly, God is Existence and 

creatures merely have existence. 

This distinction has not always been fully appreciated by thomists, but in more recent works 

on analogy they have come to recognize its validity. Armand Maurer stated the difference 

clearly: ―It is not generally realized that St. Thomas‘s doctrine of analogy is above all a doctrine 

of the judgment of analogy, and not of the analogy of concept.…‖ (―STAG‖ in NS, 143). Generic 

concepts are univocal when abstracted, but analogical when asserted of different things, as man 

and dog are equally animal but are not equal animals. Animal is defined the same way (say, as ―a 

sentient being‖), but animality is predicated differently of Fido and of Socrates (c. 470–399 B.C.). 

(Socrates possesses animality in a higher sense than Fido does.) Likewise, both the flower and 

God are said to be beautiful, but God is beautiful in an infinitely higher sense than flowers are.
3
 

While this tells us nothing directly about the similarity between God and creation, it does 

inform us about the difference between an infinite being and a finite being. For if beauty means 

―that which, being seen, pleases,‖ then the pleasure of the beatific vision of God is infinitely 

                                                           
2 This difference between apprehension and judgment is what Aquinas, following Aristotle, referred to 
as the first and second act of the intellect, respectively. 
3 Aquinas explains the relationship between God and creatures by the analogy of proper proportionality. 
In this analogy there is a proper relationship between the attribute each thing possesses and their own 
respective natures. Applied to God, this analogy declares, 
Infinite good 
 

what 
 

Finite good 
 

Infinite Being 
 

Finite Being 
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greater than the pleasure of viewing a flower. In brief, Scotus was correct in insisting that our 

concepts must be univocally understood and defined. But Aquinas was right in insisting that any 

concept drawn from the finite world must be predicated of God in an analogous way. 

Finite Concepts and Predication About the Infinite 

Aquinas recognized that all concepts are finite; they are limited by the very finite 

circumstances in which they arise (ST, 1.84.1–8). People never derive infinite concepts from 

sensory experience: 

Since God infinitely exceeds the power of our intellect, any form we conceive cannot completely 

represent the divine essence, but merely has in some small measure an imitation of it. (OT, 2.1, body.) 

This is why Aquinas said God ―is one in reality and many things logically‖ (OPG, 7.6, body), 

for the simple essence of God is not known by any concept of it but only by way of many 

predications about it. 

No concept taken from creation is adequate to express the essence of divinity, yet many 

things can be affirmed of the essence of God. We cannot know the substance of God, but we can 

predicate many substantive things about God (ST, 1.12.4; 1.13.2). 

The Mode of Signification Differs From What Is Signified 

How can univocally understood finite concepts be predicated analogously of God without 

losing their meaning? Does not a limited concept lose all of its meaning when it is applied 

without limits to an infinite Being? Aquinas answered this question by making a distinction 

between the (unlimited) thing signified and the (limited) mode of signification. The mode in 

which concepts are conceived is always finite for human beings, but what these concepts signify 

is not necessarily finite (Aquinas, SCG, 1.29). 

In fact, 

Since every perfection of creatures is to be found in God, albeit in another and more eminent 

way, whatever terms denote perfections absolutely and without any defect whatever, are predicated of 

God and other things; for instance, goodness, wisdom, and so forth. 

On the other hand, 

Any term that denotes such like perfections together with a mode proper to creatures, cannot be 

said of God except by similitude and metaphor (ibid., 1.29). 

Some terms by their very denotation cannot be applied to an unlimited Being. Other terms, 

however, do not necessarily denote what is limited, even though they are conceived in finite 

concepts. For instance, there is nothing essentially limited about the term ―being‖ (that which is) 

or ―goodness‖ (that which is desired for its own sake) or ―beauty‖ (that which, being seen, 

pleases). Hence, these terms may be predicated of God metaphysically (i.e., actually) and not 

merely metaphorically (i.e., symbolically). Such terms do not lose their content, because they 

retain the same univocal definition. Neither do these terms carry with them the necessary 

implications of finitude, because they are not applied to God univocally (i.e., in the same way 

they are applied to creatures). They are predicated analogically, meaning neither identically nor 

in a totally different way. 
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The Need for Intrinsic Analogy Based on Causality 

How is it known that God must be (in an infinitely perfect way) what these terms denote? 

Because God is the cause of these perfections in a mode appropriate to the effects they cause. An 

infinitely perfect God communicated perfections to His creatures in a finitely perfect manner. 

Hence, even though there is an infinite difference in perfection between God and creatures, there 

is nevertheless not a total lack of similarity. The created sequents are similar to their creative 

Source, because the creature must bear some similarity to its Creator. 

It could be argued that metaphysics, let alone natural theology, is impossible apart from 

having first established the analogical nature of religious language. After all, such terms as ―First 

Cause‖ or ―Creator of the Universe‖ must be understood analogically. But then it would appear 

that we are caught in a vicious circle, since, as we shall see, analogy is dependent on the reality 

of the metaphysical relationship between God and the world. Thus natural theology works 

because of analogy, and analogy works because of natural theology. Each grounds the other, 

which means that neither is grounded. 

Can this progression be avoided? Yes, because even though both sides are dependent on each 

other, the dependencies are of two different kinds. Thus, there is no vicious circularity. In natural 

theology we establish certain conclusions by using religious language, which then turns out to be 

analogical. But we did not have to know that analogy was at work. The language was analogical, 

whether we were ever cognizant of that fact or not. When we‘re dealing with analogy, we are in 

a sense merely discovering what has been true of the nature of our language all along. It is only 

in explaining how this language works that we need to make reference to metaphysical truths. 

Niels C. Nielsen Jr. has elaborated the ontological requisites for analogy, particularly in 

theological contexts (Nielsen, AKG). 

The Causal Basis for Analogy Between God and Creatures 

Aquinas rested the case for a similarity between God and creatures in the causal relation. 

Each of the first four ways of proving God‘s existence is clearly based on causality. (Causality is 

also implied in the fifth way.) Even the very platonic appearance of the fourth way imports 

causality to complete the argument (ST, 1.2.3), and once it is shown by causality that God is, 

then Aquinas can demonstrate what God is from the analogy implied in this causal relation. Just 

how often Aquinas makes explicit reference to causality as the basis for analogy will become 

apparent in the following quotations. The important question here is, ―What kind of causality is 

the basis for the similarity between God and creatures?‖ The most helpful work on Aquinas‘s 

doctrine at this point is the classic by Battista Mondin, The Principle of Analogy in Protestant 

and Catholic Theology. The analysis here follows his. 

(1) Analogy is based in intrinsic causality. Unlike Maimonides (1135–1204) and the 

neoplatonists, Aquinas held to an intrinsic causal relationship between God and creation. An 

extrinsic causal relationship is such that only one thing possesses the characteristic properly—the 

other thing possesses the characteristic improperly, by virtue of a causal relation to it. To 

illustrate, food is called healthy only because it causes health in a body, but, properly speaking, 

only organisms are healthy. And God is called good because He causes goodness, not because 

He is good. Not so with the causal relation between God and the world; this is an intrinsic 

relation where both God and creatures possess the perfections properly, only each according to 

its own mode of being. God must be good because He causes goodness; He must be Existence 

because He causes things to exist, and so on. There is an intrinsic causal connection and, 

therefore, analogy between the Cause and its effects (Aquinas, ST, 1.13.5; SCG, 1.29–30). 
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(2) Analogy is based on efficient causality. God is the producing Cause of all that exists, not 

merely the purposing (final) Cause of neoplatonic philosophy. For Aquinas, God brought the 

world into being from nothing. The world did not come about by a creation flowing from it. The 

theistic God is the Cause of the world‘s being, not merely of its form. God created the world; He 

did not simply make it out of matter that was already there. In brief, creation is ex nihilo, not ex 

materia. God is the efficient cause of the very being of the world, for, wrote Aquinas, 

Everything that, in any way whatever is, must needs be from that to which nothing else is the 

cause of being.… Therefore, from Him is everything that in any way whatever is. (ST, 2.15.2.) 

Elsewhere he wrote, 

It belongs to a thing to have an efficient cause according as it has being … the reason why an 

efficient cause is required is not merely because the effect cannot be, but because the effect 

would not be if the cause were not. (ST, 1.44.1, 2, and 3.) 

(3) Analogy is based on essential causality. It is clear from the foregoing that God is the 

essential (per se) Cause of creation and not merely an accidental (per accidens) cause of it; that 

is, God causes the very being of the world and not merely its becoming. Further, essential causes 

generate their own kind. For instance, musicians give birth to non-musicians (per accidens), but 

humans generate only humans (per se). Hence, when beings are created, it is by virtue of an 

essential causal relationship with their Creator. Only Being gives rise to being. Aquinas wrote, 

Some likeness must be found between them [i.e., between effects and their cause], since it 

belongs to the nature of action that an agent produces its like, since each thing acts according as it is 

in act. The form of the effect, therefore, is certainly found in some measure in a transcending cause, 

but according to another mode and in another way. (SCG, 1.29.2.) 

Only that which exists can communicate existence to another. Nothing cannot cause 

something, and since all caused existence is communicated to it by its cause, there must be some 

essential similarity in existence between this existing effect and its cause. 

(4) Analogy is based on principal, not instrumental, causality. Effects resemble their primary 

causes but not necessarily their instrumental causes. To illustrate, the pen is the instrumental 

cause of the exam, and the student is the principal cause of it. Only the student‘s mind resembles 

the exam; the pen does not. The exam does reflect the thoughts of the student, even though it is 

not like the pen. In like manner, the perfections of the world resemble their principal Cause 

(God) but not necessarily their instrumental causes. 

In summation, the analogy between creature and Creator, based on causality, is secured only 

because God is the principal, intrinsic, essential, efficient Cause of the being and perfections of 

the world. In any other kind of causal relationship an analogical similarity would not necessarily 

follow, but in an analogy of being similarity must follow, for Being communicates only being, 

and perfections or kinds of being do not arise from an imperfect being. Existence produces only 

after its kind, namely, other existences. 

ANALOGOUS LANGUAGE IN GOD’S REVELATION 

Evangelical theology affirms that God has two great revelations: special revelation in the 

Bible and general revelation in nature. Both involve an analogous understanding of God. 
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Analogous Language and Special Revelation (Scripture) 

The Bible is emphatic about two things in this connection. First, God is beyond our thoughts 

and concepts, even the best of them (cf. Rom. 11:33). God is infinite and our concepts are finite, 

and no finite concept can capture the infinite. It is also clear in Scripture that God goes infinitely 

beyond the puny ability of human concepts to convey His ineffable essence. Paul said, ―Now we 

see as in a mirror, dimly‖ (1 Cor. 13:12 NKJV). John said of mortal man in this life, ―No one has 

seen God at any time‖ (John 1:18 NKJV). 

Second, human language is adequate for expressing the attributes of God, for in spite of the 

infinite difference between God and creatures, there is not a total lack of similarity, since the 

effect always resembles its efficient Cause in some way. 

But if God is both adequately expressed in and yet infinitely more than human language—

even inspired language—can express, then at best the language of Scripture is only analogous; 

i.e., no term taken from human experience—and that is where all biblical terms come from—can 

do any more than tell us what God is like. None of them can express comprehensively what God 

really is. Religious language at best can make valid predications of God‘s essence, but it can 

never express His essence fully. 

Analogous Language and General Revelation (Nature) 

There are two basic reasons that statements made about God on the basis of general 

revelation are merely analogous. First, we return to the matter of causality already mentioned. 

The arguments for God‘s existence are arguments from effect to the efficient Cause of their 

being (Aquinas, ST, la.2.3). Since the effects get their actuality from God (who is Pure 

Actuality), they must be similar to Him, for Act communicates act; Actuality produces actualities 

(see Mondin, PAPCT, all). 

Second, Pure Act (God) cannot create another Pure Act. Pure Act is uncreated, and it is 

impossible to create an uncreated Being. But if uncreated Act cannot create another Pure 

Actuality, then it must create an actuality with potentiality (Aquinas, OBE, all). Thus, every 

created being must be composed of actuality and potentiality. All created beings have actuality 

because they actually exist, and they have potentiality because they have the potential not to 

exist. 

Anything that comes into existence can pass out of existence. But if all created beings have a 

potential that limits their existence, then they are limited kinds of existences, and their uncreated 

Cause is an unlimited kind of existence. Thus, there must be a difference between creatures and 

their Creator. They have limitations (potency), and He does not. It follows, then, that when 

making statements about God based on what He has revealed of Himself in His creation, there is 

one big proviso—God is not like His creation in its potentialities but only in its actuality. This is 

called the way of negation (via negativa). All adequate God-talk must have this negative element 

in it, a conclusion that emerges from the very nature of the proofs for His existence. 

First, it was demonstrated that He is a Cause. This is the positive element of similarity in the 

analogy between God and creatures. Whatever actuality (not potentiality) there is in the 

creatures, is actually like the Actuality that gave it to them. 

Second, it was concluded that He was an uncaused kind of Cause (the negative element in the 

analogy). Uncaused means not-caused; it is a negative term. The same is true of the other 

attributes of God that emerged from the argument for His existence, for, as Aquinas said, ―No 

creature, being finite, can be adequate to the first agent which is infinite‖ (SCG, 7.7). 
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God is the infinite cause of all finite existence. But in-finite means not-finite; it too is a 

negation. God is the eternal, that is, the not-terminal or not-temporal Cause. Some of the 

negations are not immediately obvious from the etymology of the term, but they are negative 

nonetheless. God is the simple Source of all complex being; simple here really means non-

complex. 

The same is true of the attribute of necessity. We know creatures are contingent, but by 

―necessary‖ we simply mean that God is not contingent. We have no positive concepts in our 

experience that can express the transcendent dimension of God‘s unlimited metaphysical 

characteristics. Therefore, the analogy with which we speak of God will always contain an 

element of negation. The creature is like God because Act communicates act, but it is unlike God 

because it has a limiting potentiality that God does not have; He is Pure Actuality. 

A RESPONSE TO OBJECTIONS AGAINST ANALOGOUS GOD-TALK 

Now that we have expounded analogy more completely, we can respond to those objections 

that are relevant here. Most of these are listed in the works of David Burrell (see APL) and 

Frederick Ferre (see ―A‖ in Edwards, EP). 

(1) Why select some but not all qualities drawn from the world and apply only these to God? 

Because only some things flow from God‘s efficient, essential, principal, and intrinsic causality. 

As noted above, only these are the perfections found in finite creation that do not necessarily 

denote what is finite. Hence, since only these concepts do not necessitate a limited application of 

their meaning, they alone may be appropriately applied to an unlimited Being. 

(2) Words divorced from their finite mode or conditions are vacuous or devoid of meaning. 

This critique ignores the distinction between a concept and its predication. The univocal concept 

of the words remains the same; only the way in which they are predicated changes. And even in 

the predication there is a similarity based on the efficient causal relation to God: The meanings 

of the words goodness, being, and beauty are not emptied when applied to God; the words are 

merely extended without limits. That is, the perfection indicated by an analogous predication is 

not negated; rather, it is released from any limiting mode of signification and applied essentially 

to God. Since the perfection denoted by some terms does not necessarily imply any limitations, 

there is no reason why perfection cannot be predicated of an unlimited Being. 

(3) Analogy rests on the assumption that causality provides a similarity. This is true, but the 

assumption is justifiable in terms of intrinsic, essential, principal, efficient causality, not in terms 

of just any kind of causality. Mondin, whose work was not mentioned in Ferre‘s criticism of 

analogy, successfully defends analogy against this charge. Being communicates only being. The 

Cause of existence cannot produce perfections that it does not ―possess.‖ If God causes 

goodness, then He must be good. If He causes existence, then He must exist. Otherwise the 

absurd consequence ensues that God gives what He does not have to give. 

Of course, God causes finitude, contingency, and potency, which He does not have. 

However, these are not perfections, but only the limited conditions under which a creature 

receives these perfections. After all, an infinite, necessary Being of Pure Actuality cannot make 

another such Being. Hence, the only kind of beings He can make are finite, contingent beings 

with potency, and all the actuality and perfections they have, they received from God‘s hand—

He cannot give any perfection He does not have to give. Hence, there is a solid ontological basis 

for the similarity between God and creatures in the principle of causality. 
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(4) Any analogous predication of God as a First Cause involves an infinite regress of 

meaning to identify the univocal element. This objection holds true for non-univocal concepts, 

but it is not true of univocal concepts that have analogical predication. It is true that one must 

have a univocal understanding of what is being predicated of the First Cause, but it does not 

follow from this that how it is predicated of different kinds of beings must be identical (i.e., 

univocal). Indeed, if it is known that one Being is infinite and another being is finite, then how a 

quality is predicated must differ from what is being predicated, for to predicate a perfection in 

the same way of an infinite Being as it is predicated of a finite being (viz., finitely) is really to 

predicate it equivocally, since an infinite Being does not have qualities in a finite way. The only 

way to avoid equivocation when predicating the same perfection of both finite beings and infinite 

Being is to predicate it differently (i.e., analogously) according to the mode of being that each is. 

(5) Even accepting the challengeable metaphysical assumption that there is a similarity 

among beings, this ontology is not univocally expressible. First, this is not a mere assumption for 

a theist; it is the only alternative to monism. If there are many beings, there must be an analogical 

similarity among beings; were this not so, there could be only one being in the universe, for if 

being means entirely the same thing wherever it is found (univocity), there can be only one 

being. And if being means something entirely different (equivocality), then once one being is 

identified, everything else must be totally different, which is nonbeing. 

Only if beings are similar but neither totally identical nor totally different, can there be more 

than one being in the universe. But God is, and I am (and you are); we are all different beings. 

Hence, there must be an analogy of being that permits all of us to exist (the similarity) and yet 

allows each of us to exist differently; each of us has being (existence) but each is a different kind 

of being (essence). In God, existence and essence are identical. Hence, creatures, like God, exist, 

but the existence of creatures is only analogous to that of God, for God exists essentially, and all 

else exists dependently. 

Second, being is univocally conceived, but it is analogically predicated of God and finite 

beings. The concept is understood to mean the same thing, namely, being is ―that which is or 

exists.‖ God exists and a man exists—this they have in common—but God exists infinitely and 

independently, whereas a man exists only finitely and dependently—this they have in difference. 

In short, that they both exist is univocally conceived; how they each exist is analogically 

predicated, for God exists necessarily and creatures exist only contingently; there is a distinct 

difference in the mode of existence, even though the fact of their existence is the same (i.e., they 

both exist). 

(6) Since Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951), the distinction between univocal and equivocal 

is obsolete, and consequently the notion of analogy is obsolete. To understand this objection we 

need to remind ourselves of Wittgenstein‘s proposal for understanding language. Expressions 

receive their meaning from their use in the context of language games, wherein the chosen rules 

are used to judge consistency. Each language game is autonomous insofar as there are no 

universal criteria for meaning. Words that carry over from game to game or words with similar 

meanings bear family resemblances, but they have no essence, and we can never isolate a core 

meaning they must share. Thus the rigid designations of language, being univocal or equivocal, 

break down before this dynamic understanding based on usage. 

David Burrell responds to this idea by insisting on equivalence between language in ordinary 

use on the one hand and univocal language on the other. There may not be any obligatory 

standard for univocal language, but this fact is irrelevant, since all we mean by ―univocal 

meaning‖ is language in its ordinary context of meaning. Burrell says, ―We can, then, speak of 
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an ordinary or univocal usage so long as we neither insist on its fixity nor count on it as our final 

norm‖ (APL, 221). He observes that in this sense even terms such as ―disc jockey‖ or ―Girl 

Friday‖ may take on a univocal role. Thus the distinction between univocal and equivocal still 

holds, and analogy is still called for. 

(7) A general theory of analogy does not work. Even though Burrell defends a theory of 

analogy, he is wary of making it too rigid. In particular, he objects to the theory of analogy of 

proper proportionality as expounded by noted thomistic scholar Cardinal Cajetan (1468–1534). 

Burrell contends that it simply does not work, no matter how hard we try to fill in all of our 

parameters. Any formula we try to set up will still leave us with ambiguity and equivocation 

(ibid., 9–20). The same problem applies to other theories of analogy as well. 

First, in response to Burrell, we need to note that the present account does not provide a 

specific formula for univocal language meaning. Critics of analogy, including Frederick Ferre, 

usually bring their criticisms down to the conclusion that models of analogy do not ultimately 

yield only univocal meaning for language as applied to God. Burrell recognizes the nonsense of 

this, for if correct, there would be no need for analogy at all. Still he faults traditional 

understandings of analogy for getting involved in complicated systems that do not resolve 

equivocation. 

Second, we can point out that the present account gives no formula for meaning at all. We 

have stayed away from picking one or more of Cajetan‘s categories and locking ourselves into it. 

One could conceivably argue that what we have in our understanding of Aquinas is the analogy 

of intrinsic attribution combined with proper proportionality.
4
 But these are not Aquinas‘s 

categories, and it is well not to be tied to one formal understanding of language mechanisms. 

Instead, we have presented a primarily metaphysical scheme into which language fits, and this 

scheme is rooted in reality. As long as analogy is tied to the metaphysics of intrinsic causality, it 

must work, even if a theoretical language formula does not do the trick. This response should not 

be far from Burrell‘s intentions, either. 

The objections to analogous God-talk based on existential causality appear insufficient. 

Analogy seems to be the only adequate answer to the question of religious language. 

All negative God-talk implies some positive knowledge of God. But positive affirmations of 

God are possible only if there are some univocally understood concepts that can be applied to 

both creatures and Creator (as Scotus argues). Conversely, since God is infinitely perfect, and 

creatures are only finitely perfect, no perfection found in the finite world can be applied 

univocally to both God and creatures (as Aquinas argues). But to apply them equivocally would 

leave us in skepticism. Hence, whatever perfections found in creation that can be applied to God 

without limits are predicated analogically. This perfection is understood univocally (in the same 

manner), but it is predicated analogously (in a similar manner), because to affirm it univocally in 

a finite way of an infinite Being would not truly be descriptive of the way He is, and to affirm it 

equivocally in an infinite way would not be descriptive of Him at all. Therefore, a univocal 

concept drawn from the finite world can be predicated of God only analogically. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

                                                           
4 In other words, the similarity is based on the relation between a cause and its effect, while the 
difference is depicted by a similarity in relationship. 
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The linguistic precondition of evangelical theology is that we do have some positive 

knowledge of God. Human language, however limited, is capable of making true statements 

about God and His relation to the world. However, as we have seen, these predications cannot be 

univocal, since all human concepts (even if univocally understood) cannot apply to an infinite 

Being without qualification. 

With the help of the via negativa, all limitations must be stripped before they are applied to 

God. Hence, they are affirmed of God in a different (though similar) way from which they are of 

finite things. John Duns Scotus was right in insisting on univocal concepts, but Thomas Aquinas 

was correct in insisting that these univocally defined terms must be applied to the transcendent 

God in an analogical way. In this manner, univocally understood concepts, and their finite 

connotations, can be applied to (predicated of) God analogically and yield a positive knowledge 

of God. 
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INTERPRETATION: THE HERMENEUTICAL 

PRECONDITION 

Another important precondition to evangelical theology is the belief that it is possible to obtain 

an objective interpretation of God‘s revelation in both Scripture and nature. Since these two 

revelations are the bases of all that we know about God, it is necessary that we understand them 

correctly, for if an objective understanding of the truth God has revealed through them is not 

possible, then discourse about God is not possible, let alone a comprehensive discourse about 

God (which is known as systematic theology).
1
 

SUBJECTIVITY IN HERMENEUTICS 

The primary challenge to the hermeneutical precondition of systematic theology is the 

subjective interpretation of God. According to this view, it is not possible to have an objective 

understanding of a disclosure from God for several reasons. 

Subjectivity in Meaning (Conventionalism) 

First of all, it is argued that there is no such thing as objective meaning in a text. The 

prevailing view in modern linguistics is conventionalism, which insists that all meaning is 

culturally relative. This model springs from such modern writers as Ferdinand de Saussure 

(1857–1913), Gottlob Frege (1848–1925), and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951). 

This argument was examined earlier (in chapter 6) and found wanting for many reasons. For 

one thing, it is self-defeating to claim, ―All meaning is culturally relative‖; this very proposition 

is offered as a nonrelative, meaningful statement. One cannot claim to have an objective view 

that all meaning is subjective—not without self-contradiction. In order to make a meaningful 

statement about all meaning, one must take an objective stance outside the culture. But if all 

statements are culturally dependent, then this is not possible. Thus, the first pillar of subjectivism 

crumbles under close scrutiny. 

Subjectivity in the Mode of Communication 

Another argument offered in favor of subjectivism in interpretation is that no objective 

grounds exist for communicating a revelation from God to us. Since God is an infinite Mind, 

while human beings have finite minds, and since there is an infinite difference between an 

infinite and a finite, no common ground of meaning is possible between the two. 

This objection was handled in two earlier chapters (6 and 7) in which it was demonstrated 

that there are undeniable principles of rational thought that are common to both God and man. 

Since logic is based in the very rational nature of God, it is neither arbitrary nor relative. God is 

subject to the law of noncontradiction just as we are. He is a self-consistent rational being, and as 

such He cannot hold logically opposite propositions to be true. 

                                                           
1 Hermeneutics is the study of the general principles of biblical interpretation. 
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Likewise, the infinite difference between God and man does not mean there is a total lack of 

similarity, for the Creator must resemble its creature. A cause cannot give what it does not have 

to give; God cannot produce what He does not possess. He who brought other things into 

existence must exist Himself, and He who gave goodness must be good. The principle of analogy 

between God and creatures is firmly rooted in the intrinsic relation between an efficient cause 

and its effect. Thus, another premise of subjectivism is unsuccessful. 

SUBJECTIVITY IN INTERPRETATION 

So far it has been shown that there is objective meaning, and that it can be objectively 

expressed, even by an infinite, rational God to finite, rational beings. The remaining question is 

whether or not finite beings are capable of deriving the objective meaning that is objectively 

expressed in a divine revelation. Many modern and contemporary scholars have argued that this 

is not possible. A few crucial names will illustrate the point. 

Heidegger’s Existentialism 

Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) developed an existential hermeneutic that denied objective 

meaning was possible. He was influenced by the phenomenological method
2
 of Edmund Husserl 

(1859–1938), the nihilistic concerns of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), the historical approach 

of G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831), the personal subjectivity of Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855), 

and the mystical metaphysics of Plotinus (205–270 A.D.). 

The earlier and later Heidegger are a study in contrasting emphases: 

Early Period 
 

Late Period 
 

Anthropological 

 

Hermeneutical 

 

Heavy Style 

 

Freer and Lighter 

 

(Being and Time) 

 

(Intro to Metaphysics) 

 

DREAD JOY 

                                                           
2 Phenomenology is “a method for the description and analysis of consciousness through which 
philosophy attempts to gain the character of a strict science. A 20th-century philosophical movement, 
the primary objective of which is the direct investigation and description of phenomena as consciously 
experienced, without theories about their causal explanation and as free as possible from unexamined 
preconceptions and presuppositions. The word itself is much older, however, going back at least to the 
18th century, when the Swiss-German mathematician and philosopher Johann Heinrich Lambert applied 
it to that part of his theory of knowledge that distinguishes truth from illusion and error. In the 19th 
century the word became associated chiefly with the Phänomenologie des Geistes (1807; 
Phenomenology of Mind, 2nd ed., 1931), by G. W. F. Hegel, who traced the development of the human 
spirit from mere sense experience to ‘absolute knowledge.’ The so-called Phenomenological movement 
did not get under way, however, until early in the 20th century. But even this new Phenomenology 
includes so many varieties that a comprehensive characterization of the subject requires their 
consideration” (Encyclopedia Britannica Online). 
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Phenomenological 

 

Mystical 

 

The later Heidegger gave rise to a subjective hermeneutic, but the groundwork of this was 

laid in his earlier existentialism of Being and Time. In this work he stressed man‘s inauthentic 

everyday existence, which has three fundamental aspects: 

(1) Facticity, in which man finds himself cast into a world not of his own willing; 

(2) Existentiality, which is the act of appropriating or making my world mine. Through this, 

man, by self-projection and self-transcendence, understands the world and becomes 

himself; 

(3) Forfeiture, meaning that unfortunately we not only shape our world but we also forfeit to 

it. We forget ―Being‖ in our quest for particular beings. So man is determined (put here), 

yet man is free to make of the world what he will. But the all essential ―I‖ is hidden 

throughout most of life by daily routines in the tension of the historical (e.g., the call of 

my situation, family, country). 

Nonetheless, against this scattering inauthenticity, Heidegger singles out an authentic being, 

called Dasein,
3
 and develops his concept of existential time, which involves three things. 

The first is dread, which is a momentary state of mind in which we turn back in the flight 

from ourselves with honesty. Dread is an objectless fear, a sense of nothingness that grasps me 

when I face the whole of it as ending in death. Hence, I dread my life as a whole, because it is 

bounded and grounded in death (nothingness). Dread, then, reveals that we are a ―being-unto-

death.‖ This sets us free from the illusion of the ―they.‖
4
 

The second is conscience, which is the voice that expresses itself through dread. It is the 

voice of the self to itself, calling it from forgetfulness to the responsibility of being itself. It is the 

call from inauthenticity. We must recognize that we are ―thrown‖ into the world not of our own 

choosing, and yet it is precisely this condition that I must choose. 

The third is destiny, which is found in death. Existential time is my time, namely, from birth 

to death. Only by choosing my time and the role into which I have been cast am I properly 

―historical,‖ that is, in possession of a destiny. 

In brief, Being and Time pictures the lonely will, driven by dread, to face the prospect of its 

own nothingness and in retrospect its own guilt, and yet also to realize in this the terror of its 

own freedom. 

Building on this existential basis, the later Heidegger turns his attention to hermeneutics (in 

Introduction to Metaphysics). Here four emphases are found. 

The first emphasis is history, in which the intellectual history of the West is found. Being, as 

distinct from particular things, is almost nothing—a haze, as Nietzsche said. We have ―fallen out 

of Being‖ and betrayed our true vocation by running foolishly after this thing and that. So it is 

the history of our being that we should be forgetful about Being. 

The second emphasis is the darkening of the world, a world in which we live in our 

forgetfulness of Being. We are more concerned with beings, from genes to spaceships, than with 

our true calling, which is to be shepherds and watchers of Being. Inventiveness, not 

                                                           
3 Lit. “the being there,” i.e., man. 
4 That is, the anonymous crowd. 
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understanding, has been our occupation. We are more concerned with proliferation of technical 

skills than with metaphysical unity. So we have lost Being; it has become haze, an error—

nothing. 

The third emphasis is Greek philosophy, the key to overcoming this forgetfulness of Being. 

In fact, according to Heidegger, philosophy can only be done properly in Greek and German; the 

Latinization of Greek philosophy has been the source of error. Between Parmenides (b. 515 B.C.) 

and Aristotle (384–322 B.C.), the error began by making a dichotomy between Being and 

Thought. For Parmenides these were one, but by the time of Aristotle, Being had broken loose 

from its first great anchorage and floated out in that tide of nihilism on which we are still adrift. 

Thus, we have lost the presocratic aletheia (Gr: ―truth‖), the unhiddenness of being, and truth has 

become a characteristic of propositions (a mere ―correspondence‖ with ―facts‖). It is this 

loosening of truth from Being that has lead to nihilism. 

The fourth emphasis is poetry and language, the means through which Heidegger wishes to 

recall humankind from nihilism to Being. It is by language that man stands open to Being, and 

unlike the pseudo-terminology of science, which has lost its hold on Being, the true origin of 

language is in poetry. Poetry is the primal language of a historical people in which it founds 

Being; hence, the great poets are the ones who can restore language to its essential power—as a 

revealer of Being. Thus language is the foundation and house of being, especially the poetic 

language of Friedrich Hölderlin (1770–1843) (who had a keen tie with classical antiquity). 

Through him we may hope to get some ―mittances‖
5
 of truth, some illumination of Being, some 

relevation of the Holy. We are, as it were, ―waiting for god‖ (cf. Waiting for Godot)—a god 

remote from theology or piety, a god who presides over the long-lost Being of which we are in 

quest. 

In his later works, Heidegger discarded Kierkegaard as a mere religious writer, refuted Jean-

Paul Sartre‘s (1905–1980) humanistic existentialism, and opted more for Nietzsche, Holderlin, 

and Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926, ―pathological poetry‖). In his early work, Heidegger 

affirmed that man speaks through language; in his later work, he affirmed that Being speaks 

through language. Since the presocratics let Being speak through language, etymology of Greek 

works is the key to the true meaning of words. This became the basis of Kittels‘s massive 

Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, which traces the origin and history of Greek 

words in a quest to find their real meaning. 

An Evaluation of Heidegger’s Existential Hermeneutic 

Heidegger is commendable in displaying a quest for being, expressing an openness to being, 

seeing language as a key to reality, preserving the evocative value of poetry and metaphor, and 

even asking the right question: ―Why is there something rather than nothing at all?‖ 

Nonetheless, there are serious flaws in his subjective existential hermeneutic. A few can be 

briefly spelled out. 

First, Heidegger‘s subjective existential hermeneutic involves the unfounded assumption that 

Being is unintelligible in itself. But how could Heidegger know this about Being unless Being 

were intelligible? 

Second, it is self-defeating to attempt to express the inexpressible. If Being is beyond 

description, how is it that Heidegger succeeds in describing it for us? 

                                                           
5 Pieces, or sparks. 
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Third, language does not establish being but expresses it. It does not found Being but reveals 

it to us, that is, if it is truly descriptive of it. 

Fourth, Heidegger‘s assertion against a correspondence view of truth is self-destructive, for 

he assumes that his denial of a correspondence view of truth corresponds with reality. But 

correspondence with reality is precisely what is meant by a correspondence view of truth. 

Fifth, he purports an openness to Being but rejects God, who is Being—Pure Actuality (see 

volume 2, part 1). Every contingent being (which Heidegger admits man is) needs a Necessary 

Being to ground its existence. 

Sixth, Heidegger neglects the analogical ability of language to speak meaningfully of God 

(see chapter 9), and he rejects the descriptive ability of language for its evocative dimension. 

Seventh, Heidegger asks the right question but rules out an adequate answer. He responds to 

―Why something, not nothing?‖ by saying it can be asked about God too. But it cannot—at least 

not meaningfully. God is an Uncaused Being, and of such a Being it is not meaningful to ask 

what caused the Uncaused. One may as well ask, ―Who is the bachelor‘s wife?‖ 

Eighth, Heidegger expects all readers of his books to use the standard hermeneutic of 

searching for the author‘s meaning. But this is directly contrary to the subjective hermeneutic he 

taught to be used on other writings. 

Ninth, etymology is not the key to the meaning of a term. This position was thoroughly 

critiqued by a noted liberal scholar, James Barr, in his Biblical Semantics. The fact that the word 

board originally meant a wooden plank is not helpful in determining its meaning in the term 

―Chairman of the Board.‖ 

Tenth, Heidegger‘s hermeneutic reduces to an unverifiable mysticism. How does one know 

that the ―mittances‖ of light obtained through the ―pathological‖ poets are not from the angel of 

light (2 Cor. 11:14)? 

In spite of the defects in his view, Heidegger had a significant influence on the work of 

others, including the metaphysics of Paul Tillich (1886–1965), the sitz-im-leben (real-life 

situation) ground for demythology of Rudolf (Karl) Bultmann (1884–1976), the unprotectedness 

(or openness to Being‘s voice) of Karl Barth (1886–1968), and the ―new hermeneutic‖ of 

Gerhard Ebeling and Hans Gadimer. 

Derrida’s Deconstructionism 

Like most thinkers, even innovators, Jacque Derrida (b. 1930) stands on the shoulders of 

great minds who have gone before him. From Plato he received his negationism—the idea that 

all determination is by negation. From Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) he learned his agnosticism, 

and Søren Kierkegaard taught him fideism. From G. W. F. Hegel he borrowed his progressivism 

(see definition on page 167), albeit applied to hermeneutics; Friedrich Nietzsche taught him 

atheism, and Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) modeled psychologism for him. Ludwig Wittgenstein 

is the source of his linguistical solipsism, and Ferdinand de Saussure instructed him in 

conventionalism. Edmund Husserl is his model for perspectivalism, or relativity in truth (see 

chapter 7); William James (1842–1910) taught him pragmatism and the will to believe, while 

Martin Heidegger is the one whose existentialism he emulates. 

Derrida is responsible for writing many influential books, among which are Speech and 

Phenomena (1973); Of Grammatology (1976); Writing and Differance (1978); Positions (1981); 

Ear of the Other (1985); Limited, Inc. (1988); Edmund Husserl‘s Origin of Geometry: An 

Introduction (1989); and Spectors of Marx (1994). 
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Derrida was an atheist regarding the existence of God and an agnostic concerning the 

possibility of knowing absolute truth. He was also anti-metaphysical, claiming that no 

metaphysics is possible. He believed we are locked in our own linguistic bubble, yet he 

recognized that using language to deny metaphysics is a form of metaphysics itself. This 

incoherence points to the need for archi-writing (a new poetic protest against metaphysics). 

Derrida realized that archi-writing may be a use of signs without signification, that is, a 

writing that risks meaning nothing—it may be words facing the infinity of a white page. 

Nonetheless, he pressed his deconstructional objection. 

What Deconstructionism Is Not 

Deconstructionism, at least for Derrida, is not a destruction of a text but a reconstruction of 

it. As such, it is not negation but criticism; it is not a dismantling of a text but a remodeling of it. 

Deconstructionism does not annihilate, but rather recreates the text; it is not against analysis but 

against all fixed analyses, and accordingly it claims not to be angry with the text but in love with 

it. It is not opposed to reading the text but opposed to not rereading it constantly for new 

meanings. 

What Deconstructionism Is 

Deconstructionism involves many beliefs that challenge an evangelical understanding. Some 

of the more important ones are the following: 

Conventionalism. Following Saussure, Frege, and Wittgenstein, Derrida was a 

conventionalist, holding that all meaning is relative. There is no objective or absolute meaning, 

at least not for finite minds (and he rejected an infinite Mind—God). 

Nonreferentialism. Derrida believed that there is no perfect reference—all one-to-one 

correspondence is impossible. My concepts are uniquely mine; hence, meaning is never perfectly 

transferable. 

Contextualism. Further, Derrida held a form of contextualism, which means that all texts 

have different context, and the meaning of a text is determined by the context in which it is read. 

We can constantly change a given context, but we cannot escape having a limited context—we 

cannot know from an infinite perspective. 

Differentialism. According to Derrida, ―difference‖ or the unknown in a text is the most 

important part of it. All rational structures leave something out, and, therefore, we must bring 

everything under suspicion. 

Linguistical Solipsism. Derrida embraced a form of linguistical solipsism, namely, that we 

cannot escape the limits of language. We can broaden our linguistic concepts, but we cannot 

transcend linguistic boundaries. 

Semantical Progressivism. Derrida also held to semantic progressivism—that possible 

meanings never end. Thus, philosophy never ends, for we never exhaust all possible meanings of 

a text; the text can always be further deconstructed. 

Fideism. Derrida has also insisted that faith is always necessary. Since absolute meaning is 

impossible, indecision is inescapable. We are always between absolute certainty and absolute 

doubt, between skepticism and dogmatism. As a result, faith is always essential. 

An Evaluation of Deconstructionism 
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First, deconstructionism is a form of linguisticalism, which affirms that all meaning is 

limited by language. However, this very statement—that all meaning is limited by language—

places itself outside the limits of language. 

Second, deconstructionism also embraces conventionalism, contending that all meaning is 

relative to our situation. But once again, how can it make these nonconventional statements? If 

―All meaning is culturally relative,‖ then so is that statement. If the statement is not culturally 

relative, then it destroys itself. 

Third, deconstructionism believes that the laws of logic are dependent on language, which is 

culturally relative. But the reverse is true: Language is based on logic. Without logic language 

would not be possible; indeed, the laws of logic are undeniable (see chapter 5). 

Fourth, deconstructionism‘s linguisticalism is self-defeating, for if there were no meaning 

prior to language, then language could not be learned. One must have the rational ability to 

understand language in order to learn a language. 

Fifth, deconstructionism is also a form of perspectivalism—holding that all truth is 

conditioned by one‘s perspective. But if ―all truth is perspectival,‖ what about that statement? It 

is a nonperspectival statement, and it claims that there can be no such statements. 

Sixth, there is the self-defeating nature of Derrida‘s hermeneutic. He expects his texts to be 

interpreted according to what he meant by them, which is directly contrary to how he says texts 

should be interpreted. 

Seventh, recall the self-defeating nature of agnosticism about truth and meaning. Derrida‘s 

view amounts to saying that ―it is an ultimate truth that there is no ultimate truth.‖ Or, ―No 

meaning is fixed, even the meaning of this statement.‖ Or, ―All truth is perspectival, including 

this truth.‖ Or, ―Meaning is never perfectly transferable, including the meaning of this sentence.‖ 

Eighth, Derrida‘s implicit defense of fideism is self-defeating. It is tantamount to making a 

case for not making a case. 

Ninth, as Derrida seems at least partially aware, it is self-defeating to attempt to deny 

metaphysics without making metaphysical statements. His effort to resist it (by poetic language) 

is futile, for he knows he cannot avoid the use of metaphysical language to deny metaphysics. 

Such an absurdity does not point to the need for poetic language; it shows the self-destructive 

nature of denying metaphysics. 

Tenth, it is fruitless to turn to poetry to avoid metaphysics. Metaphysical questions still exist, 

and they cannot be answered in anything but metaphysical language. Any so-called poetical 

protest is nothing more than an exercise in ventilating one‘s tonsils. 

Eleventh, Derrida‘s view is a form of reader imperialism. The birth of the reader spells the 

death of the author; the author‘s meaning dies once a reader takes over. But no deconstructionist 

really wants his books read in this manner; clearly he expects the reader to understand his (the 

author‘s) meaning and not to read his (the reader‘s) own meaning into it. 

Twelfth, there is the failure to see that the lack of one-to-one correspondence does not 

eliminate all true correspondence. True correspondence can be one to many, i.e., one and the 

same meaning can be expressed in many ways. 

Thirteenth, in deconstructionism there is a subtle dogmatism of attempting to eliminate the 

dogmatic. Nothing is more dogmatic than the dogmatic claim that nothing can be known for 

sure. There is nothing of which we should be more suspicious than the view that demands that 

we be suspicious of everything else. Deconstructionists do not blush to ask us to accept as a fixed 

meaning the claim that no meaning can be fixed. 
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Bultmann’s Demythology 

Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976) applied Heidegger‘s existentialism to the New Testament by 

his demythological subjectivism. 

Bultmann‘s Argument for Demythological Naturalism 

Rudolf Bultmann built his case on several lines of thought. At the basis of it is his concept of 

a three-storied universe with the earth in the center, the heaven above (where God and angels 

are), and the underworld beneath. Supernatural forces intervene in the course of nature and in all 

that we think and will and do (Bultmann, KM, 1). 

We need to strip the New Testament documents of this mythological structure. For all this is the 

language of mythology and is incredible to modern man, for he is convinced that the mythical view of 

the world is obsolete. For all our thinking today is shaped by modern science. So ―a blind acceptance 

of the New Testament would involve a sacrifice of the intellect. It would mean accepting a view of 

the world in our faith and religion, which we should deny in our everyday life‖ (ibid., 3–4). 

Bultmann pronounces the biblical picture of miracles as impossible to modern man, for 

―man‘s knowledge and mastery of the world have advanced to such an extent through science 

and technology that it is no longer possible for anyone seriously to hold the New Testament view 

of the world—in fact, there is hardly anyone who does.‖ Therefore, the only honest way of 

reciting the creeds is to strip the mythological framework from the truth they enshrine. Bultmann 

concludes confidently that the Resurrection is not an event of history, ―for an historical fact 

which involves a resurrection from the dead is utterly inconceivable‖ (ibid., 38–39). 

Bultmann offers several reasons for this antisupernatural conclusion. First, there is the 

incredibility of a mythical event like the resuscitation of a corpse. Second, there is the difficulty 

of establishing the objective historicity of the Resurrection no matter how many witnesses are 

cited. Third, the Resurrection is an article of faith, which, as such, cannot be a miraculous proof. 

Fourth, there are other like events known to mythology (ibid., 39–40). 

Therefore, according to Bultmann, since the Resurrection is not an event of objective, space-

time history, it is an event of subjective history; that is, it is an event of faith in the hearts of the 

early disciples. Consequently, it is not subject to objective historical verification or falsification, 

for it is not really an event in the space-time world. Christ did not rise from Joseph‘s tomb; He 

arose only by faith in the disciples‘ hearts. 

Bultmann‘s argument can be summarized like this: 

(1) Myths are by nature more than objective truths; they are transcendent truths of faith. 

(2) But what is not objective cannot be part of a verifiable space-time world. 

(3) Therefore, miracles (myths) are not part of the objective space-time world. 

An Evaluation of Bultmann‘s Argument That the New Testament Contains Myths 

Several objections have been offered to Bultmann‘s mythological naturalism. First, it is built 

on at least two unproven assumptions: 

(1) Miracles are less than historical because they are more than historical. 

(2) Miracles cannot occur in the world without being of the world. 
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Both of these assumptions are wrong. Miracles can be more than historical without being less 

than historical, and miracles can originate from beyond the world and still be acts within the 

world (see chapter 3). 

Second, Bultmann‘s view is without foundation, having no evidential basis. Mythological 

events are unverifiable; that is, they have no evidential value. 

Third, Bultmann‘s view is unbiblical, being contrary to the overwhelming evidence for the 

authenticity of the New Testament documents and the reliability of the witnesses. Indeed, it is 

contrary to the New Testament claim for itself not to be ―cunningly devised fables‖ (2 Peter 1:16 

NKJV) but an eyewitness account (cf. John 21:24; 1 John 1:1–3). 

Fourth, the New Testament is not the literary genre of mythology. One great Oxford scholar, 

himself a writer of myths (fairy tales), keenly noted, ―Dr. Bultmann never wrote a gospel.‖ He 

asks, therefore, ―Has the experience of his learned … life really given him any power of seeing 

into the minds of those long dead [who have written one]?‖ As a living author of myth, C. S. 

Lewis (1898–1963) found the critics usually wrong when they attempted to read his mind rather 

than his words. However, he adds, ―the ‗assured results of modern scholarship,‘ as to the way in 

which an old book was written, are ‗assured,‘ we may conclude, only because the men who knew 

the facts are dead and can‘t blow the gaff.‖ In brief, Bultmannian biblical critiques are 

unfalsifiable because, as Lewis wryly remarks, ―St. Mark is dead. When they meet St. Peter, 

there will be more pressing matters to discuss‖ (Lewis, CR, 161–63). 

Finally, the claim that the New Testament miracles are myths, not history, is refuted by 

numerous lines of evidence (see part 2, chapter 26).
6
 

OBJECTIVITY IN HERMENEUTICS 

There are, of course, many other forms of subjectivism in hermeneutics. They too fail, since 

all involve self-defeating statements, and any attempt to deny an objective interpretation implies 

that one is possible, namely, the one by which the subjectivist‘s view is expected to be 

                                                           
6 The evidence that the New Testament is not a myth is based upon sound evidence. First, it was written 
by contemporaries and eyewitnesses of the events (cf. Luke 1:1–4). Second, insufficient time exists for a 
legend to develop while the eyewitnesses were still alive to refute the story (see Craig, KTAR, 96); It 
takes two full generations for a myth to develop, time not available between the New Testament events 
(primarily c. A.D. 29–33) and the earliest documents (c. A.D. 50–55). Third, the work of noted Roman 
historian Colin Hemer overwhelmingly confirms the historicity of the New Testament (see Hemer, 
ASHH). Fourth, the Virgin Birth accounts do not show any signs of being mythological. One great 
twentieth-century myth writer himself noted, “I have been reading poems, romances, vision-literature, 
legends, myths all my life. I know what they are like. I know that not one of them [the Gospels] is like 
this” (Lewis, GD, 154–55). Fifth, the surrounding persons, places, and events of Christ’s birth were all 
historical. Luke goes to great pains to note that it was in the days of “Caesar Augustus” (Luke 2:1) that 
Jesus was born and later baptized in “the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate 
being governor of Judea, Herod being tetrarch of Galilee … Annas and Caiaphas were high priests” (Luke 
3:1–2 NKJV). Sixth, no Greek myth spoke of the literal incarnation of a monotheistic God into human form 
(cf. John 1:1–3, 14) by way of a literal virgin birth (Matt. 1:18–25). The Greeks were polytheists, not 
monotheists. Seventh, the stories of Greek gods becoming human via miraculous events like a virgin 
birth were not prior to but after the time of Christ (Edwin Yamauchi, “Easter—Myth, Hallucination, or 
History” in Christianity Today, 2 parts; 3/15/74; 3/29/74). 
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understood. That is, every subjectivist expects that readers can and should come to an objective 

understanding of his subjectivistic views. 

The Basis of an Objective Hermeneutic 

The foundation for objectivism in hermeneutics is not simply found in the self-destructive 

nature of subjectivism; it is based also in the solid arguments in favor of all the major elements 

necessary to have an objective interpretation of a revelation. These include: 

(1) the existence of an absolute Mind (God); 

(2) the absolute nature of meaning; 

(3) the analogy between infinite understanding and finite understanding; and 

(4) the ability of finite minds (made in God‘s image) to understand truths revealed by God. 

The Existence of an Absolute Mind 

The existence of an absolute Mind was established earlier (in chapter 2). To refresh: 

(1) At least one finite mind exists (me), for without thinking I cannot deny I think. And I am 

limited in my thought, or I would not doubt or discover new thoughts, which I do. 

(2) The principle of causality demands that every finite thing needs a cause (see chapter 2). 

(3) Hence, it follows that there must be an infinite Mind that caused my finite mind. This is 

true for two reasons: One, a cause can‘t give what it doesn‘t have (analogy—see chapter 

9). Two, the effect cannot be greater than its cause; water cannot rise higher than its 

source. So, if the effect is intelligent, the Cause must be intelligent. An infinite Mind 

must exist. 

Absolute Meaning 

If there is an absolute Mind, then there can be absolute meaning. The objective basis for 

meaning is found in the Mind of God. Whatever an infinite Mind means by something is what it 

means objectively, infinitely, and absolutely. Therefore, the existence of objective and absolute 

meaning is grounded in the existence of an absolute Meaner (God). 

Analogy and Meaning 

Not only is the theistic God (see chapter 2) of Christianity infinitely knowledgeable 

(omniscient), but He is also omnipotent (infinitely powerful). An infinitely powerful God can do 

whatever is not contradictory, and it is not contradictory for an infinite Mind to convey meaning 

to finite creatures, since there is a common ground between them in both the undeniable laws of 

thought (see chapter 5) and in the similarity (analogy) between Creator and creature (see chapter 

9). 

To be sure, an infinite Mind knows things in a much higher way than finite minds do. But 

while how God knows things is different than how man knows, nevertheless, what He knows is 

the same as what He reveals to humankind. That is, the thing signified is the same, but the mode 

of signification is different for God and for us. 
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The Image of God in Man 

If an absolute Meaner exists, then there can be absolute meaning. An all-powerful God can 

do whatever is not impossible to do. It is not impossible for an infinite Mind to communicate 

with finite minds, since there is common (analogous) ground between them. 

However, there remains one question: Can a finite mind discover the objective truth that has 

been objectively disclosed to it? It‘s one thing for an author to disclose his thoughts in a book, 

and quite another for a reader to understand what he has revealed. 

The answer to this question is in two parts. First, it is possible to know, since all the 

necessary conditions for knowing the objective meaning expressed by God have been met. 

Second, whether one will actually know the objective meaning that has been objectively 

expressed will depend on meeting the necessary conditions for understanding this objective 

meaning. 

THE PRINCIPLES OF OBJECTIVE HERMENEUTICS 

The Principles of Understanding God’s Special Revelation Objectively 

Since God has given revelation, and since it is possible for us to understand its meaning, we 

need to understand what guidelines to use in the process of interpreting it. The following are the 

principles we must bring with us as we approach God‘s special revelation, Scripture. 

Look for the Author‘s Meaning, Not the Reader‘s 

The objective meaning of a text is the one given to it by the author, not the one attributed to it 

by the reader. Readers should ask what was meant by the author, not what it means to the reader. 

Once a reader discovers what the author meant by the text, he has obtained its objective meaning. 

Thus, asking, ―What does it mean to me?‖ is the wrong question, and it will almost certainly lead 

to a subjective interpretation. Asking of the author, ―What did he mean?‖ will almost certainly 

lead the reader in the right direction, that is, toward the objective meaning. 

Look for the Author‘s Meaning (What), Not His Purpose (Why) 

Another road to hermeneutical subjectivity leads to the author‘s purpose rather than to his 

meaning. Meaning is found in what the author has affirmed, not in why he affirmed it. Purpose 

does not determine meaning. One can know what the author said without knowing why he said it. 

Two examples will suffice to elucidate this point. 

First, if one says, ―Come over to my house tonight,‖ there is no difficulty in understanding 

what is meant, even though the purpose for the invitation is not known. What is understood apart 

from why. The meaning is apprehended, even though the purpose is not known. 

Of course, if the purpose is known, then the statement may take on a whole new significance. 

But meaning and significance are not the same. Meaning deals with what? and significance deals 

with so what? For example, if the purpose of the invitation is to inform you that you lost a loved 

one, as opposed to that you won ten million dollars, then the significance is quite variant. 

However, the meaning of the statement, ―Come over to my house,‖ is identical in either case. 

Second, to offer a biblical illustration, Exodus 23:19 commanded the Israelites: ―Do not cook 

a young goat in its mother‘s milk.‖ The meaning of this sentence is very clear, and every Israelite 

knew exactly what they were not supposed to do. However, the purpose of this command is not 
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clear at all. A survey of a few commentators yields a variety of different hypotheses as to the 

purpose of this command: 

(1) It profaned the Feast of Ingathering. 

(2) It would cause indigestion. 

(3) It was cruel to cook a goat in the milk that nourished it. 

(4) It was a form of idolatry. 

(5) It violated the parent/child relationship. 

In other words, nobody seems to know for sure what the purpose was. Yet everyone knows 

for sure what the meaning is. If purpose determined meaning, then no one would know what the 

meaning is. Thankfully, it doesn‘t. What is said is clear apart from why it was said. 

Look for Meaning in the Text, Not Beyond It 

The meaning is not found beyond the text (in God‘s mind), beneath the text (in the mystic‘s 

mind), or behind the text (in the author‘s unexpressed intention); it is found in the text (in the 

author‘s expressed meaning). For instance, the beauty of a sculpture is not found behind, 

beneath, or beyond the sculpture. Rather, it is expressed in the sculpture. 

All textual meaning is in the text. The sentences (in the context of their paragraphs in the 

context of the whole piece of literature) are the formal cause of meaning. They are the form that 

gives meaning to all the parts (words, punctuation, etc.). 

Applying the six causes to meaning will help explain the point. Following Aristotle, 

scholastic philosophers distinguished six different causes: 

(1) efficient cause—that by which something comes to be; 

(2) final cause—that for which something comes to be; 

(3) formal cause—that of which something comes to be; 

(4) material cause—that out of which something comes to be; 

(5) exemplar cause—that after which something comes to be; 

(6) instrumental cause—that through which something comes to be. 

Remember the example of the chair? A wooden chair has a carpenter as its efficient cause, to 

provide something to sit on as its final cause, its structure as a chair as its formal cause, wood as 

its material cause, the blueprint as its exemplar cause, and the carpenter‘s tools as its 

instrumental cause. 

As we have seen, applying these six causes to meaning yields the following analysis: 

(1) The writer is the efficient cause of the meaning of a text. 

(2) The writer‘s purpose is the final cause of its meaning. 

(3) The writing is the formal cause of its meaning. 

(4) The words are the material cause of its meaning. 

(5) The writer‘s ideas are the exemplar cause of its meaning. 

(6) The laws of thought are the instrumental cause of its meaning. 

The meaning of the writing is not found in the meaner; he is the efficient cause of the 

meaning. The formal cause of meaning is in the writing itself; what is signified is found in the 

signs that signify it. Verbal meaning is found in the very structure and grammar of the sentences 

themselves. Meaning is found in the literary text itself—not in its author (efficient cause) or 
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purpose (final cause), but in its literary form (formal cause). Again, meaning is not in individual 

words (which are the material cause).
7
 

Look for Meaning in Affirmation, Not Implication 

Another guideline in discovering the objective meaning of a text is to look for its affirmation, 

not its implication. Ask what the test affirms (or denies), not what it implies. This is not to say 

that implications are not possible or important, but only that the basic meaning is not found there. 

Meaning is in what the text affirms, not in how it can be applied. 

There is only one meaning in a text, but there are many implications and applications. In 

terms of meaning, the sensus unum (one sense) view is correct; however, there is a sensus 

plenum (full sense) in terms of implication.
8
 

The Principles of Understanding God’s General Revelation Objectively 

God has not only revealed Himself in Scripture (special revelation) but in nature (general 

revelation) as well. And, like Scripture, general revelation must be interpreted—there are right 

and wrong ways to do so. In the same way, there are good and bad guidelines for interpreting 

general revelation. 

The Biblical Basis for the Intelligibility of General Revelation 

General revelation is found both in creation (Ps. 19:1f) and in conscience (Rom. 2:12–15). 

The latter, called natural law, is described in the Bible as that which human beings ―do by 

nature‖ (Rom. 2:14). It is the law ―written on the hearts‖ of all men (ibid.). Those who disobey it 

go ―contrary to nature‖ (Rom. 1:27). 

The general revelation in nature is objectively clear and evident to all men, even in their 

fallen state. Psalm 19:1–4 affirms, 

The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day 

they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language 

where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the 

world. (emphasis added) 

The use of terms like ―declare,‖ ―proclaim,‖ ―speech,‖ ―knowledge,‖ ―words,‖ and ―voice‖ 

demonstrate that it is an intelligible, objective revelation of God. Phrases like ―all the earth,‖ and 

                                                           
7 As has been demonstrated, words have no meaning in themselves; they have only usage in a sentence, 
which is the smallest unity of meaning. Words are only the parts of a whole (the sentence), and it is the 
whole that has meaning. 
8 Recall this example: Einstein knew that e=mc2 (Energy equals mass times the speed of light [constant] 
squared), and so does an average high school science student. However, Einstein knew many more 
implications of this than the average high school student. 
Inasmuch as God inspired the text, He sees more implications in a biblical affirmation than does the 
human author (1 Pet. 1:10–12; 2 Tim. 3:16). But He does not affirm any more meaning in the text than 
the human author does, for whatever the Bible says, God says. That is, whatever the Bible affirms is 
true, God affirms is true. They both mean exactly the same thing by the text. There are not two texts, 
and there are not two meanings of the text. So both the divine and human authors of Scripture affirm 
one and the same meaning in one and the same text. 
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―to the ends of the world,‖ and the fact that it covers all language groups, show beyond question 

that this natural revelation is universal. 

In Acts 14, where Paul is speaking to the heathen at Lystra, he appeals to a common ―nature‖ 

(v. 15 NKJV) and that ―He [God] did not leave Himself without witness‖ (v. 17 NKJV) as the 

grounds for their believing that there was a ―living God, who made the heaven, the earth, the sea, 

and all things that are in them‖ (v. 15 NKJV). Unless this natural revelation to pagans was 

intelligible, such an appeal would be meaningless. 

Likewise, while speaking to the Greek philosophers on Mars Hill, the apostle appealed to 

natural revelation as the basis for belief that there is a ―God, who made the world and everything 

in it‖ (Acts 17:24). Indeed, he even argues from the nature of human beings as ―the offspring of 

God‖ (v. 29 NKJV) to the spiritual essence of the ―Divine Nature.‖ 

Using this same reasoning in Romans 1, Paul declared that ―since the creation of the world 

His [God‘s] invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made‖ 

(Rom. 1:20 NKJV). Noteworthy here is the assertion that this natural revelation is absolutely clear 

to all human beings, even those without the aid of special revelation. The use of the words 

―clearly seen‖ (Rom. 1:20), ―manifest in them‖ (v. 19), ―is revealed‖ (v. 17–18), and ―God has 

shown it to them‖ (v. 19) demonstrate unquestionably that this objective revelation is not only 

knowable (v. 19), but it is actually known by unbelievers. Indeed, it is so clear that ―they are 

without excuse‖ and condemned to their eternal destiny because they ―repress‖ (v. 18) this truth 

they possess. 

The same is true of God‘s natural revelation in the human heart. In Romans 2:12–15 (NIV) 

Paul affirms, 

All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law [of Moses], and all who sin 

under the law will be judged by the law.… (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by 

nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the 

law [of Moses], since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their 

consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.) 

(Emphasis added) 

In fact, Paul deems the natural revelation so clearly ―written on their hearts‖ that even the 

heathen, who do not have special revelation, will ―perish.‖ In brief, Scripture teaches that God‘s 

objective revelation in nature is intelligible and all human beings are accountable before God in 

view of it. 

Objections to the Intelligibility of General Revelation 

Many arguments have been offered against the objectivity of general revelation. However, all 

of them fall short of the mark. For detailed responses to these objections see chapter 4. 

Hermeneutical Principles for Interpreting Natural (General) Revelation 

Once natural revelation has been located, it remains to be seen how it should be interpreted. 

Like the correct principles of understanding God‘s special revelation in Scriptures, the truth 

expressed in nature and the law ―written on our hearts‖ can be readily understood as well. 

As we have seen, according to Scripture, God‘s revelation expressed in nature is clear and 

evident to all rational beings (Rom. 1:19–20). Why, then, is the validity of God‘s natural 

revelation so hotly disputed? 
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The Principle of Causality 

Famous atheist Friedrich Nietzsche revealed the reason when he said, ―We receive, but we do 

not ask where it came from.‖ In short, he rejected one of the principles of human reason that 

would lead naturally to God if he had applied it. It is natural to conclude that the gifts of life 

come from the Giver of life—unless, of course, one rejects the fundamental guideline of reason 

that every gift (effect) has a giver (cause). In short, the principle of causality is an essential 

hermeneutical principle in interpreting natural revelation. 

In his BBC debate with Frederick Copleston, renowned agnostic Bertrand Russell (1872–

1970) gave the same maneuver as Nietzsche. When asked what caused the universe, Russell 

responded that it did not need a cause: ―I should say that the universe is just there, and that‘s all‖ 

(cited in John Hick, EG, 175). But every other thing that could not be—yet is—needs a cause, so 

why does the universe not need one? As Richard Taylor showed long ago, if all would agree that 

a small glass ball found in the woods needs a cause, then making it bigger does not eliminate the 

need for a cause—even if one makes it as big as the whole universe (Taylor, M, 87–88). The fact 

is, the reason non-theists do not come to the reasonable conclusion that the world needs a cause 

is that they fail to apply consistently a fundamental principle of reason—that every finite thing 

needs a cause. In other words, they are not using the correct hermeneutical approach to natural 

revelation. This is evident also in the failure to interpret properly God‘s revelation in human 

nature. 

The Principle of Consistency 

Another fundamental principle of interpreting the law written on our own nature can be 

called the principle of consistency, which is a practical application of the law of 

noncontradiction. Being selfish creatures, we do not always desire to do what is right. However 

inconsistently, we do, nonetheless, desire that it be done to us. So by reason we conclude that 

consistency demands that we should also do the same to others; this is why Jesus summarized the 

moral law by declaring, ―In everything do to others what you would have them do to you‖ (Matt. 

7:12). Confucius (551–479 B.C.) recognized the same basic truth by general revelation when he 

said, ―Never do to others what you would not like them to do to you‖ (Confucius, AC 25.23; cf. 

12:2). Human reason, then, is necessary to determine the proper means to the good end that we 

intuitively know is right. 

The Principle of Uniformity 

While we intuitively know that we should do no harm to another, nevertheless we must use 

our reason to tell us that shooting a gun at someone will do them harm. This we know because of 

the principle of uniformity. All past experience tells us that a gun can kill someone (which is 

severe harm). Just like the principle of causality is needed to understand God‘s natural revelation 

in nature, the law of uniformity is necessary to understand that it is wrong to intentionally take 

the life of another person. 

The Principle of Teleology 

Briefly stated, the principle of teleology says that every rational agent acts for an end. This 

principle is behind all rational communication, whether in special revelation or in general 

revelation. Purpose (design) can be seen in nature and, hence, we posit a Designer of nature. 

Intelligent beings act for an end, and so when we see nature act for an end, we naturally come to 

the conclusion that there is an intelligent Being behind nature. 
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The principle of teleology is also assumed in all ethical acts, for if there were no purpose (or 

intent) to perform an act, then a person is not responsible for the act. Personal moral 

responsibility implies the ability of the person to respond. Moral culpability implies 

intentionality. Thus to know if an act is morally wrong we must look for evidence of moral 

intention. Here, too, reason is necessary to interpret properly what is morally right or wrong. 

Other Principles of Interpreting Natural Revelation 

In addition to the four principles just mentioned as necessary for a proper hermeneutic of 

natural revelation—causality, consistency, uniformity, and teleology—there are also four general 

laws of logic: 

(1) the principle of noncontradiction; 

(2) the principle of identity; 

(3) the principle of excluded middle; and 

(4) the principle (s) of rational inference (see chapter 5). 

Without these principles, valid reasoning about anything is not possible, to say nothing of 

reasoning about natural revelation. When these principles are applied correctly and consistently 

to natural revelation, the result is a valid natural theology (Rom. 1:1–20) and natural ethic (Rom. 

2:12–15), the very areas in which God holds all persons responsible. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

God has two great revelations: general and special, natural and supernatural. Both are 

objective and clear. Both are capable of distortion by depraved human beings. There are proper 

and improper ways to interpret each. The correct way in each case is to follow the basic 

principles inherent to each. These include the basic laws of logic as well as the principles of 

causality, consistency, uniformity, and teleology. When these principles are applied correctly and 

consistently to general revelation, they will yield a proper understanding of it. But like the 

interpreting of special revelation, a correct understanding of natural revelation depends on using 

the right principles and using them consistently. In the final analysis, the natural law is not hard 

to understand; like God‘s supernatural law, it is simply hard to practice. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

HISTORIOGRAPHY: THE HISTORICAL 

PRECONDITION 

Unlike some religions, historical Christianity is inseparably tied to historical events, including 

the lives of Adam, Abraham, Moses, David, and Jesus. These events, especially those of the life, 

death, and resurrection of Christ, are crucial to the truth of evangelical Christianity (cf. 1 Cor. 

15:12–19); without them, it would cease to exist. Thus, the existence and knowability of certain 

historical events are essential to maintaining biblical Christianity. 
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The knowability of history is important not only theologically but also apologetically, for the 

overall argument in defense of Christianity is based on the historicity of the New Testament 

documents (see chapter 26). Hence, since the objective knowability of history is strongly 

challenged by many contemporary historians, it is necessary to counter this claim in order to 

secure the defense of Christianity. 

OBJECTIONS TO THE OBJECTIVITY OF HISTORY 

Many arguments have been advanced against the position that history is objectively 

knowable (see Craig, NH),
1
 and several will now be examined (see Beard, ―TND‖ in Stern, VH, 

323–25). If these disputations are valid, they make the essential historical basis of Christianity 

both unknowable and unverifiable. These arguments fall into six broad categories: 

epistemological, axiological, methodological, metaphysical, psychological, and hermeneutical. 

The Epistemological Objections 

Epistemology deals with how one knows, and relativists believe that objective truth is 

unknowable. Since this position has earlier been examined and found wanting (see chapter 7), 

the focus here will be on the historical relativists, who contend that the very conditions by which 

one knows history are so subjective that one cannot have an objective knowledge of it. Three 

main challenges are offered. 

The Unobservability of History 

Historical subjectivists argue that history, unlike science, is not directly observable; in other 

words, that the historian does not deal with past events but with statements about past events. 

This enables the historian to deal with facts in an imaginative way, attempting to reconstruct 

events he did not observe as they occurred. Historical facts, they insist, exist only within the 

creative mind of the historian, and historical documents do not contain facts, but are without the 

historian‘s understanding mere ink lines on the paper. Further, once the event is over it can never 

be fully recreated. Hence, the historian must impose meaning on his fragmentary and second-

hand record (see Becker, ―DWH,‖ in Snyder, DWH, 131). 

There are two reasons offered as to why the historian has only indirect access to the past. 

First, it is claimed that, unlike a scientist, the historian‘s world is composed of records and not 

events. This is why the historian must contribute a ―reconstructed picture‖ of the past, and in this 

sense the past is really a product of the present. 

Second, historical relativists assert that the scientist can test his view, whereas the historian 

cannot—experimentation is not possible with historical events. The scientist has the advantage of 

repeatability; he may subject his views to falsification. However, the unobservable historical 

event is no longer verifiable; it is part of the forever departed past. Therefore, what one believes 

about the past is no more than a reflection of his own imagination, a subjective construction in 

the minds of present historians that cannot hope to be an objective representation of what really 

happened. 

The Fragmentary Nature of Historical Accounts 
                                                           
1 Much of the discussion here follows an excellent summary found in an unpublished master’s thesis by 
William L. Craig, The Nature of History (Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, Deerfield, III., 1976). 
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The second objection to the objectivity of history relates to its fragmentary nature. At best 

historians can hope for completeness of documentation, but completeness of the events 

themselves is never possible. Optimally, documents cover only a small fraction of the events 

themselves (Beard, ―TND‖ in Stern, VH, 323), and from only fragmentary documents one cannot 

validly draw full and final conclusions. 

Furthermore, the documents do not present the events, but only an interpretation of the events 

mediated through the one who recorded them. The best-case scenario, then, is that we have only 

a fragmentary record of what someone else thought happened: ―What really happened would still 

have to be reconstructed in the mind of the historian‖ (Carr, WIH, 20). Because the documents 

are so fragmentary and the events so distant, objectivity becomes a will-o‘-the-wisp for the 

historian. He not only has too few pieces of the puzzle, but the partial pictures on the few pieces 

he does have were merely painted from the mind of the one who passed the pieces down to us. 

The Historical Conditioning of the Historian 

Historical relativists insist that the historian is a product of his time, and as such he is subject 

to the unconscious programming of his era. It is impossible, allegedly, for the historian to stand 

back and view history objectively because he too is part of the historical process. Hence, 

historical synthesis depends on the personality of the writer as well as the social and religious 

milieu in which he lives (Pirenne, ―WAHTD‖ in Meyerhoff, P, 97). In this sense one must study 

the historian before one can understand his history. 

Since the historian is part of the historical process, objectivity, it is said, can never be 

attained. The history of one generation will be rewritten by the next, and so on; no historian can 

transcend his historical relativity and view the world process from the outside (Collingwood, IH, 

248). At best there can be successive but less than final historical interpretations, each viewing 

history from the vantage point of its own generation of historians. Therefore, there is no such 

person as a neutral historian; each remains a child of his own day. 

The Axiological (Value) Objection 

The historian cannot avoid making value judgments. This, argue historical relativists, renders 

objectivity unobtainable, for even in the selection and arrangement of materials, value judgments 

are made. Titles of chapters and sections are not without implied value judgments, and such 

judgments are relative to the one making them. 

As one historian put it, the very subject matter of history is ―value-charged‖ (Dray, PH, 23). 

The facts of history consist of murders, oppression, and so forth, and these cannot be described 

in morally neutral words. By his use of ordinary language, then, the historian is forced to make 

value judgments. 

Further, by the very fact that history deals with flesh-and-blood human beings with motives 

and purposes, an analysis of history must of necessity comment on these. Whether, for instance, 

one is called a ―dictator‖ or a ―benevolent ruler‖ is a statement of value; how can one describe 

Josef Stalin without making such statements? And if one were to attempt a kind of scientifically 

neutral description of past events without any stated or implied interpretation of human purposes, 

it would not be history but mere raw-boned chronicle without historical meaning. 

Once the historian admits what he cannot avoid, namely, that he must make some value 

judgments about past events, then his history has lost objectivity. In short, so the objection goes, 

there is no way for the historian to keep himself out of his history. 
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The Methodological Objections 

Methodological objections relate to the procedure by which history is done. There are several 

methodological objections to the belief in objective history necessary to establish the truth of 

Christianity. 

The Selective Nature of Historical Methodology 

As was suggested by the epistemological objections, the historian does not have direct access 

to the events of the past, but merely to fragmentary interpretations of those events contained in 

historical documents. Now, what makes objectivity even more hopeless is the fact that the 

historian makes a selection from these fragmentary reports and builds his interpretation of the 

past events on a select number of partial reports of the past events. There are volumes in archives 

that most historians do not even touch (Beard, ―TND‖ in Stern, VH, 324). 

The actual selection among the fragmentary accounts, so the argument goes, is influenced by 

many subjective and relative factors, including personal prejudice, availability of materials, 

knowledge of the languages, personal beliefs, social conditions, and so on. Hence, the historian 

himself is inextricably involved with the history he writes, and what is included versus what is 

excluded in his interpretation will always be a matter of subjective choice. No matter how 

objective an historian may attempt to be, it is practically impossible for him to present what 

really happened. His ―history‖ is no more than his own interpretation based on his own 

subjective selection of fragmentary interpretations of past and unrepeatable events. 

It is argued, consequently, that the facts of history do not speak for themselves: ―The facts 

speak only when the historian calls on them; it is he who decides to which facts to give the floor, 

and in what order or context‖ (Carr, WIH, 32). To summarize, when the ―facts‖ speak, it is not 

the original events that are speaking but later fragmentary opinions about those events. The 

original facts or events have long since perished, and so, according to historical relativism, by the 

very nature of the endeavor the historian can never hope for objectivity. 

The Need to Select and Arrange Historical Materials 

Once the historian takes his fragmentary documents that he must view indirectly through the 

interpretation of the original source, and once he takes his selected amount of material from the 

available archives and begins to provide an interpretive structure to it, by the use of his own 

value-laden language, and within the overall worldview that he presupposes, he not only 

understands it from the relative vantage point of his own generation but he also must select and 

arrange the topic of history in accordance with his own subjective preferences. In short, the dice 

are loaded against objectivity before he picks up his pen. That is, in the actual writing of the 

fragmentary, secondhand accounts from his philosophical and personal point of view, there is a 

further subjective choice of arrangement of the material (Collingwood, IH, 285–90). 

The selection and arrangement of material will be determined by personal and social factors 

already discussed. The final written product will be prejudiced by what is included in and what is 

excluded from the material. It will lack objectivity by how it is arranged and by the emphasis 

given to it in the overall presentation. The selection made in terms of the framework will either 

be narrow or broad, clear or confused. Whatever its nature, the framework is necessarily 

reflective of the mind of the historian (Beard, ―TND‖ in Stern, VH, 150–51), and this moves one 

still further away from objectively knowing what really happened. It is concluded by the 

subjectivists, then, that the hopes of objectivity are finally dashed. 
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The Metaphysical (Worldview) Objections 

Several metaphysical objections have been leveled against the belief in objective history. 

Each one is predicated, either theoretically or practically, on the premise that one‘s worldview 

colors the study of history. 

The Need to Structure the Facts of History 

This objection is stated along these lines: Partial knowledge of the past makes it necessary 

for the historian to ―fill in‖ gaping holes out of his own imagination. As a child draws the lines 

between the dots on a picture, so the historian supplies the connections between events. Without 

the historian the dots are not numbered, nor are they arranged in an obvious manner. The 

historian must use his imagination in order to provide continuity to the disconnected and 

fragmentary facts provided him. 

Furthermore, the historian is not content to tell us simply what happened; he feels compelled 

to explain why it happened (Walsh, PH, 32). In this way history is made fully coherent and 

intelligible—good history has both theme and unity, which are provided by the historian. Facts 

alone do not make history any more than disconnected dots make a picture, and herein, 

according to the subjectivist, lies the difference between chronicle and history: The former is 

merely the unrefined material used by the historian to construct history. Without the structure 

provided by the historian, the mere ―stuff‖ of history would be meaningless. 

In addition, the study of history is a study of causes. The historian wants to know why; he 

wishes to weave a web of interconnected events into a unified whole. Because of this he cannot 

avoid interjecting his own subjectivity into history; hence, even if there is some semblance of 

objectivity in chronicle, nonetheless there is no hope for objectivity in history. History is in 

principle nonobjective, since the very thing that makes it history (as opposed to mere chronicle) 

is the interpretive structure or framework given to it from the subjective vantage point of the 

historian. Therefore, it is concluded that the necessity of structure inevitably makes historical 

objectivity impossible. 

The Unavoidability of Worldviews 

Every historian interprets the past within the overall framework of his own Weltanschauung, 

that is, his world-and-life-view. Basically, there are three different philosophies of history within 

which historians operate: the chaotic, the cyclical, and the linear views of history (Beard, ―TND‖ 

in Stern, VH, 151). Which one of these the historian adopts will be a matter of faith or 

philosophy and not a matter of mere fact. 

Unless one view or another is presupposed, no overall interpretation is possible; the 

Weltanschauung will determine whether the historian sees the events of the world as a 

meaningless maze (chaotic), as a series of endless repetitions (cyclical), or as moving in a 

purposeful way toward a goal (linear). These worldviews inevitably are both necessary and 

value-oriented. So, it is argued by the subjectivists, without one of these worldviews, the 

historian cannot interpret the events of the past. However, through a worldview objectivity 

becomes impossible. 

Further, subjectivists insist that a worldview is not generated from the facts; facts do not 

speak for themselves, but gain their meaning only within the overall context of the worldview. 

Without the structure of the worldview framework, the stuff of history has no meaning. 
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Augustine (354–430), for example, viewed history as a great theodicy,
2
 but Hegel (1770–1831) 

saw it as an unfolding of the divine. Supposedly, then, it is not any archaeological or factual find 

but the religious or philosophical presuppositions that prompted each man to develop his view. 

Eastern philosophies of history are even more diverse, as they involve a cyclical rather than a 

linear pattern. 

Once one admits the relativity or perspectivity of his worldview as opposed to another, the 

historical relativists insist that he has thereby given up all right to claim objectivity. If there are 

several different ways to interpret the same facts, depending on the overall perspective one takes, 

then there is no single objective interpretation of history. 

Miracles Are by Nature Superhistorical 

Even if one grants that secular history could be known objectively, there still remains the 

problem of the subjectivity of religious history. Some writers make a strong distinction between 

Historie and Geschichte (Kahler, SCHJ, 63): The former is empirical and objectively knowable 

to some degree, but the latter is spiritual and unknowable, historically speaking—as spiritual or 

superhistorical, there is no objective way to verify it. 

Spiritual history, allegedly, has no necessary connection with the spatiotemporal continuum 

of empirical events. It is a myth with subjective religious significance to the believer but with no 

objective grounding. Like the story of George Washington and the cherry tree, Geschichte is a 

story made up of events that probably never happened, but that inspire men to some moral or 

religious good. 

If this distinction is applied to the New Testament, then even if the life and central teachings 

of Jesus of Nazareth could be objectively established, there is no historical way to confirm the 

New Testament‘s miraculous dimension. Miracles do not happen as part of Historie and, 

therefore, are not subject to objective analysis; they are Geschichte events and as such cannot be 

analyzed by historical methodology. 

Many theologians have accepted this distinction. Paul Tillich (1886–1965) claimed that it is 

―a disastrous distortion of the meaning of faith to identify it with the belief in the historical 

validity of the biblical stories‖ (DF, 87). He believed, with Søren Kierkegaard, that the important 

thing is whether or not it evokes an appropriate religious response. With this Rudolf Bultmann 

and Schubert Ogden would also concur, along with much of recent theological thought. 

Even those like Karl Jaspers (1883–1969), who opposed Bultmann‘s more radical 

demythologization view, accepted, nevertheless, the distinction between the spiritual and 

empirical dimensions of miracles (Jaspers, MC, 16–17). On the more conservative end of those 

maintaining this distinction is Ian Ramsey (d. 1972), who insisted, ―It is not enough to think of 

the facts of the Bible as ‗brute historical facts‘ to which the evangelists give distinctive 

‗interpretation.‘ ‖ For Ramsey, the Bible is historical only if ― ‗history‘ refers to situations as odd 

as those which are referred to by that paradigm of the Fourth Gospel: ‗the Word became flesh.‘ ‖ 

Ramsey concludes, ―No attempt to make the language of the Bible conform to a precise, 

straightforward public language—whether that language be scientific of historical—has ever 

succeeded‖ (RL, 118–19). 

According to the historical subjectivists, there is always something ―more‖ than the empirical 

in every religious or miraculous situation. The purely empirical situation is ―odd‖ and thereby 

                                                           
2 Theodicy is “vindication of the justice of God, especially in ordaining or permitting natural or moral 
evil” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). 
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evocative of a discernment that calls for a commitment of religious significance (Ramsey, RL, 

chapter 1). 

Miracles Are in Principle Historically Unknowable 

On the basis of Ernst Troeltsch‘s principle of analogy (see quotation below), some historians 

have come to object to the possibility of ever establishing a miracle based on testimony about the 

past. Troeltsch (1865–1923) stated the problem this way: 

On the analogy of the events known to us we seek by conjecture and sympathetic understanding 

to explain and reconstruct the past.… [And] since we discern the same process of phenomena in 

operation in the past as in the present, we see, there as here, the various historical cycles of human life 

influencing and intersecting one another. (Troeltsch, ―H‖ in Hastings, ERE.) 

Without uniformity, so the argument goes, we could know nothing about the past, for without 

an analogy from the present we could know nothing about what happened previously. In accord 

with this principle, some have insisted, ―No amount of testimony is ever permitted to establish as 

past reality a thing that cannot be found in present reality.… In every other case the witness may 

have a perfect character—all that goes for nothing‖ (Becker, ―DWH‖ in Snyder, DWH, 12–13). 

In other words, unless one can identify miracles in the present, he has no experience on which to 

base his understanding of alleged miracles in the past. 

The historian, like the scientist, must adopt a methodological skepticism toward alleged 

events in the past for which he has no parallel in the present—the present is the foundation of our 

knowledge of the past. As F. H. Bradley put it: 

We have seen that history rests in the last resort upon an inference from our experience, a 

judgment based upon our own present state of things.… [So] when we are asked to affirm the 

existence in past time of events, the effects of causes which confessedly are without analogy in the 

world in which we live, and which we know—we are at a loss for any answer but this, that … we are 

asked to build a house without a foundation.… How can we attempt this without contradicting 

ourselves? (Bradley, PCH, 100.) 

The Psychological Objection 

It is argued, especially by those opposed to the New Testament, that history recorded by 

persons with religious motives cannot be trusted—their religious passion is said to obscure their 

historical objectivity, and thus they tend to reinterpret history in the light of their religious 

beliefs. 

A similar criticism is at the basis of traditional form and redactional criticism, by which the 

New Testament writers are said to be creating or recreating the words of Jesus rather than 

strictly reporting them (see part 2, chapters 19 and 26). That is, the Gospels as we now have 

them more reflect the religious experience of the subsequent Christian church than they do the 

pure words of Jesus. 

The Hermeneutical Objection 

Perhaps the most radical form of historical relativism is deconstructionism, which treats 

history as literature. One of the foremost proponents of this view is Hayden White, who claims in 

his book Metahistory that history is poetry. White insists that no history can be written without 
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bringing the material into a ―coordinated whole‖ under some ―unifying concept‖ (M, 89), and he 

believes these concepts are chosen from poetry: ―I have identified four different archetypal plot 

structures by which historians can figure historical processes in their narratives as stories of a 

particular kind: Romance, Tragedy, Comedy, and Satire‖ (M, 41). No one of these is better than 

the others or correct as opposed to incorrect; they are simply different. This has ―permitted me to 

view the various debates over how history ought to be written … as essentially matters of 

stylistic variation within a single universe of discourse‖ (M, 42). 

A RESPONSE TO HISTORICAL RELATIVISM 

Despite these many strong objections to the possibility of historical objectivity, the case is by 

no means closed, for there are many flaws in the historical relativists‘ position. First, a direct 

response will be offered to each objection. Then, some overall arguments against historical 

subjectivism will be given. 

The direct responses given are in the order of the above objections. 

A Response to the Epistemological Objections 

Response to the Problem of the Unobservability of Historical Events 

The first and most fundamental response to the historical subjectivists is to point out that 

whatever is meant by the ―objective‖ knowledge of history they deny, it must be possible, since 

in their very denial they imply that they have it. How could they know that everyone‘s 

knowledge of history was not objective unless they had an objective knowledge of it by which 

they could determine that these other views were not objective? One cannot know not that unless 

he knows that. 

Further, if by ―objective‖ the subjectivists mean absolute knowledge, then of course no 

human historian can be objective. On the other hand, if ―objective‖ means an accurate and 

adequate
3
 presentation that reasonable people should accept, then the door is open to the 

possibility of objectivity. 

Assuming this latter sense, it should be argued that history can be just as objective as some 

sciences (Block, HC, 50). For example, paleontology (historical geology) is considered to be an 

objective science, and it deals with physical facts and processes of the past. However, the events 

represented by the fossil finds are no more directly accessible or repeatable to the scientists than 

are historical events to the historian. 

True, there are some differences. The fossil is a mechanically accurate imprint of the original 

event, and the eyewitness of history may be less precise in his report. But the historian may 

rejoin by pointing out that the natural processes that mar the fossil imprint parallel the potential 

personal filtering of events through the testimony of the eyewitness. At least it may be argued 

that if one can determine the integrity and reliability of the eyewitness, one cannot slam the door 

on the possibility of objectivity in history any more than on objectivity in geology. 

The scientist might contend that he can repeat the processes of the past by present 

experimentation, whereas the historian cannot. But even here the situations are similar, for in this 

sense history too can be ―repeated.‖ Similar patterns of events, by which comparisons can be 

                                                           
3 To be more accurate, a historical presentation does not have to be either totally comprehensive or 
unrevisable. One can always learn more and improve a limited but accurate account. 
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made, recur today as they occurred in the past. Limited social experiments can be performed to 

see if human history repeats itself, so to speak, and widespread experiments can be observed 

naturally in the differing conditions throughout the ongoing history of the world. In short, the 

historian, no less than the scientist, has the tools for determining what really happened in the 

past. The lack of direct access to the original facts or events does not hinder the one more than 

the other. 

Some have suggested that there is yet a crucial difference between history and science of past 

events. They insist that scientific facts ―speak for themselves,‖ while historical facts do not. 

However, even here the analogy is close for several reasons. 

If ―fact‖ means the original event, then neither geology nor history is in possession of any 

facts. ―Fact‖ must be taken by both to mean information about the original event, and in this 

latter sense facts do not exist merely subjectively in the mind of the historian. Facts are objective 

data whether anyone reads them or not. 

What one does with data, that is, what meaning or interpretation he gives to them, can in no 

way eliminate the data. There remains for both science and history a solid core of objective facts, 

and the door is thereby left open for objectivity in both fields. In this way one may draw a valid 

distinction between propaganda and history: the former lacks sufficient basis in objective fact, 

but the latter does not. Indeed, without objective facts, no protest can be raised either against 

poor history or propaganda. 

If history is entirely in the mind of the beholder, there is no reason one cannot decide to 

behold it any way he desires. In this case there would be no difference between good history and 

trashy propaganda. But historians, even historical subjectivists, recognize the difference. Hence, 

even they assume an objective knowledge of history. 

Response to the Problem of Fragmentary Accounts 

The fact that accounts of history are fragmentary does not destroy historical objectivity any 

more than the existence of only a limited amount of fossils destroys the objectivity of geology. 

The fossil remains represent only a very tiny percentage of the living beings of the past; this does 

not hinder scientists from attempting to reconstruct an objective picture of what really happened 

in geological history. Scientists sometimes reconstruct a whole man on the basis of only partial 

skeletal remains—even a single jawbone. While this procedure is perhaps rightly suspect, 

nonetheless one does not need every bone in order to fill in the probable picture of the whole 

animal. Like a puzzle, as long as one has the key pieces he can reconstruct the rest with a 

measurable degree of probability. For example, by the principle of bilateral similarity one can 

assume that the left side of a partial skull would look like the right side that was found. 

Of course, the finite reconstruction of both science and history is subject to revision. 

Subsequent finds may provide new facts that call for new interpretations. But at least there is an 

objective basis in fact for the meaning attributed to the find. Interpretations can neither create the 

facts nor ignore them if they wish to approach objectivity. We may conclude, then, that history 

need be no less objective than geology for depending on fragmentary accounts. The history of 

human beings is transmitted to us by partial record; scientific knowledge is also partial, and it 

depends on assumptions and an overall framework that may prove to be partially inadequate 

upon the discovery of more facts. 

Whatever difficulty there may be from a strictly scientific point of view in filling in the gaps 

between the facts, once one has assumed a philosophical stance toward the world, the problem of 

objectivity in general is resolved. If there is a God, and good evidence says there is (see chapter 
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2), then the overall picture is already drawn; the facts of history will merely fill in the details of 

its meaning. If this is a theistic universe, then the artist‘s sketch is already known in advance; the 

detail and coloring will come only as all the facts of history are fit into the overall sketch known 

to be true from the theistic framework. In this sense, historical objectivity is most certainly 

possible within a given framework—such as a theistic worldview. Objectivity resides in the view 

that best fits all the facts into the overall system, that is, into systematic consistency. 

A Response to the Axiological (Value) Objection 

One may grant the point that ordinary language is value-laden and that value judgments are 

inevitable. This by no means makes historical objectivity impossible (Butterfield, ―MJH‖ in 

Meyerhoff, P, 244). Objectivity means to be fair in dealing with the facts; it means to present 

what happened as accurately as possible. 

Further, objectivity means that when one interprets why these events occurred, the language 

of the historian should ascribe to these events the value they really had in their original context. 

If this is accomplished, then an objective account of history is achieved. In this way objectivity is 

seen to be demanding value judgments rather than avoiding them. 

The question is not whether value language can be objective but rather whether value 

statements objectively portray the events the way they really were. Once the worldview has been 

determined, value judgments are not undesirable or merely subjective; they are, in fact, essential 

and objectively required. If this is a theistic world, then it is not objective to place anything but a 

proper theistic value on the facts of history. 

A Response to the Methodological Objections 

Every historian employs a methodology—this in itself does not demonstrate the inadequacy 

of his history. The question is whether his methodology is good or bad. In response to this 

objection, several dimensions of the problem need discussion. 

Response to the Problem of Historical Conditioning 

It is true that every historian is a product of his time; each person does occupy a relative 

place in the changing events of the spatio-temporal world. However, it does not follow that 

because the historian is a product of his time, his history is also purely a product of the time. 

That a person cannot avoid a relative place in history does not mean his perspective cannot attain 

a meaningful degree of objectivity. This criticism confuses the content of knowledge and the 

process of attaining it (Mandelbaum, PHK, 94), as well as incorrectly joining the formation of a 

view with its verification. Where one derives a hypothesis is not essentially related to how its 

truth can be established. 

Further, if relativity is unavoidable, then the position of the historical relativists is self-

refuting, for either their view is historically conditioned and therefore unobjective, or else it is 

not relative but objective. If the latter, it thereby admits that it is possible to be objective in 

viewing history. 

On the contrary, if the position of historical relativism is itself relative, then it cannot be 

taken as objectively true—it is simply a subjective opinion that has no immovable basis. In short, 

if it is a subjective opinion it cannot eliminate the possibility that history is objectively knowable, 

and if it is an objective fact about history, then objective facts can be known about history. In the 
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first case objectivity is not eliminated, and in the second relativity is self-defeated; in either case, 

objectivity is possible. 

Finally, the constant rewriting of history is based on the assumption that objectivity is 

possible: Why strive for accuracy unless it is believed that the revision is more objectively true 

than the previous view? Why critically analyze unless improvement toward a more accurate view 

is the assumed goal? Perfect objectivity may be practically unattainable within the limited 

resources of the historian on most if not all topics, but be this as it may, the inability to attain 100 

percent objectivity is a long way from relativity. Reaching a degree of objectivity that is subject 

to criticism and revision is a more realistic conclusion than the relativist‘s arguments. There is no 

reason to eliminate the possibility of a sufficient degree of historical objectivity. 

Response to the Problem of the Selectivity of Materials 

That the historian must select his materials does not automatically make history purely 

subjective. Jurors make judgments ―beyond reasonable doubt‖ without having all the evidence. If 

the historian has the relevant and crucial evidence, it will be sufficient to attain objectivity; one 

need not know everything in order to know something. No scientist knows all the facts, and yet 

objectivity is claimed for his discipline. As long as no important fact is overlooked, there is no 

reason to eliminate the possibility of objectivity in history any more than in science. 

The selection of facts can be objective to the degree that the facts are selected and 

reconstructed in the context in which the events represented actually occurred. Since it is 

impossible for any historian to pack into his account everything available on a subject, it is 

important for him to select the points representative of the period of which he writes 

(Collingwood, IH, 100). Condensation need not imply distortion; the minimum can be an 

objective summary of the maximum. 

What is more, the evidence for the historicity of the New Testament, from which Christian 

apologetics draws its primary evidence, is greater than for that of any other document from the 

ancient world (see part 2, chapter 26). Thus, if the events behind it cannot be known objectively, 

then it is impossible to know anything else from that time period. 

A Response to the Metaphysical (Worldview) Objections 

Admittedly, each historian has a worldview, and the events are interpreted through this grid. 

But this in itself does not make objectivity impossible, since there are objective ways to treat the 

question of worldviews. 

Response to the Problem of Arranging Materials 

There is no reason why the historian cannot arrange materials without distorting the past 

(Nagel, ―LHA‖ in Meyerhoff, P, 208). Since the original construction of events is available to 

neither the historian nor the geologist, it is necessary to reconstruct the past on the basis of the 

available evidence. Yet reconstruction does not necessitate revision; selecting material may 

occur without neglecting significant matters. Every historian must arrange his material. The 

important thing is whether or not it is arranged or rearranged in accordance with the original 

arrangement of events as they really occurred. As long as the historian incorporated consistently 

and comprehensively all the significant events in accordance with the way things really were, he 

was being objective. It is neglecting or twisting important facts that distorts objectivity. 
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The historian may desire to be selective in the compass of his study; he may wish to study 

only the political, economic, or religious dimensions of a specific period. But such specialization 

does not demand total subjectivity, for one can be particular without losing the overall context in 

which he operates. It is one thing to focus on specifics within an overall field and quite another 

to totally ignore or deliberately distort the big picture in which the intensified interest is 

occurring. As long as the specialist stays in touch with reality rather than reflecting the pure 

subjectivity of his own fancy, there is no reason why a measurable degree of objectivity cannot 

be maintained. 

Response to the Problem of the Structuring of the Materials 

Those who argue against the objectivity of history apart from an overall worldview must be 

granted the point, for without a worldview it makes no sense to talk about objective meaning 

(Popper, PH, 150f). Meaning is system-dependent within a given meaning, but within another 

system it may have a very different meaning. Without a context meaning cannot be determined, 

and the context is provided by the worldview and not by the bare facts themselves. 

Assuming the correctness of this criticism, as we do, does not eliminate the possibility of an 

objective understanding of history. Rather, it points to the necessity of establishing a worldview 

in order to attain objectivity. This has already been done earlier (chapter 2) in establishing the 

evidence for a theistic worldview. Once this is clear, the metaphysical framework for an 

objective view of history is in place. 

Without such a metaphysical structure, one is simply arguing in a circle with regard to the 

assumed causal connection and the attributed importance of events. To affirm that facts have 

―internal arrangement‖ begs the question; the real question is, ―How does one know the correct 

arrangement?‖ Since the facts are arrangeable in at least three different ways (chaotic, cyclical, 

and linear), it is logically fallacious to assume that one of these is the way the facts were actually 

arranged. The same set of dots can have the lines drawn in many ways. 

The assumption that the historian is simply discovering (and not drawing) the lines is 

gratuitous. The fact is that the lines are not known to be there apart from an interpretive 

framework through which one views them. Therefore, the problem of the objective meaning of 

history cannot be resolved apart from appeal to worldview. Once the skeletal sketch is known, 

then one can know the objective placing (meaning) of the facts. However, apart from a structure 

the mere grist of history means nothing. 

Without a metaphysical framework there is no way to know which events in history are the 

most significant and, hence, there is no way to know the true significance of these and other 

events in their overall context. The argument that importance is determined by which events 

influence the most people is inadequate for several reasons. This is a form of historical 

utilitarianism, and as such it is subject to the same criticisms as any utilitarian test for truth (see 

chapter 7). The most does not determine the best; all that is proved by great influence is great 

influence, not great importance or great value. Even after most people have been influenced, one 

can still ask the question as to the truth or value of the event that influenced them. Significance is 

not determined by ultimate outcome but by overall framework. Of course, if one assumes as an 

overall framework that the events that influence the most people in the long run are most 

significant, then that utilitarian framework will indeed determine the significance of an event. 

But what right does one have to assume a utilitarian framework any more than a non-utilitarian 

one? Here again, it is a matter of justifying one‘s overall framework or worldview. 
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The argument advanced by some objectivists is that past events must be structured or they 

are unknowable and faulty. However, all this argument proves is that it is necessary to 

understand facts through some structure, otherwise it makes no sense to speak of facts. The 

question of which structure is correct must be determined on some basis other than the mere facts 

themselves. Further, even if there were an objectivity of bare facts, it would provide at best only 

the mere what of history. But objective meaning deals with the why of these events; this is 

impossible apart from a structure of meaning in which the facts may find their placement of 

significance. Objective meaning apart from a worldview is impossible. 

Nevertheless, granted that there is justification for adopting a theistic worldview, the 

objective meaning of history becomes possible, for within the theistic context each fact of history 

becomes a theistic fact. Given the factual order of events and the known causal connection of 

events, the possibility of objective meaning surfaces. The chaotic and the cyclical frameworks 

are eliminated in favor of the linear, and within the linear view of events causal connections 

emerge as the result of their context in a theistic universe. Theism provides the sketch on which 

history paints the complete picture. The pigments of mere fact take on real meaning as they are 

blended together on the theistic sketch. In this context, objectivity means systematic consistency; 

that is, the most meaningful way all of the facts of history can be blended together into the whole 

theistic sketch is what really happened—historical facts. 

Response to the Alleged Unknowability of Miracles 

Even if the objectivity of history is accepted, many historians object to any history that 

contains miracles, which poses a further metaphysical problem for Christianity. This secular 

rejection of miracle-history is often based on Troeltsch‘s principle of analogy, and this argument 

turns out to be similar to Hume‘s objection to miracles built on the uniformity of nature (see 

chapter 3). David Hume argued that no testimony about alleged miracles should be accepted if it 

contradicts the uniform testimony of nature; in like manner, Troeltsch would reject any particular 

event in the past for which there is no analogue in the uniform experience of the present. 

Now, there are at least two reasons for rejecting Troeltsch‘s argument from analogy. First, as 

C. S. Lewis insightfully commented, 

If we admit God, must we admit Miracles? Indeed, indeed, you have no security against it. That is 

the bargain. Theology says to you in effect, ―Admit God and with Him the risk of a few miracles, and 

I in return will ratify your faith in uniformity as regards the overwhelming majority of events‖ 

(Lewis, M, 109). 

A miracle is a special act of God. If God exists, then acts of God are possible; hence, any alleged 

historical procedure that eliminates miracles is bogus. 

Second, Troeltsch‘s principle begs the question in favor of a naturalistic interpretation of all 

historical events (see chapter 3)—it is a methodological exclusion of the possibility of accepting 

the miraculous in history. The testimony for regularity in general is in no way a testimony 

against an unusual event in particular; the cases are different and should not be evaluated in the 

same way. As we demonstrated, empirical generalizations (e.g., ―Men do not rise from the 

dead‖) should not be used as counter-testimony to good eyewitness accounts that in a particular 

case someone did rise from the dead. The historical evidence for any particular historical event 

must be assessed on its own merits, completely aside from generalizations about other events. 

There is another objection to the Troeltsch analogy-type argument: It proves too much. 

Again, as Richard Whateley (1787–1863) convincingly argued, on this uniformitarian 
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assumption not only would miracles be excluded but so would many unusual events of the past, 

including those surrounding Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) (Whateley, HDCENB, all). 

No one can deny that the probability against Napoleon‘s successes was great. His prodigious 

army was destroyed in Russia, and a few months later he led a different army in Germany that 

likewise was ruined at Leipzig. However, the French supplied him with yet another army 

sufficient to make a formidable stand in France—this was repeated five times until at last he was 

confined to an island. Without question, the particular events of his career were highly 

improbable, but there is no reason on these grounds that we should doubt the historicity of the 

Napoleonic adventures. History, contrary to scientific hypothesis, does not depend on the 

universal and repeatable; rather, it stands on the sufficiency of good testimony for particular and 

unrepeatable events. Were this not so, nothing could be learned from history. 

It is clearly a mistake to import uniformitarian methods from scientific experimentation into 

historical research. Repeatability and generality are needed to establish scientific laws or general 

patterns (of which miracles would be particular exceptions), but what is needed to establish 

historical events is credible testimony that these particular events did indeed occur (see part 2, 

chapter 26). So it is with miracles—it is an unjustifiable mistake in historical methodology to 

assume that no unusual and particular event can be believed no matter how great the evidence for 

it. Troeltsch‘s principle of analogy would destroy genuine historical thinking. The honest 

historian must be open to the possibility of unique and particular events of the past, whether they 

are miraculous or not. He must not exclude a priori the possibility of establishing events like the 

resurrection of Christ without a careful examination of the testimony and evidence concerning 

them. 

It is incorrect to assume that the same principles by which empirical science works can be 

used in forensic science. Since the latter deals with unrepeated and unobserved events in the past, 

it operates on the principles of origin science, not on those of operation science (see Geisler, ―O, 

S‖ in BECA, 567f.). These principles do not eliminate, but establish, the possibility of objective 

knowledge of the past—whether in science or history. 

Observations on the Nature of Miracles and History 

In response to these analyses of the historical objectivity of miracles, it is important to make 

several observations. 

First, surely the Christian apologist does not want to contend that miracles are a mere 

product of the historical process. The supernatural occurs in the historical but it is not a product 

of the natural process. What makes it miraculous is the fact that the natural process alone does 

not account for it; there must be an injection from the realm of the supernatural into the natural, 

or else there is no miracle. This is especially true of a New Testament miracle (see chapter 3), 

where the means by which God performed the miracle is unknown. 

Second, in accordance with the objectivity of history just discussed, there is no good reason 

why the Christian should yield to the radical existential theologians on the question of the 

objective and historical dimensions of a miracle. Again, miracles are not of the natural historical 

process, but they do occur in it. Even Karl Barth (1886–1968) made a similar distinction when he 

wrote, 

The resurrection of Christ, or his second coming … is not a historical event; the historians may 

reassure themselves … that our concern here is with the event which, though it is the only real 

happening in, is not a real happening of, history. (WGWM, 90.) 
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But unlike many existential theologians, we must also preserve the historical context in 

which a miracle occurs, for without it there is no way to verify the objectivity of the miraculous. 

Miracles do have a historical dimension without which no objectivity of religious history is 

possible, and, as was argued above, historical methodology can identify this objectivity (just as 

surely as scientific objectivity can be established) within an accepted framework of a theistic 

world. In short, miracles may be more than historical but they cannot be less than historical. It is 

only if miracles do have historical dimensions that they are both objectively meaningful and 

apologetically valuable. 

Third, a miracle can be identified within an empirical or historical context both directly and 

indirectly, both objectively and subjectively. A miracle is both scientifically unusual as well as 

theologically and morally relevant. The first characteristic is knowable in a directly empirical 

way; the second is knowable only indirectly through the empirical in that it is ―odd‖ and 

evocative of something more than the mere empirical data of the event. For example, a virgin 

birth is scientifically odd, but in the case of Christ it is represented as a sign that was used to 

draw attention to Him as something more than human. The theological and moral characteristics 

of a miracle are not empirically objective, in this sense they are experienced subjectively. 

This does not mean, however, that there is no objective basis for the moral dimensions of a 

miracle. Since this is a theistic universe (see chapter 2), morality is objectively grounded in God. 

Therefore, the nature and will of God are the objective grounds by which one can test whether or 

not the event is subjectively evocative of what is objectively in accord with what is already 

known of God; if not, one shouldn‘t believe the event is a miracle. It is axiomatic that acts of a 

theistic God would not be used to confirm what is not the truth of God. 

To sum up, miracles happen in history but are not completely of history. Miracles, 

nonetheless, are historically grounded—they are more than historical but are not less than 

historical. There are both empirical and super-empirical dimensions to supernatural events. The 

former are knowable in an objective way, and the latter have a subjective appeal to the believer. 

But even here there is an objective ground in the known truth and goodness of God by which the 

believer can judge whether or not the empirically odd situations that appeal to him for a response 

are really acts of this true and good God. 

A Response to the Psychological Objection 

Another charge that is often heard is that the religious purposes of the Gospel writers, which 

are evident to all, negate their ability to present an objective historical report. Both A. N. 

Sherwin-White and Michael Grant have responded to this complaint.
4
 Indeed, a form of this 

criticism is implied in both form criticism and redactional criticism, by which the Gospel writers 

are said to be creating the words of Jesus in terms of their own religious setting rather than 

strictly reporting them. This objection is without grounds for several reasons.
5
 

First, there is no logical connection between one‘s purpose and the accuracy of the history he 

writes. People with no religious motives can write bad history, and people with religious motives 

can write good history. 

                                                           
4 See A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament and Michael Grant, 
Jesus: An Historian’s Review of the Gospels. 
5 Our objections here are based largely on those given by Gary Habermas, “Why I Believe the New 
Testament Is Historically Reliable” in Norman Geisler, ed., Why I Am a Christian, 155–56. 
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Second, other important writers from the ancient world wrote with motives similar to the 

Gospel authors. Plutarch (b. A.D. 46), for example, declared, ―My design was not to write 

histories, but lives.‖
6
 

Third, complete religious propaganda literature, such as some critics see the New Testament, 

was actually unknown in the ancient world. Sherwin-White declared, ―We are not acquainted 

with this type of writing in ancient historiography‖ (RSRLNT, 189). 

Fourth, unlike other early accounts, the Gospels were written, at a maximum, only decades 

after the events. Many other secular writings, such as those of Livy (59/64 B.C.—A.D. 17) and 

Plutarch, were recorded centuries after the events. 

Fifth, as shown above, the historical confirmation of New Testament writings is 

overwhelming (see part 2, chapter 23). So the argument that their religious purpose destroyed 

their ability to write good history is simply contrary to the facts. 

Sixth, the New Testament writers take great care to distinguish their words from the words of 

Jesus, as any red-letter edition of the Bible clearly indicates (see also John 2:20–22; 1 Cor. 7:10, 

12; 11:24–25; Acts 20:35). This act of distinguishing reveals their honest attempt to separate 

what Jesus actually said from their own thoughts and feelings on the matter. 

Seventh, in spite of the religious purpose of Luke‘s gospel (Luke 1:4; cf. Acts 1:1), he states a 

clear interest for historical accuracy, which has been overwhelmingly corroborated by 

archaeology (see part 2, chapter 26). In his own words, 

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just 

as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the 

word. [Therefore,] since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed 

good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know 

the certainty of the things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4, emphasis mine) 

Eighth, the existence of religious bias is no guarantee of historical inaccuracy. A writer can 

recognize his own bias and avoid its crippling effects. If this were not so, then even people with 

nonreligious (or anti-religious) biases could not write accurate history either. Yet many claim to 

be able to do so. 

Ninth, the New Testament is confirmed to be historical by the same criteria applied to other 

ancient writings. Thus, this criticism either misses the mark or else it destroys all ancient 

histories. 

Tenth, if the historicity of an event must be denied because of the strong motivation of the 

person giving it, then virtually all eyewitness testimony from survivors of the holocaust must be 

discounted. But this is absurd, since these people provide the best evidence of all. Likewise, a 

physician‘s passion to save his patient‘s life does not negate his ability to make an objective 

diagnosis of his disease, nor do an author‘s religious motives nullify his ability to record accurate 

history. 

A Response to the Hermeneutical Objection 

The hermeneutical objection utterly fails to show that all history is relativistic. There are 

several basic reasons sufficient to demonstrate why the possibility of objectivity in history has 

not—and cannot—be systematically eliminated. 

                                                           
6 Plutarch, The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans in Great Books of the Western World, Robert 
Maynard, ed., 541–76. 
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The Relativity Argument Presupposes Some Objective Knowledge 

A careful look at the arguments of the relativists reveals that they presuppose objective 

knowledge about history, and this is seen in at least two ways. First, they speak of the need to 

select and arrange the ―facts‖ of history. But if they are really ―facts,‖ then they, as facts, 

represent some objective knowledge in themselves. After all, it is one thing to argue about the 

interpretation of the facts, but quite another to deny that there are any facts of history to argue 

about. For example, it is understandable that one‘s worldview will color how he understands the 

fact that Christ died on a cross in the early first century; it is quite another to deny that this is an 

historical reality (see chapter 26). 

Second, the very fact that relativists believe one‘s worldview can distort how one views 

history implies that there is a correct way to view it. Otherwise, how would one know that some 

views are distorted? That some views are incorrect (not correct) implies that there is a correct 

view. This leads to the next criticism. 

Total Historical Relativity Is Self-Defeating 

As a matter of fact, total relativity (whether historical, philosophical, or moral) is self-

defeating. How could one know that history was completely unknowable unless he knew 

something about it? How could he know all historical knowledge was subjective unless he had 

some objective knowledge of it? In truth, the total relativist must stand on the pinnacle of his 

own absolutism in order to relativize everything else. The claim that all history is subjective 

turns out to be an objective claim about history. Total historical relativism cuts its own throat. 

Ironically, one of history‘s most noted relativists later gave one of the best critiques of it. 

Charles Beard (1874–1948) wrote, 

Contemporary criticism shows that the apostle of relativity is destined to be destroyed by the 

child of his own brain. [For] if all historical conceptions are merely relative to passing events … then 

the conception of relativity is itself relative.… [In short,] the apostle of relativity will surely be 

executed by his own logic. (In Meyerhoff, ed., PH, 138, emphasis added.) 

Of course, some might claim that historical knowledge is not totally but only partially 

relative. To this, objectivists note two things. First, it is an admission that history, at least some 

history, is objectively knowable, and thus it cannot claim to have eliminated in principle the 

possibility that the Christian claims are historically knowable. 

Second, since the historical evidence for the central truths of Christianity is more amply 

supported by historical evidence than for almost any other event from the ancient world, it is also 

clear that a partial relativity view does not eliminate the historical verifiability of Christianity. In 

brief, total historical relativism is self-defeating, and partial historical relativism admits 

historically verifiable truths. 

Historical Relativists Attempt Objective History Themselves 

Another inconsistency in historical relativism is that the heralders of this view sometimes 

attempt to write objective history themselves. For example, while Beard was the apostle of 

historical relativism, he nevertheless attempted to write his own ―scientific work‖ on the 

―essence of history‖ (see Meyerhoff, PH, 200–01). Beard believed his own understanding of the 

Constitution ―was objective and factual‖ (ibid., 190–96; 200–01). 

Ability to Recognize Bad History Implies Objective Knowledge 
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Another overlooked point is that the ability to detect bad history is itself a tacit admission 

that objectivity is possible. Ernest Nagel (1901–1985) pointed out that ―the very fact that biased 

thinking may be detected and its sources investigated shows that the case of objective 

explanations in history is not necessarily hopeless‖ (in Meyerhoff, ibid., 213). In other words, the 

very fact that one can know that some histories are better than others reveals that there must be 

some objective understanding of the events by which this judgment is made. 

Historians Employ Normal Objective Standards 

Like science, history employs normal inductive measures that render the facts knowable. As 

W. H. Walsh observed, ―Historical conclusions must be backed by evidence just as scientific 

conclusions must‖ (in Gardiner, TH, 301). Thus, Beard adds, ―The historian … sees the doctrine 

of relativity crumble in the cold light of historical knowledge‖ (in Meyerhoff, PH, 148). Even 

Karl Manheim, whom Patrick Gardiner called ―the most forthright proponent of historical 

relativism in recent times,‖ observes, ―The presence of subjective concerns does not imply 

renunciation of the postulate of objectivity and the possibility of arriving at decisions in factual 

disputes‖ (see Habermas, ―PHHRHE‖ in Bauman, EA, 105). 

SOME GENERAL REMARKS CONCERNING THE OBJECTIVITY OF 

HISTORY 

There are several general conclusions to be drawn from the foregoing analysis of the 

subjectivity/objectivity controversy. First, absolute objectivity is possible only for an infinite 

Mind. Finite minds must be content with systematic consistency, that is, fair but revisable 

attempts to reconstruct the past based on an established framework of reference that 

comprehensively and consistently incorporates all the facts into the overall sketch provided by 

the worldview. Of course, if there is good reason to believe this infinite Mind exists (and there 

is—see chapter 2), and if this infinite Mind (God) has revealed Himself (see chapter 4), then an 

interpretation of history from an absolute perspective is available (see part 2) in His Word (the 

Bible). 

Second, even without this absolute perspective, an adequately objective, finite interpretation 

of history is possible, for, as was shown above, the historian can be as objective as the scientist. 

Neither geologists nor historians have direct access to complete data on repeatable events. 

Further, both must use value judgments in selecting and structuring the partial material available 

to them. 

Third, in reality, neither the scientist nor the historian can attain objective meaning without 

the use of some worldview by which he understands the facts. Bare facts cannot even be known 

apart from some interpretive framework; hence, the need for structure or a meaning-framework 

is crucial to the question of objectivity. Unless one can settle the question as to whether this is a 

theistic or non-theistic world on grounds independent of the mere facts themselves, there is no 

way to determine the objective meaning of history. If, on the other hand, there are good reasons 

to believe that this is a theistic universe, then objectivity in history is a possibility, for Once the 

overall viewpoint is established, it is simply a matter of finding the view of history that is most 

consistent with that overall system. That is, systematic consistency is the test for objectivity in 

matters historical as well as scientific. 
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Some historians contend that there is no objective basis for determining the past, and that 

even if there were an objective basis, miracles are not a part of objective history. These 

arguments, however, fail. History can be as objective as science. Once again, the geologist 

likewise has only secondhand, fragmentary, and unrepeatable evidence viewed from his own 

vantage point and in terms of his own values and interpretive framework. Although it is true that 

interpretive frameworks are necessary for objectivity, it is not true that every worldview must be 

totally relative and subjective. Indeed, this argument is self-defeating, for it assumes that it is an 

objective statement about history that all statements about history are necessarily not objective. 

As to the objection that miracle-history is not objectively verifiable, two points are important. 

First, miracles can occur in the historical process without being of that natural process (see 

chapter 3). Second, the moral and theological dimensions of miracles are not totally subjective. 

They call for a subjective response, but there are objective standards of truth and goodness (in 

accordance with the theistic God) by which the miracle can be objectively assessed. It can be 

concluded, then, that the door for the objectivity of history and thus the objective historicity for 

miracles is open. No mere question-begging uniformitarian principle of analogy can slam the 

door a priori. Evidence that supports the general nature of scientific law may not be legitimately 

used to rule out good historical evidence for unusual but particular events of history. This kind of 

argument is not only invincibly naturalistic in its bias but if applied consistently it would rule out 

much of known and accepted secular history. The only truly honest approach is to examine 

carefully the evidence for an alleged event in order to determine its authenticity (see part 2, 

chapter 26). 

SOURCES 

Barth, Karl. The Word of God and the Word of Man. 

Bauman, Michael, ed. Evangelical Apologetics. 

Beard, Charles. ―That Noble Dream,‖ in Fritz Stern, The Varieties of History. 

Becker, Carl L. ―Detachment and the Writing of History,‖ in Detachment and the Writing of 

History, Phil L. Snyder, ed. 

———. ―What are Historical Facts?‖ in The Philosophy of History in Our Time. 

Block, Marc. The Historian‘s Craft. 

Bradley, F. H. The Presuppositions of Critical History. 

Butterfield, Herbert. ―Moral Judgments in History,‖ in Philosophy, Hans Meyerhoff, ed. 

Carr, E. H. What Is History? 

Clark, Gordon. Historiography: Secular and Religious. 

Collingwood, R. G. The Idea of History. 

———. ―The Limits of Historical Knowledge,‖ in Essays in the Philosophy of History, William 

Debbins, ed. 

Craig, William L. The Nature of History (unpublished master‘s thesis for Trinity Evangelical 

Divinity School, Deerfield, III., 1976). 

Dray, W. H., ed. Philosophy of History. 

Gardiner, Patrick, ed. Theories of History. 

Geisler, Norman. Christian Apologetics (chapter 15). 

———. ―Origins, Science of‖ in Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics. 

———, ed. Why I Am a Christian. 



 
161 

Grant, Michael. Jesus: An Historian‘s Review of the Gospels. 

Habermas, Gary. ―Philosophy of History, Historical Relativism and History as Evidence‖ in 

Evangelical Apologetics, Michael Bauman, et al., eds. 

Harvey, Van A. The Historian and the Believer. 

Jaspers, Karl, et al. Myth and Christianity. 

Kahler, Martin. The So-Called Historical Jesus. 

Lewis, C. S. Miracles. 

Mandelbaum, Maurice. The Problem of Historical Knowledge. 

Meyerhoff, Hans, ed. The Philosophy of History. 

Montgomery, John W. The Shape of the Past. 

Nagel, Ernest. ―The Logic of Historical Analysis,‖ in Philosophy, Hans Meyerhoff, ed. 

Pirenne, Henri. ―What Are Historians Trying to Do?‖ in Philosophy, Hans Meyerhoff, ed. 

Plutarch. The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans in Great Books of the Western World, 

Robert Maynard, ed. 

Popper, Karl. The Poverty of Historicism. 

Ramsey, Ian. Religious Language. 

Sherwin-White, A. N. Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament. 

Stern, Fritz, ed. The Varieties of History. 

Tillich, Paul. Dynamics of Faith. 

Troeltsch, Ernst. ―Historiography,‖ in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, James Hastings, ed. 

Walsh, W. H. Philosophy of History. 

Whateley, Richard. Historical Doubts Concerning the Existence of Napoleon Bonaparte. 

White, Hayden. Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe. 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

METHOD: THE METHODOLOGICAL 

PRECONDITION 

Like other theological topics, the method of doing theology is widely debated. Nonetheless, 

methodology is of vital importance, because in a very real sense methodology determines 

theology. That is to say, how theology is done will determine what the theological conclusion 

will be. For example, if theology is done with a naturalistic method, inevitably the conclusions 

will be naturalistic. Likewise, if one begins with a theistic God (see chapter 2) and a method 

open to the supernatural (see chapter 3), the conclusions will not be unfavorable to the 

supernatural. 
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THE NATURE AND KINDS OF METHODS 

There are many kinds of methods, the most widely known being the scientific method as set 

forth by Francis Bacon (see page 207 on the inductive method). This, of course, was the 

inductive and experimental logic (method) of modern science, as opposed to the deductive logic 

formulated by Aristotle (see page 206 on the deductive method). 

In actual practice there are many methods that have been employed in the discipline of 

theology, including the inductive, deductive, abductive, retroductive, systematic, and pragmatic 

methods, as well as several others. First, each method will be defined; then, the question will be 

asked whether and how it is applicable to the construction of a systematic theology. One 

particular doctrine—the doctrine of Scripture—will be used as an example. This will serve as an 

introduction to part 2. 

VARIOUS KINDS OF THEOLOGICAL METHODS 

Since theological methods have been borrowed from other disciplines, it will be helpful to 

survey the major methods of discovering truth from the earliest times to the present. While not 

all these methods will make a positive contribution to the theological enterprise, still they are 

illuminating. 

The Reductio Absurdum Method 

The presocratic philosopher Zeno (c. 495–c. 430 B.C.) was a disciple of Parmenides (b. 515 

B.C.), the monist who argued that nothing existed except one solitary Being (see chapter 2). In 

order to demonstrate this thesis, Zeno, the disciple, would reduce the opposing view to the 

absurd by showing how it ended in paradox. For example, assume that time, space, or motion is 

composed of real parts (as pluralism does); Zeno insisted that consequently we would end up in 

hopeless contradictions. Nothing, he argued, could move from point A to point B, since there are 

an infinite number of points between them, and it is impossible to traverse the infinite. Therefore, 

by reducing pluralism of being to the absurd, he believed he had proven monism (that all is one). 

Even though Zeno‘s application of the Reductio Absurdum argument is rejected by theists 

(see chapter 2), nonetheless, the method itself does not necessitate any view contrary to Christian 

belief. Indeed, it is simply an application of a valid disjunctive syllogism later developed by 

Aristotle (see chapter 5). 

The Socratic Method 

This method, named after its fourth century B.C. founder, could better be called the dialogical 

method or the method of interrogation, for it is based on the simple technique of discovering 

truth by asking the right questions. Socrates (c. 470–399 B.C.) illustrates this method in his 

dialogue, Meno (recorded by Plato), a text about an untutored slave boy who is taught geometry 

by Socrates‘ thoughtful, logical, and systematic questioning of him. 

Of course, in the socratic context the method was based on the belief in reincarnation, where 

allegedly Meno had known these geometric truths in their pure form in a previous life. However, 

others have abstracted this methodology from the belief in reincarnation and used it to lead a 

mind down the path of truth by asking the right questions. 
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The Deductive Method 

Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) is credited with being the first to record the canons of deductive 

logic (Prior Analytics), whereby a person can validly infer one truth from other truths. These 

deductions are done by way of logical syllogisms, which take on either a categorical, 

hypothetical, or disjunctive form (see chapter 5). An illustration of each will suffice to sketch the 

method. 

A categorical (unconditional) deduction (syllogism) is as follows: 

(1) If the whole Bible is true, then so is John 14:6. 

(2) The whole Bible is true. 

(3) Consequently, John 14:6 is true—Jesus is the only way to God. 

If the first two premises are true, then the conclusion must be true, since it follows necessarily 

from them. The seven rules of the categorical syllogism and all valid forms resulting from them 

are spelled out elsewhere (see chapter 5). 

A hypothetical (conditional) deduction (syllogism) is: 

(1) If all men are sinners, then John is a sinner. 

(2) John is a man. 

(3) Hence, John is a sinner. 

In this case the second premise has met the condition stated in the first premise, and thus if the 

conditional is correct, the conclusion must be true. In this logical form the conclusion follows 

validly only if the second premise either affirms the antecedent (the ―if‖ part of the first premise) 

or else denies the consequent (the ―then‖ part of the first premise). 

A disjunctive syllogism is an either/or reasoning process. For example: 

(1) Either a person is saved or else he is lost (not saved). 

(2) John is not lost. 

(3) Therefore, John is saved. 

A conclusion follows logically from a disjunctive syllogism only if one of the two disjuncts 

(statements on either side of the ―or‖) is negated. 

Although Aristotle also spoke of inductions, his deductive method of logic dominated major 

philosophies of the ancient, medieval, and even more recent times. 

The Inductive Method 

The monopolistic spell of deductive logic was broken when Francis Bacon (1561–1626) 

published his new logic, The Novum Organum (―The New Organ‖). In it he developed inductive 

logic and experimental logic, known popularly as the scientific method. Later, John Stuart Mill 

(1806–1873) put these into their current form. 

There are two broad categories of induction: imperfect and perfect. Most inductions fall into 

the former, since it is practically impossible to examine every particular thing in its class to see if 

they all have the same characteristics that the observed ones have. For high probability, it is 

sufficient to examine a large number of them. 
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On the other hand, a perfect induction is where every one of the particulars in that class can 

be and has been examined. For instance, I can easily examine every object in the bag and affirm 

with certainty that (for instance) all are apples. Perfect inductions are also possible with regard to 

biblical teaching, since the Bible contains a finite and manageable amount of material. Hence, a 

high degree of certainty is obtainable in a perfect induction. 

The Cartesian Method 

The French philosopher René Descartes (1596–1650) developed a method for discovering 

truth that began in systematic and methodical doubt. Its steps include the following: 

(1) I doubt, therefore, I think. 

(2) I think, therefore, I am. 

(3) I am, therefore, God is (because I am an imperfect being—namely, a doubter), and the 

imperfect implies the Perfect (God) by which I know that 

(4) God is, and therefore the world is (for a perfect God would not deceive me about the 

strong, steady impression I am getting of an external world outside myself). 

(5) Consequently, I exist, God exists, and the world exists (see Descartes, M). 

If there is doubt about any of these conclusions, Descartes outlined a method by which one 

could obtain certainty. The steps are as follows: 

(1) The rule of certainty: Only indubitably clear and distinct ideas should be accepted as true. 

(2) The rule of division: All problems should be reduced to their simplest parts. 

(3) The rule of order: All reasoning should proceed from simple to complex. 

(4) The rule of enumeration: One should review and recheck each step of the argument (see 

Descartes, DM). 

In this way Descartes believed we could not only arrive at truth but that we could know it with 

certainty. While we need not accept all of Descartes‘ conclusions, his method of using self-

refuting statements and his rules for being more certain are helpful to the theologian. 

The Euclidian Method 

Euclid (fl. 300 B.C.) developed a system of geometry that began with certain basic definitions 

and axioms held to be self-evident (e.g., parallel lines never meet). From these all other 

postulates and theorems were deduced logically and systematically; for example, the 

Pythagorean theorem—the square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the sum of the 

squares of the other two sides (A
2
+B

2
=C

2
). This can be deduced by noting that an example of a 

right triangle, having two sides of 3 and 4 inches and a third side (hypotenuse) of five inches, 

would yield 3×3=9 + 4×4=16 (which added together equals 25) and a hypotenuse of 5×5=25. 

This ability to deduce such things not only provided certainty but also invaluable knowledge for 

architecture and engineering. 

This Euclidian deductive method was used in modern times by the great rationalist and 

philosopher Benedict Spinoza. Spinoza developed an entire philosophical system, including 

proofs for God as well as descriptions of the creation and nature of human beings, free will, and 

ethics (see Spinoza, E). 
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From deductive rationalism Spinoza also deduced the impossibility of miracles, and he began 

the first systematic effort at negative higher criticism of the Bible (TPT). This method applied to 

Scripture dramatically illustrates that not all methods can be fruitfully utilized in evangelical 

theology, particularly those with antisupernatural implications (see chapter 3). Nonetheless, once 

one has universal premises from either general or special revelation (see chapter 4), deductive 

logic is helpful in coming to other conclusions. 

The Transcendental Method 

The agnostic philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is credited with the development of a 

transcendental method (Kant, CPR). A transcendental argument is neither deductive nor 

inductive; it is more reductive, arguing back to the necessary preconditions of something being 

the case. The transcendental method seeks for necessary conditions of a given state of affairs, not 

an actual cause of them. 

Evangelical thinkers have used this methodology in both minimal and maximal ways. In the 

maximal category, it has been utilized by Cornelius Van Til and his followers as an apologetic 

method (IDF, 100–101). As such they affirm that in order to make sense out of the world, it is 

necessary to postulate the existence of the triune God as revealed in the Bible as the necessary 

(though not sufficient) condition to make sense out of our world.
1
 

Some Christian apologists have also made minimal usage of a transcendental argument. John 

Carnell, for example, used it to defend the principle of noncontradiction, insisting that one had to 

posit it as an absolute condition for all thought, otherwise, no thought would be possible 

(Carnell, ICA, 159). 

The Abductive Method 

Charles Sanders Pierce (1839–1914) is credited with developing the abductive method (see 

PSM). It is neither deductive (which argues from general to particular) nor inductive (which 

argues from particular to general). Rather, an abduction is more like an insight or intuitive flash 

that provides one with a model for doing science or theology, as the case may be. 

Sometimes this abduction comes as an intelligent guess and other times in a dream or vision. 

The father of modern rational philosophy, René Descartes, received his insight from dreams of a 

man selling watermelons. The scientist Nikola Tesla (1856–1943) got his idea for the internal 

workings of an alternating current motor from a vision he had while reading the poet Goethe. 

Friedrich August Kekulé (1829–1896) received the idea for the scientific model of the benzine 

molecule while having a vision of a snake biting its tail. Often, an abduction comes from 

applying the model derived from one discipline of study to another (see Ramsey, MM). 

Sometimes the model is abduced from concentrating on the particular problem at hand. 

Whatever the source of the model, it is neither deduced from prior premises nor induced from 

previous data; it is simply intelligent insight into the situation. Theology, like other disciplines, 

fruitfully uses abductions to derive models by which Scripture can be correctly interpreted. 

The Retroductive Method 

                                                           
1 As an illustration, the necessary condition for leaves burning is that they be dry, but the sufficient 
condition is a fire that can ignite them. 
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The retroductive method is the method of enrichment. As a snowball gathers more snow on 

each turn downhill, so a retroduction in theology is where additional insight is gained from 

further knowledge. In this way, the more one knows, the more one knows what he knows better. 

For example, each time one reads through the Bible, it enables him to understand more clearly 

what he already knew about the Bible. Likewise, the more one learns, the better one 

comprehends what he already comprehends, no matter what the subject. 

Sometimes this movement is described as a circle. But it is considered a benign circle, not a 

vicious circle;
2
 in the discipline of interpretation it is called ―the hermeneutical circle.‖ This is 

the process by which one understands the whole in the light of the parts and the parts in the light 

of the whole. Of course, each time one goes through the parts, he experiences a retroductive 

increase in his knowledge of the whole. 

The Analogical Method 

Joseph Butler (1692–1752) is best known for his famous Analogy of Religion (c. 1736), in 

which he defends Christianity against deism, particularly that of Anthony Ashley Cooper (1671–

1713), third Earl of Shaftesbury, who wrote Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times 

(1711), and Matthew Tindal (c. 1655–1733), who penned Christianity As Old As the Creation 

(1730). 

Butler was influenced by an older contemporary, Samuel Clarke (1675–1729), who was a 

disciple of Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727) and a defender of the Christian faith. Butler‘s famous 

Analogy of Religion is a presentation of the plausibility of Christianity in terms of the analogy 

between revealed and natural religion. 

The Use of Probability 

In accordance with the empirical basis of our knowledge and the limited nature of science, 

Butler argued that our knowledge of nature is only probable. From this he concluded two things 

in the defense of Christianity. First, since this is the case, ―one is always in the position of a 

potential learner, and so one never can posit what one knows of nature as the standard to judge 

what is natural‖ (Rurak, ―BA‖ in the ATR). Second, probability, which is the guide to life, 

supports the belief in a supernatural revelation from God in the Bible and the miracles of Christ. 

The Objection to Deism 

Butler directed his attack against the deist Tindal, who argued, ―There‘s a religion of nature 

and reason written in the hearts of every one of us from the first creation by which mankind must 

judge the truth of any instituted religion whatever …‖ that may come after it (AR, 50). 

For deists who reject Scripture as a supernatural revelation because of its difficulties, Butler 

responds, 

He who believes the Scriptures to have proceeded from him who is the Author of nature, may 

well expect to find the same sort of difficulties in it as are found in the constitution of nature. [Hence,] 

he who denies Scripture to have been from God, upon account of these difficulties, may for the very 

same reason deny the world to have been formed by him. (AR, 9–10.) 

                                                           
2 A vicious circle is the fallacy of begging the question. A benign circle is more of a spiral by which one’s 
understanding is continually enriched by subsequent understanding. 
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Since deists admit the latter, they should not deny the former. As James Rurak notes, ―Both 

natural and revealed religion will be assessed by the same standard, the constitution and course 

of nature. Natural religion cannot be used as a standard to judge revelation‖ (―BA‖ in ATR, 367). 

There is analogy between them. 

A Religion Should Be Judged As a Whole 

Another result of Butler‘s analogous argument is that a system of religion must be judged as 

a whole, not simply from attacks leveled against specific parts, as the deists were prone to do. 

When this standard was applied to Christianity, Butler believed it revealed that there is an 

―Intelligent Author and Governor of nature, [and] mankind is appointed to live in a future state; 

that everyone shall be rewarded or punished‖ (AR, 16–17). 

The Relation of Natural and Supernatural Revelation 

With the deists Butler agrees that God is the Author of nature and that Christianity contains a 

republication of this original revelation in creation. However, Christianity, while being a 

supernatural revelation, is also more. Butler explains, 

[T]he essence of natural religion may be said to consist in the religious regards to ―God the Father 

Almighty‖: and the essence of revealed religion, as distinguished from natural, to consist in religious 

regard to ―the Son,‖ and to ―the Holy Ghost.‖ 

The Defense of Miracles 

Butler devoted his second chapter to the subject ―of the supposed Presumption against a 

Revelation, considered as miraculous.‖ In his own summary of the argument (in the margin) he 

insists that there is 

I. No presumption, from analogy, against the general Christian Scheme; for (1) although 

undiscoverable by reason or experience, we only know a small part of a vast whole; (2) even if it be 

unlike the known course of nature, (a) the unknown may not everywhere resemble the known; (b) we 

observe unlikeness sometimes in nature; (c) the alleged unlikeness is not complete. Thus no 

presumption lies against the general Christian scheme, whether we call it miraculous or not. 

Further, 

II. [There is] no presumption against a primitive revelation, for (1) miracle is relative to a course 

of nature. (2) Revelation may well have followed Creation, which is an admitted fact. (3) The further 

miracle [is] no additional difficulty. (4) Tradition declares that religion was revealed at the first. III. 

[There is] no presumption from analogy against miracles in historical times, for (1) we have no 

parallel case of a second fallen world; (2) in particular, (a) there is a presumption against all alleged 

facts before testimony, not after testimony. [And] (b) reasons for miraculous intervention may have 

arisen in 5,000 years. (c) Man‘s need of supernatural guidance is such a reason. (d) Miracles [are] 

comparable to extraordinary events, against which some presumption always lies. Thus (i) miracles 

[are] not incredible. [In fact,] (ii) in some cases, [they are] a priori probable. (iii) In no case is there a 

peculiar presumption against them. (AR, 155–61.) 

Butler adds, 

Upon all this I conclude; that there certainly is no such presumption against miracles, as to render 

them in any way incredible; that on the contrary, our being able to discern reasons for them, gives a 
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positive credibility to the history of them, in cases where those reasons hold; and that is by no means 

certain, that there is any peculiar presumption at all, from analogy, even in the lowest degree, against 

miracles, as distinguished from other extraordinary [natural] phenomena. (AR) 

In short, by analogy with nature, miracles are both credible and even a priori probable. 

An Evaluation of Butler‘s View of Miracles 

Space does not permit a complete evaluation of Butler‘s apologetic; however, a few things 

call for comment. 

On the positive side, given the context, Butler made a significant defense of Christianity 

against deism. Arguing from deistic premises of natural revelation, he showed that there was no 

probable presumption against Christianity. Further, by reducing the test for truth from absolute 

certainty to reasonable probability, he made the apologetic task easier. Regardless of how one 

evaluates his results, Butler should be commended for his rational attempt to defend Christianity 

against the attacks of its naturalistic critics. 

On the negative side, Butler has been criticized from both the left and the right. From the 

standpoint of a classical apologist, Butler unnecessarily weakened the stronger cosmological 

argument (see chapter 2) in favor of a weaker probability argument from analogy. 

Further, some naturalists insist that Butler‘s argument for miracles is based on a false 

analogy for two reasons. First, ―The presumption against miracles is not merely a presumption 

against a specific event, but against that kind of event taking place.‖ Second, the comparison with 

extraordinary events in nature is said not to be valid, ―for in the case of these forces, given the 

same physical antecedents, the same consequents will always follow; and the truth of this can be 

verified by experiment‖ (Mossner, BBAR, 161–162). 

While this critique appears sound for some of the illustrations that Butler provides (e.g., 

electricity and magnetism), it does not work with all singularities in nature. In particular, it 

would not apply to the Big Bang theory (see chapter 2) held by many naturalistic scientists, since 

the antecedent conditions (conditions before the Big Bang) were nothing or nonbeing, from 

which no prediction can be made or be verified by further experiment. Further, Butler appears to 

be correct in the negative side of his argument that there is no a priori probability against 

miracles; indeed, he makes a prima facie case for their a priori probability (in chapter 3). 

Finally, it should be noted that some who have used an analogical method (like John Stuart 

Mill) concluded that God must be finite (TER). This is directly contrary to the evangelical claim 

that God is infinite in power and perfection (see volume 2, part 1). So analogical have been used 

to conclude opposing systems, and, hence, as helpful as it may be as a defense or illustration of 

truth, analogy does not appear to be a definitive method as a sole test for the truth of a 

worldview. Even so, analogies are helpful supportive arguments that assist in illustrating truths 

grounded elsewhere. 

The Dialectical Method 

The dialectical method was developed by Karl Marx (1818–1883) out of what was believed 

to be the dialectic of his professor G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831); as noted previously, it was 

actually that of Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762–1814), Hegel‘s contemporary (see Meuller, 

―HLTAS‖ in JHI, 19). The dialectical method consists in opposing a thesis with an antithesis and 

making a synthesis of them. For example, Marx held that the thesis of capitalism is opposed by 

the antithesis of socialism and will eventually emerge into the Utopian synthesis of communism. 
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Following Hegel‘s time, there was an attempt to use a version of this method on Christianity 

by F. C. Baur (1792–1860) and his Tubingen school, which claimed that the first century‘s 

supposed tension between Peter‘s Judaistic form of Christianity (thesis) and Paul‘s anti-Judaistic 

form of Christianity (antithesis) found its reconciliation (synthesis) in John‘s second-century 

gospel. The tragedy has been that this dialectic tended to determine the facts rather than discover 

them, and it has led to an overlooking if not rejecting of the evidence that points to a much 

earlier date for John (see part 2). 

Others, like Karl Barth (1886–1968), have employed a dialectical method in their theology. 

In Barth‘s case it was the thesis of orthodoxy opposed by the antithesis of liberalism that he 

synthesized into neo-orthodoxy. Here again the dialectical method had significantly less than 

biblical and evangelical results, for while Barth accepted an orthodox view of the Virgin Birth, 

Trinity, and Resurrection (bodily), he retained a liberal view of universalism and a denial of the 

infallibility and inerrancy of Scripture. 

The Pragmatic Method 

Although Charles Sanders Pierce used the term ―pragmatic‖ for the clarification of ideas, 

William James (1842–1910) is credited with developing a pragmatic methodology for 

discovering truth. James said, 

Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true by events.… ―The true,‖ to put it very 

briefly, is only the expedient in the way of our thinking, just as ―the right‖ is only the expedient in the 

way of our believing. (P, 201–202.) 

In brief, according to pragmatism, we know what is true by whether or not it works. 

Although few acknowledge the pragmatic method to be their test for theological truth, on a 

popular level it is widely used. The same is true of the next method, that of experimentation. 

The Experimental Method 

Along with James, the ―instrumentalism‖ of John Dewey (1859–1952), more popularly 

known as experimentalism, is an American contribution to the discipline of methodology. From 

Dewey‘s perspective one discovers the truth by doing, and the final vote is cast by whether or not 

our experimentation produces progress. In this sense it is a melioristic methodology in that 

progress determines whether or not our beliefs are true, that is, whether they have heuristic value 

in prompting further achievement (LTI). 

Stated in popular language, Dewey was asking us to ―try before you buy‖—something that 

can have devastating effects in one‘s life (as manifested in our culture‘s subsequent sexual and 

chemical experimentation). The result can be no less devastating when applied to theology, as 

Dewey‘s humanistic and antisupernatural religiosity showed (CF). 

THE LIMITATION AND NEGATION OF CERTAIN METHODOLOGIES 

It has become apparent from even the brief survey of various methods of discovering truth 

that not all of them are compatible with evangelical theology. A few related observations are in 

order. 
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Methodological Category Mistakes: 

One of the greatest books ever written on philosophical methodology, much of which applies 

to theological method, is The Unity of Philosophical Experience by Étienne Gilson (1884–1978). 

In it he demonstrates with penetrating insight the fruitless cul-de-sacs caused in the history of 

philosophy by thinkers taking a methodology appropriate to one discipline and mistakenly 

applying it to another. This is a classic methodological category mistake. 

Perhaps the most pervasive of all such errors in our time is that of evolutionism. Now, it‘s 

well established that microevolution occurs—survival of the fittest is a fact. Specific types of 

animals can and do adapt to their changing environment in order to survive—these small (micro) 

changes are observable in nature. 

However, all naturalistic evolutionists and many others take a big leap from there to 

macroevolution—the hypothesis of common ancestry. That evolution works on a small scale 

within specific kinds of animals does not mean that this method can be imposed on large-scale 

changes between different kinds of animals.
3
 

What‘s worse is taking the evolutionary method, which is based on small-scale biological 

changes, and imposing this method of understanding on entirely different disciplines, such as 

ethics and religion. Sir James George Frazer‘s flawed but widely touted The Golden Bough is an 

example of this serious methodological error. Frazer (1854–1941) assumed that religions evolved 

from animism through polytheism and henotheism to monotheism. This assumption, however, 

has careless disregard for the evidence that monotheism is earlier than these other forms (see 

Mbiti, ARP; Schmidt, HGNA). 

Antisupernaturalistic Methods 

Clearly, any method that necessitates a naturalistic conclusion should not be used in 

evangelical theology. Benedict Spinoza is a classic example. His form of deductive rationalism 

entailed naturalism (see chapter 3), but evangelical theology is based on theism (see chapter 2), 

and it goes without saying that if natural law is defined as unbreakable, and a miracle as what 

breaks a natural law, then miracles are impossible. 

However, since theism entails supernaturalism, and since the theistic belief in the creation of 

the universe from nothing is the biggest supernatural event of all, then miracles are automatically 

possible. 

Some forms of antisupernaturalism are more subtle than Spinoza‘s question-begging 

definition of natural law as unbreakable. Ernst Troeltsch‘s historiography is a case in point (see 

chapter 11); his principle of analogy is a much more hidden and implicit form of naturalism. As 

we saw previously, he argued, 

(1) The past can only be reconstructed based on the analogy of events known to us in the 

present. 

(2) Present historical events do not provide us with any miraculous events. 

(3) Hence, miraculous events cannot be part of any reconstruction (history) of past events. 

In response, it need only be pointed out that Troeltsch‘s understanding of the principle of 

historical analogy is a form of historical uniformitarianism. It assumes that all history must be 

                                                           
3 See Norman Geisler and Peter Bocchino, Unshakable Foundations; Michael Behe, Darwin’s Black Box; 
and Philip Johnson, Darwin on Trial. 
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understood without miraculous events. Further, since it admittedly is not an argument against the 

possibility of miracles (but only against their being part of legitimate reconstruction of the past 

we call ―history‖), it entails a counterintuitive claim. Like David Hume, historical 

uniformitarianism assumes that we should disbelieve in miracles even if they occur. But it‘s 

clearly absurd to lay down a method that refuses to believe in an event even if it occurs (see 

chapter 3). Such methods must be soundly rejected by a biblically based theology. 

Incompatible Methods 

Other methodologies, while not being antisupernatural, are still incompatible with 

evangelical beliefs. For example, pragmatism and experimentalism are incompatible with belief 

in absolute truth; according to pragmatism and experimentalism, one and the same thing can 

work for one person but not for another. If so, then truth would be relative, but truth is not 

relative. Whatever is true is true for all persons, at all times, and in all places, which is what is 

meant by absolute truth (see chapter 7). Any pragmatic-type method that implies the relativity of 

truth should not be employed in evangelical theology. 

This does not mean, of course, that theological truth is not practical and does not apply to 

one‘s life; it simply means that the pragmatic method is not a legitimate means of obtaining 

truth. If something is true, it will be practical, but simply that it is practical (workable) does not 

make it true. 

Inappropriate Methods 

Other methods must be rejected because they are inappropriate to the subject at hand, even if 

they are not antisupernatual or incompatible with evangelical belief. This point is made evident 

by Gilson‘s analysis (UPE). Taking, for example, a mathematical method and trying to do 

metaphysics with it (as Spinoza did), is clearly wrongheaded. Math is perfectly capable of 

dealing with abstract entities but not necessarily with all concrete ones. 

For example, mathematically there are an infinite number of abstract points between the two 

ends of my bookshelf. However, I cannot get an infinite number of books on it, no matter how 

small they are. Nor can one get an infinite number of sheets of paper between them, no matter 

how thinly the paper is sliced. A mathematical series of points (that are abstract and 

dimensionless) does not equate with actual, concrete objects. 

Traditional logic is another case in point (see chapter 5)—it is a perfectly appropriate tool for 

discovering truth when dealing with known truths from which it can derive others. But as a 

method of discovering truth on its own, it is useless. It is not geared to inform us about reality; it 

can deal with only the reality that is provided to it. Failing to recognize this is the basic flaw of 

the ontological argument (see chapter 2). No reality, not even divine reality, can be proven by 

logic alone. To make the argument work one must start with something that exists; then it is no 

longer an ontological argument but a form of the cosmological argument (see chapter 2). A 

triangle is a good example: Logically, a triangle must have three sides, three angles, and they 

must total 180°. However, mere logic does not demand that any triangular thing actually exists. 

Only if an actual triangular shaped object exists does logic inform us that it must have three 

sides, etc. 

Likewise, modern symbolic logic is not designed to handle what questions but only how 

questions; unlike traditional logic, it cannot deal with substances but only relationships (see 

Veath, TL). 
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TOWARD DEVELOPING AN APPROPRIATE THEOLOGICAL 

METHODOLOGY 

Two things should be apparent from the foregoing discussion: 

(1) The method should fit its object. 

(2) The method should not be contrary to the results it is supposed to produce. 

A third can be added: 

(3) No one method can suffice for the many steps involved in developing an evangelical 

theology. (This will become obvious from the following discussion.) 

Step 1: An Inductive Basis in Scripture 

Evangelical theology is based on a belief that the Bible and the Bible alone is the only 

written, infallible and inerrant revelation from God (general revelation is not written); as a result, 

any adequate methodology must be based on a sound exposition of Scripture. Broadly speaking, 

an inductive approach to understanding the text must be taken; that is, all the particular parts of 

the text of Scripture must be examined carefully in context before one can safely assume he has 

the proper interpretation (see chapter 10). Each part must be seen as a part of the whole. 

Likewise, the whole must be viewed as what makes sense of each part. 

The socratic method of interrogation can be used effectively in discovering the meaning of 

the text, for one of the best ways to derive the meaning from a piece of literature is to ask 

questions like: 

(1) Who wrote it? 

(2) When did he write it? 

(3) Where were they located? 

(4) To whom was he speaking? 

(5) What was said (or done) according to the text?
4
 

By asking these crucial inductive questions, one may more effectively assess the author‘s 

expressed meaning in the text. 

This broadly inductive method involves an abductive, step, for once all the parts are studied, 

one may receive intuitive insight into how they all fit together to make up that whole. This is true 

whether we speak of a sentence (the smallest unit of meaning), a paragraph, a whole book, or 

even the Bible as a whole (since evangelicals believe there is one Mind behind all of Scripture). 

Of course, there is more to systematic theology than exegesis of the biblical text. For one 

thing, the teaching of each text must be correlated with that of every other teaching in the Bible. 

For another thing, all the teachings of Scripture must be correlated with all the teachings of 

God‘s other revelation (general revelation), with all this entails, including the systematic 

correlation of all human knowledge (see step 7 on page 223). This is not only a massive but also 

a progressive and always less-than-perfect process. Nonetheless, it is the task systematic 

theology has staked out for itself and to which the four volumes of this work are dedicated. 

                                                           
4 Some would add: (6) What were the purposes for which it was said (or done)? While especially stated 
(not surmised), purpose is illustrative of meaning; it is not determinative of meaning (see chapter 10). 
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Step 2: A Deduction of Truths From Scripture 

One thing systematic theology does that isn‘t done by exegesis alone is to draw certain 

logical conclusions from the premises provided by a biblical analysis. For example, the Bible 

teaches, 

(1) God is one. 

(2) There are three Persons who are God—the Father, the Son (Jesus), and the Holy Spirit. 

From this it follows by logical deduction that 

(3) There are three persons in the one God (God is a Tri-unity or Trinity) (see volume 2). 

Also, the Bible teaches, 

(1) God cannot err (Heb. 6:18). 

(2) The Bible is the Word of God (2 Tim. 3:16–17; John 10:34–35). 

From this we can deduce: 

(3) Therefore, the Bible cannot err. 

Many other teachings of Scripture can also be derived by logical deduction. 

Step 3: The Use of Analogies 

In addition to an induction of the biblical text and also deductions from it, the method of 

analogy can be used to derive and refine an understanding of God‘s revealed truth. Since God 

has revealed Himself in both special and general revelation, systematic theology can make use of 

analogies from either to help explain and expound truth. 

One good analogy can be used to explain how the Bible can be both the Word of God and yet 

the words of men. A parallel theological truth is found in the two natures of Christ found in one 

Person, called the hypostatic union (see volume 2, part 1). Jesus had both a divine and a human 

nature in one person who was without sin (Heb. 4:15). Likewise, the Bible has both a divine and 

human nature in one book, yet without error (Matt. 22:39; John 17:17; John 10:35). In other 

words, the Bible is a theanthropic book just as Christ is a theanthropic person.
5
 

Of course, no analogy is perfect, and there are differences here too. For instance, Christ, the 

theanthropic person, can be worshiped, since He is God. However, even though the Bible is a 

theanthropic book, it is not God and should not be worshiped. 

Sometimes analogies can come from nature. Jesus and other biblical writers used them, and 

theology can avail itself of them as well. Read again these words from Joseph Butler: 

He who believes the Scriptures to have proceeded from him who is the Author of nature, may 

well expect to find the same sort of difficulties in it as are found in the constitution of nature. [Hence,] 

he who denies Scripture to have been from God, upon account of these difficulties, may for the very 

same reason deny the world to have been formed by him. (AR, 9–10.) 

                                                           
5 Theanthropic means “partaking of the natures of God and man” (Webster’s Third New International 
Dictionary). 
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Analogies for other doctrines are also helpful. For instance, there are tri-unities in nature that 

are illustrative of the Tri-unity in God. Love has a ―threeness‖ within its oneness, for love 

involves a Lover (the Father), a loved One (the Son), and a Spirit of love between them (the Holy 

Spirit). Likewise, our mind, our ideas, and our words are one, yet all three are distinctly different. 

Even though these are not perfect illustrations, the two illustrations of the Trinity (love and 

mind) are three and one at the same time. 

Of course, not all analogies from nature are helpful, even if they involve a distinction 

involving three and one. For example, water has three states: liquid, solid, and gas. But normally 

these three states do not exist in the same water at the same time. Thus, the illustration lends to a 

heresy about God called modalism.
6
 

It should be remembered that analogies do not prove a doctrine. Doctrine must be taught 

scripturally and only illustrated or supported by good analogies. 

Step 4: The Use of General Revelation 

Another important step in the overall theological method is the use of general revelation. God 

has revealed Himself in all of nature (Ps. 19:1; Acts 14:17), including human nature (Rom. 2:12–

15). Indeed, every perfection in creation, wherever it is found, is similar (analogous) to God, 

since He cannot produce what He does not possess; He cannot give to creation what He does not 

have to give (see chapters 4, and 9). 

Now, there are many things known from general revelation that are not found in Scripture, 

but that do cast light on what is found in Scripture. For example, as we have noted, the Bible 

speaks of the ―four corners of the earth‖ (Rev. 7:1; Rev. 20:8), which, were it not for His general 

revelation that the earth is round, could lead one to conclude that Scripture teaches that the earth 

is square. Thus, the clear teaching of general revelation can be used to correct any possible 

misinterpretation in special revelation. Another example, though disputable, is whether the earth 

moves around the sun or the sun around the earth. As we stated earlier, without the knowledge 

gained by modern astronomy since the work of Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543), it wasn‘t 

difficult to interpret Joshua 10:13 (―the sun stood still‖) as supporting a geocentric (earth-

centered) solar system. Since that time, however, it seems wiser to take Joshua‘s reference as an 

observational comment no different than ―the sunrise‖ (cf. Josh. 1:15), that is, as a statement 

made from the biblical writer‘s geographical perspective. 

Sometimes the reverse is true. A widely held scientific misinterpretation of general revelation 

says that macroevolution is true. However, the clear teaching of special revelation affirms that 

God supernaturally created certain specific kinds of life that did not evolve from each other by 

natural processes (Gen. 1:1–27). Thus, the plain meaning of special revelation can be used to 

correct a misinterpretation of general revelation. Included in ―general revelation‖ are also facts 

yielded by observation and the various sciences. These would include archaeological, 

chronological, historical, and other factual materials. For instance, with regard to the doctrine of 

Scripture it is relevant to know: 

(1) We do not possess the original manuscripts of Scripture. 

(2) There are some errors in the manuscript copies. 

                                                           
6 Modalism is “the theological doctrine that the members of the Trinity are not three distinct persons 
but rather three modes or forms of activity (the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) under which God manifests 
himself” (Webster’s Third New International Dictionary). 
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(3) We must include as a part of the facts known from outside the Bible the so-called data (or 

phenomena) of Scripture. 

The above list of things known from outside of what the Bible teaches is important because 

any nuanced and sophisticated doctrine of Scripture must take these concepts into consideration, 

as will be done in our next step, retroduction. 

It is also worth noting that the information derived from general revelation comes via the 

normal scientific method, which broadly includes induction (see above). Of course, science can 

also involve experimentation, intuition, and even deductions. 

Step 5: The Retroductive Method 

The next step in an adequate theological method involves the use of all the information 

gained in step 4 in order to help refine, nuance, and fill out our understanding of what is meant in 

the teachings of steps 1 through 3. To be specific, let‘s use the doctrine of Scripture as the 

illustration. Here is what we learn about the full theological doctrine of the inerrancy of Scripture 

in each step: 

1.  The Inductive Basis: 

(a) God cannot err. 

(b) The Bible is God‘s Word. 

2.  The Deductive Conclusion: 

(c) The Bible cannot err. 

3.  The Use of Analogies: 

(d) Just as Christ was divine and human yet without sin, even so the Bible is divine and 

human yet without error. 

(e) Just as nature (God‘s general revelation) presents difficulties with possessing errors, 

so does the Bible (God‘s special revelation). 

4.  The Use of General Revelation: 

(f) The earth is not square. 

(g) The sun does not move around the earth. 

5.  The Retroductive Method: 

(h) The biblical teaching is fleshed out in view of facts known from general revelation 

and the data (phenomena) of Scripture. 

(i) There are errors in the manuscript copies. 

(j) The Bible uses figures of speech and other literary devices, round numbers, everyday 

(nontechnical) language, paraphrases, etc. 

(k) The deductive conclusion (point c) is understood in the light of the retroductive 

enhancement. For example: 

(1) The Bible is without error only in the original text, not in all the copies. 

(2) Round numbers, observational language, figures of speech, and paraphrased 

citations are not errors. 

Step 6: Systematic Correlation (of all information into a fully orbed doctrine through use of 

the laws of logic that insist all truth must be noncontradictory) 

The Bible is the infallible and inerrant Word of God in the original text (not in all copies). In 

accord with a good analogy, it is like Christ (the Word of God) in that both have a divine and 
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human dimension, yet without error. However, the Bible should be understood in terms of the 

literary forms in which it is expressed, its own phenomena (data), and in accord with other 

revelation from God in nature. 

It is important to point out that when step 2 affirms, ―The Bible cannot err,‖ we have the 

logically deduced and formal doctrine of inerrancy, but only in step 5 do we know specifically 

what this means—what the Bible says (steps 1 and 2) in the light of what it shows. The doctrine 

of Scripture must be understood in view of the data of Scripture. 

Step 7: Each Doctrine Is Correlated With All Other Doctrines 

The word systematic in systematic theology implies that all the teachings of both general and 

special revelation are comprehensive and consistent. This entails the use of another 

methodology—logic. Remember, the fundamental law of all thought is the law of 

noncontradiction, which affirms that A is not non-A. No two or more truths can be contradictory, 

which is why all biblical and extrabiblical truth can and must be brought into a consistent whole. 

Consistency must be both internal and external. Internally, each biblical teaching must be 

logically consistent with every other biblical teaching. Externally, no teaching of Scripture can 

be inconsistent with any truth from general revelation. God is the author of both revelations, and 

He cannot contradict Himself. Hence, all contradictions must be between our interpretation of 

one revelation or the other. In principle, all conflicts between the two are resolvable, and the 

systematic theologian must attempt to harmonize them. 

Step 8: Each Doctrine Is Expressed in View of the Orthodox Teachings of the Church 

Fathers. 

Systematic theology is a fallible discipline; only the Bible is an infallible guide for faith and 

practice. However, theology should not be done in a vacuum—just as we can see farther spatially 

if we stand on the shoulders of giants, we likewise can see further theologically if we stand on 

the shoulders of the church fathers. One ignores the works of these great teachers at his own 

peril. As with other disciplines, he who ignores the past is condemned to repeat its errors. 

Considering seriously the enduring teachings of the orthodox Fathers of the past is essential 

in constructing a viable evangelical systematic theology for the present. The church has struggled 

long and hard with understanding God‘s revelations to us, and as a result the historic orthodox 

expressions of Christian truth have stood the test of time. To summarize, an adequate evangelical 

theology must be molded in the context of the ecumenical truth of the historic orthodox Christian 

church. 

While not everything that every orthodox Father said on every theological topic is binding on 

contemporary evangelical theology, nonetheless, no one has any right to claim orthodoxy for any 

teaching that has been condemned by any of the ecumenical creeds, confessions, or councils of 

the church. Likewise, any teaching not addressed in the ecumenical creeds and councils that is 

contrary to the universal consent of the Fathers should be considered highly suspect. The burden 

of proof rests on anyone who wishes to hold to any such precepts; he must have overwhelmingly 

clear and convincing evidence from infallible Scripture. 

These tests for orthodoxy can be summarized as follows: (1) What is contrary to ecumenical 

creeds, councils, and confessions is certainly unorthodox; (2) What is not addressed in the 

ecumenical creeds, councils, and confessions but is contrary to the universal consent of the 

Fathers is almost certainly unorthodox; and (3) What is contrary to the general consent of the 
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Fathers is highly suspect. It is within these parameters that we employ the use of the teachings of 

the great theologians of the historic Christian church. 

Step 9: Livability Is the Final Test for Systematic Theology 

True Christianity is not merely metaphysics; it is also ethics. It is not simply theoretical; it is 

practical. Its goal is not only to satisfy the mind but also to shape the life. Therefore, it must be 

livable; its truths must be effective in a pragmatic way. Of course, not all that works is true, but 

what is true will work. Systematic theology must lead to practical theology; as it does, a proper 

view of God and the relation of His creation to Him will change one‘s life (see volume 2). 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Methodology is crucial to theology. An unorthodox method leads logically to unorthodox 

conclusions. An inadequate methodology will lead to an inadequate theology. Many of the 

methods developed to study other disciplines are not suited for theology—at least not an 

evangelical theology. Those that are adaptable must be stripped of their antisupernatural and 

unorthodox presuppositions. 

An adequate method for evangelical theology includes many steps that employ various parts 

of other methodologies. This is not an eclectic method; rather, it is a comprehensive 

methodology consistent with the corpus of evangelical theology. Used as individual methods 

they are inadequate, but employed as part of a total methodology, they serve an important 

function. For example, assuming that all truth comes from the inductive method is fruitless; 

nevertheless, induction (step 1) is an important element in discovering the truth of God‘s 

revelation both in nature and in Scripture. 
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THEOLOGY PROPER 

Introduction and Doctrine of God 

1 

An Introduction to Christian Theology 

I. What Theology is 

One may rightly say Christian theology is study or organized treatment of the topic, God, from 

the standpoint of Christianity. To leave the matter there, however, would be grossly misleading, 

for theology is not merely an interpretation of the meaning of God from the outside; theology is a 

part or aspect of Christianity itself. On a deeper level theology is of the essence of Christianity. It 

is so much of the essence that to dispense with theology is to dispense with Christianity. 

Christianity is not merely a mixture of ceremonies, beliefs, adherents, history and the like. 

The Christian religion is all of these, perhaps, but that also is a misleading statement, for it is not 

an aggregate or mixture of things like baptism (ceremony), the Apostles‘ Creed (beliefs), a 

congregation of Baptists (adherents) and a book of church history. 

Authentic Christianity is a single thing. We may compare it to a chemical compound such as 

sulphuric acid (H2SO4). H2SO4 is not two parts hydrogen, one of sulphur and four of oxygen, 

somehow mixed together in a glass beaker. It is a single thing in which there are three elements 

so integrally united as to form a substance different from any one of the three alone, and from 

anything else. The distinctive features of Christianity are really of little importance singly. They 

are always together in authentic Christian religion. They are each explicit in Scripture. There are 

four: (1) certain acts of God in history, or redemption; (2) the meaning of those acts of God as set 

forth in Holy Scripture, or doctrines; (3) the lives of countless believers, the Christians 

themselves through the ages but particularly those alive today; and (4) the congregations of 

believers throughout the world, the churches, or, considered in their spiritual oneness, the 

church. 

Redemption—History of what God has done 

First, in historical and logical order, Christianity has been rendered what it is by what God did a 

long time ago. The Second Person of the Godhead became a man. He lived, suffered and died for 

us and for our salvation. He arose, ascended to the right hand of God where presently He reigns 

till His enemies are made the footstool of His feet and where He exercises certain ministries for 

us in the presence of the Father. Essentially, however, redemption is finished: ‗After making 

purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high‘ (Heb. 1:3). His sitting 

down signified, in part, that His redemptive work had been completed. 

What God did in the redemptive career of Jesus of Nazareth was a consummation of events 

of God‘s doing from eternity past, through all of the preparatory history of the Old Testament 

and up to the point when in ‗the fullness of time … God sent forth his Son‘ (Gal. 4:4). 

Christianity, one may justly say, is a history, in the sense of a finished work of redemption 

performed in a certain period of linear time. The events of redemption may be precisely located 
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in time and place. The first four books of the New Testament are the only extensive authentic 

sources of information about those acts of God. 

The four Gospels are not precisely of the genre history, but they contain a very special 

species of history, truthful reports of events in time. Though not very specific about the 

timeframe, the nature of the events themselves is clear if the records are permitted to speak for 

themselves. 

The first Christian generation heard the story of redemption from eyewitnesses—at least the 

earliest ones did. We, however, depend upon the written testimony of the eyewitnesses. There is 

no alternate dependable source at this late date. 

The element Christianity calls history (events which happened, not mere reports of them) in 

our religion accounts in large part for the preponderance of narrative in most of the Bible up to 

the Epistles in the New Testament. It also is the reason why the ‗Gospels‘ are Gospels—more 

about this later. 

Doctrines—The Biblical Meaning of the Redemptive History 

There is an essential second element in our religion. The events of biblical salvation history—

God‘s acts of redemption—have meaning. They must be interpreted, and are seminally 

interpreted, in the same Scriptures which report God‘s acts. This interpretation is known as 

doctrine. 

The late J. Gresham Machen explained this matter well: 

From the beginning, the Christian gospel, as indeed the name ‗gospel‘ or ‗good news‘ 

implies, consisted of an account of something that had happened. And when from the 

beginning, the meaning of the happening was set forth there was Christian doctrine. 

‗Christ died‘—that is history. ‗Christ died for our sins‘—that is doctrine. Without these 

two elements joined in an absolutely indissoluble union there is no Christianity.
1 

The death of Christ taken as a naked fact is not a doctrine, not even a very significant fact. Julius 

Caesar died. So did my dear father over forty years ago and my dear mother over fifteen years 

ago. ‗It is appointed for man to die once.‘ There is no special meaning for the human race in the 

fact that a man, even a sinless man, died unless someone in a position to have the facts tells us 

why and what for. The death of Christ, as we sometimes hear it correctly said, had a cosmic 

meaning. Statement of the fact with the meaning it has for the world of sinful people is a 

statement of Christian doctrine. We call it the doctrine of atonement. 

There is a modern approach to Christianity which holds all doctrines to be assertions of and 

interpretations of religious experience. My liberal-Niebuhrian college professor of religion, for 

example, claimed that Luther‘s doctrine of Justification by Faith was the Reformer‘s 

interpretation of his religious experience of forgiveness and acceptance by God. Of course, 

Luther himself, who found the doctrine in evangelical Psalms, Galatians and Romans as he 

prepared his sermons for the congregation of one of the churches of Wittenberg, said it was the 

other way around. First he learned the doctrine of Justification of David and Paul on the ground 

of Jesus‘ shed blood, appropriated by faith alone. After he believingly appropriated the 

righteousness of God he had wonderful Christian religious experiences. 

The distinction between redemptive facts of Christianity and doctrine must not be pressed too 

far, for it does not apply to all doctrines or facts. Some teachings, which must be called 

                                                           
1 J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1923), p. 27. 
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doctrines, are revealed truths. Among these are the present ministry for us by Christ in heaven, 

His Second Advent and the present ministry of the Holy Spirit. The doctrine of the Holy Trinity 

is part Christian interpretation of events of history (e.g. events at Jesus‘ baptism) and part 

revealed truth. 

Furthermore, there are some doctrines uniformly believed by Christians everywhere, 

confessed and proclaimed, that are not spelled out in any verse of the Bible, but are quite as 

certain as if they were. Some doctrines have comprehensive exact statement in a single text of 

the Bible. Some do not. Why that is true and what theologians have done about it must be 

reserved for later. 

Insistence on proclamation of these two elements, the interpretation of facts, and history and 

its meaning, is found repeatedly in the New Testament. Yet, in spite of that, about every 

generation or so, another emphasis, ‗another gospel‘, ‗which is not another‘, is proposed. When I 

began to learn about such things in college the prevalent notion in Protestant centres of 

ministerial training in America was that the apostles‘ superior grasp of eternal, moral principles 

taught by Jesus and exemplified by Him was the gospel that conquered the empire of Rome. 

Another world depression, Hitler, a Second World War and general dissolution of liberalism 

scotched that fable. Then in America the gospel of existential experience (neo-orthodoxy) came 

and went. After that ‗the image of God in man‘ theology, promoting self-fulfilment as the 

essential Christian gospel came along. There have been and are other theologies. A whole series 

of books about these and other ephemeral theologies sits on the back shelves of many a 

preacher‘s private library today. Like the rest of the world (1 John. 2:17) they are all ‗passing 

away‘. 

The Lives of Countless Believers 

It probably seems obvious to anyone who thinks about it that in some manner Christianity is 

properly to be equated with all the Christian people one knows. This is at least partially correct. 

Christianity is life, human life of a very special kind. Here we must briefly consider some more 

biblical history and apostolic testimony. 

Notice how Paul ties redemptive history and the meaning of it within his own life as 

essential, true religion: ‗Christ will be honoured in my body, whether by life or by death. For to 

me to live is Christ, and to die is gain‘ (Phil. 1:20, 21). ‗I have been crucified with Christ and I 

no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, 

who loved me and gave himself for me‘ (Gal. 2:20 NIV). 

This is what Christianity has been from its beginning. The beginnings of Christianity, as 

reported in Acts and Epistles and Revelation, are now again acknowledged even by many critical 

scholars as definite historical phenomena, not mythical or imaginary. This is in spite of two 

centuries of every conceivable attack on the genuineness of the accounts. Christianity began a 

few days after Jesus‘ resurrection and ascension. It was not an absolute beginning for it existed 

in preliminary form as soon as Jesus gathered that original group of five or six who accompanied 

Him the first year of His public ministry. They did not even have a collective name until years 

later, at Antioch of Syria, their neighbours named them, ‗Christians‘ (Acts 11:26). 

Somehow the fact got abroad into public knowledge that not only was Christ their teacher, 

example and Savior, but that He lived in them and with them. Paul did not invent the theology of 

Christian life we read of in these statements quoted above from Philippians 1:20, 21 and 

Galatians 2:20. 
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Development of the idea of Christian life, individual and as a group, will come later in these 

studies. The dynamics of it, however, are on display beginning with the first chapter of Acts 

through the end of Revelation. In a nutshell, the elements were constant attention 

(proskarterountes) to apostolic doctrine (didachē), to the fellowship (koinōnia), to the special 

central fact of worship, i.e. ‗the breaking of the bread‘, to their prayers together (Acts 2:41, 42 

and 4:23–31) and to their public testimony (Acts 2:43–47 and 5:12–42). These were irresistible 

to outsiders, purifying to insiders and enviable to competitors for the hearts of mankind. 

There has been much interest among historians and philosophers about what caused the 

Christian movement to succeed. What forces were at work in overwhelming the Roman Empire 

by Christianity in the three centuries from about AD 30 to about AD 315? Industrious readers will 

find the matter discussed learnedly in Edward Gibbon‘s multi-volumed The Decline and Fall of 

the Roman Empire, Adolph Harnack‘s The History of Dogma, Ernst Troelsch‘s The Social 

Teachings of the Churches, Kenneth Scott Latourette‘s The History of Christianity and even 

Arnold J. Toynbee‘s multi-volumed Study of History. There are many differences and 

agreements in part among these five writers. All agree, however, that moral quality of the lives 

of these early Christian people, in concert with their love one for another, and care for the 

welfare of all mankind, set them apart. These qualities came gradually to be grudgingly admired 

in spite of harassment by a succession of emperors, in vain hope of saving the corrupt society of 

ancient Roman paganism from ruin, without deigning to acknowledge any of the claims of 

Christianity. 

The same quality of life is of the essence of biblical Christianity. Professed religion 

anywhere without it is less than the religion of which Jesus is the heart, life and centre. 

An Institution-Church, Churches, and Organization 

There is a fourth element—the public association of believers together in congregations. They 

have a corporate life together, partially observable to all men. In John Bunyan‘s classic, The 

Pilgrim‘s Progress, Christian is introduced, rather early in his journey from the City of 

Destruction to Mount Zion, to the great house ‗built by the LORD of the hill, for the relief and 

security of pilgrims‘. There he became acquainted with Prudence, Piety and Charity, was 

furnished companionship and nourishment and sent on his way toward the celestial destination 

panoplied with the full armour of God. This he found useful at every future stage of the journey. 

The people in these visible local associations also think of themselves as members of a 

world-wide spiritual commonwealth of believers. These living believers, together with all 

deceased believers now in heaven, are all together ‗the assembly of the firstborn who are 

enrolled in heaven‘ (Heb. 12:23) and constitute ‗the church, which is his body, the fullness of 

him who fills all in all‘ (Eph. 1:22, 23). 

This unity of the believers both locally and universally is so central in the New Testament 

protrayal of Christianity that our religion can neither be discussed nor possessed without 

reference to it. There is no such thing as having Christ, or loving, admiring or confessing Him 

without similar participation in ‗the church‘. This is the way Christ Himself, determined the 

matter to be. For reasons of space and good order an adequate exposition of the church as a 

doctrine will await its proper place in this treatment of doctrines. The features of the church 

which distinguish it from other social groups will then be examined. The church of today is 

inseparable, in reality and thought about it, from the church of yesterday and the church of 

tomorrow. It is both a heavenly reality and an earthly entity. The history of Christianity and the 

history of the church may be distinguished but not separated. 
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Christianity, to summarize, exists under four inseparable aspects: (1) redemptive acts of God 

in history; (2) doctrines, which are apostolic interpretation of the meaning of that history; (3) the 

lives of those who have embraced the redemptive acts of God in history and the apostolic 

interpretation of them; and (4) the Church (Heb. 12:23) ‗of the firstborn who are enrolled in 

heaven‘. 

II. What Systematic Theology is 

It is apparent that a book of ‗theology‘, even though we have not fully defined theology as yet, is 

connected closely with the ‗doctrine‘ aspect of Christianity. ‗What the church of Jesus Christ 

believes, teaches and confesses on the basis of the Word of God: this is Christian doctrine … The 

Christian church would not be the church as we know it without Christian doctrine.‘
2
 

When what the church teaches is announced as it emerges portion by portion from the Bible 

the discourse is properly called exposition. The process of exploring the texts and bringing out 

the meaning in preparation for exposition is exegesis. Particular teachings are doctrines. These 

doctrines are believed and confessed regularly by Christians in their gatherings for worship, in 

classes and groups as well as privately to their neighbours. When these doctrines are organized 

into some logically coherent arrangement there is systematic theology. As shall become evident, 

systematic theology is more than logical arrangement of biblical doctines, but it must not ever be 

less if it is rightly to claim the title, Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion.
3
 There are 

other adjectives used with ‗theology‘—biblical, historical, practical, dogmatic, symbolic—but 

for now we will attend only to systematic theology. 

Sustained study of doctrines of the Word of God cannot avoid organized, coherent 

arrangement of the doctrines, nor should it. Meaningful study of botany, zoology, law, history, 

medicine, agriculture or any other topic cannot proceed without organized, coherent arrangement 

of the data. 

If new believers are to be instructed, false doctrines exposed, described and corrected, and if 

the teachings of the Bible are to be seen in their wholeness, then something not in the written 

book called the Bible but written in human nature must be brought to it. We call it orderly 

arrangement or system. 

To illustrate, nature has put a hundred species of plants all together in one acre of hillside 

forest on my small farm. But to know and use what is there—even though I was reared on a farm 

and my ancestors for at least ten generations have been ‗yankee farmers‘—I have bought several 

books on botany: one on flowers, others on shrubs, deciduous trees, coniferous trees and so on. I 

even bought several on lumber and another on firewood. Similarly the topics of theology loci, 

(Latin for ‗places‘, in English lo-see, singular, lo-kus) were born of rational necessity for 

thinking people. These loci usually begin with God, then move on to revelation (Holy Scripture), 

mankind, sin, redemption (Christ‘s person and work), salvation (application of redemption), 

church and last things. These loci can no more be avoided than hooks in a closet, shelves in a 

pantry or library, or drawers in a filing cabinet. 

                                                           
2 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine vol. I (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1971), p. 1. 
3 J. O. Buswell, A Systematic Theology of the Christian Religion 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1962, 
1971). 
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Persuading Objectors to Theology 

The moods of recent decades, even in theological schools, have not always been favourable to 

the study of systematic theology—not even to the study of doctrines of church, denomination or 

even of Christianity itself. This may be the fruit of commonly low opinions of authority of all 

kinds among the young—though that may be passing. Yet, even among those hardly to be 

regarded as lawless in spirit, there has been widespread genuine suspicion of systematic 

approaches to Christian doctrines. The ‗pietist‘ flavour of popular, evangelical theology certainly 

has had something to do with this distrust. ‗How can you say anybody‘s beliefs are right and 

another‘s wrong‘ was one new student‘s response to my third lecture and twenty-five pages into 

the textbook for the course, not long ago. I wondered who had admitted this sophomore (‗wise 

fool‘) to a graduate course in theology. ‗Post-modern‘ was not yet a respectable category. 

Whatever it is that causes suspicion of systematic theology, it frequently comes out as a 

preference for something called ‗biblical theology‘ even when the objector may not know what 

biblical theology is. It seems very intellectual and pious to assume prejudice or hoary-headed 

sectarian controversies control ‗systematics‘ while to derive doctrines from fresh, inductive study 

of Scripture gives the Holy Spirit a chance to teach us. John 16:12 may be cited out of context to 

support this outlook. It is not an entirely unworthy attitude, however erroneous. If one has not yet 

thought through the implications of what the Bible has to say about the gift of ‗teacher‘ and 

‗teachers‘, Christ‘s Lordship over truth and warnings against theological independence, an 

atmosphere of doctrinal non-commitment seems quite admirable. The subtlety of Satan has taken 

quick advantage of many who looked at revealed truth in this way. 

A true story about a theological student will convey the matter neatly. He was a bright young 

man in a course leading to the M.A. degree in church history at the seminary. There was a 

required ‗minor comprehensive‘ examination in systematic theology which, to his dismay and 

disgust, he failed utterly. As department chairman in charge of a second try, and with some 

lenity, I allowed the student to read the college level Manual of Christian Doctrine by Louis 

Berkhof, and to document and to make a satisfactory written report in lieu of a second try at the 

examination. Reading this standard work was his very first experience with theology and it 

completely changed his mind about the value of systematic theology in education for a Christian 

ministry of any kind. In his report I was pleased to read the following conversion—uncoerced by 

me, for he did not need to respond personally. ‗I came to Trinity with a strong anti-theological 

bias and I wanted to study church history without studying theology. The fact that I imagined 

such a thing to be possible … indicates the extent of my ignorance of both disciplines. As one 

might expect, I spent an extremely foggy first year.‘ 

He goes on to say he did poorly on his papers in church history, the area of his major, 

because he did not understand the theological issues involved. He acknowledged that the 

theology book I required him to read had not only fascinated him but compelled him to change 

what he now called ‗unsupported dogmas‘ of his own. The report closed as follows: 

The greatest value of the book was in setting boundaries for discussion. When one studies 

church history, the field looks infinite … there is no end to the topics and this is 

extremely frustrating. There is something reassuring about being able to examine a book 

from cover to cover [Berkhof‘s Manual] and know that one has at least an introduction to 

all the subject area within a given discipline. I have never had a course in introduction to 

theology: the reading of Berkhof could not actually replace such a course, but it did 

provide the general overview of the field which I needed but did not want [desire]. I am 

not yet a theologian, but I know what I will need to become one. 
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It is good to know that this young man settled down to complete a standard course of education 

for the Christian ministry, including, of course, all the required systematic theology studies. 

Biblical Mandate for Formal Theological Training 

Is there a specific biblical mandate for setting up schools of training for pastors, missionaries and 

evangelists and, if so, must systematic doctrinal study be a part of it? Do we really need 

teachers? Is it not true that if serious Christians would only gather together with Bibles on their 

laps, read together, and share their insights and experiences, this is all they need to understand 

the Word of God? Is something less explicit than formal, guided study under authorized teachers 

possible and, if so, is it desirable? Is there intellectual depth to Christianity which justly 

challenges the best minds? If so, does that require the same sorts of intellectual rigour which is 

the case in many other areas of human culture? The answer to all these questions is not far to 

seek. 

Let us start with Jesus. He lived out His days as a biblical Jew, according to the requirements 

and instructions of the Law and the Prophets. They spoke to Jesus with authority. The 

synagogue, its school and rabbis were part of His youthful training. He asserted that to search the 

Old Testament is a part of the true way of eternal life. 

This attitude of Jesus He passed on to the apostles, all of whom were already committed to 

the same outlook. They followed Jesus everywhere, being schooled thereby in one of the 

accepted pedagogical methods of the ancient world, i.e. they were true ‗Peripatetics‘ though not 

quite after the Aristotelian model. 

Many times He promised they would understand fully what He had been saying only after 

His resurrection. So, at one of His first post-resurrection meetings with the apostles He ‗opened 

their minds that they might understand the Scriptures‘ (Luke 24:45). From then forward the 

Hebrew Scriptures became for Jesus‘ followers a Christian book. All the vast resources of that 

treasury of religious literature instantly became part of the Christian tradition with distinctly 

Christian meaning. All truth of Old Testament biblical religion, all that was true even in first 

century Judaism, became sources of Christian doctrines. This great body of truths answers the 

deepest questions ever to occupy human minds—about the origin of the world, the nature of 

humanity, about the Godhead, sin, evil, salvation, the future life and many other things. 

The apostles were custodians of their Master‘s teachings, truths to be transmitted to those 

who would believe through their word. From the first the Christian congregations gathered 

regularly to give attention to the apostles‘ ‗doctrine‘. There is merit, if not pressed too far, in 

distinguishing their preaching of the good news (gospel, evangel) from their instruction in 

doctrine. Doctrine in the Acts and Epistles often translates didachē, from the Greek word to 

teach. Didachē is not usually ‗proclaimed as by a herald‘ whereas gospel or evangel was 

proclaimed as by a herald; hence its preaching was kerygma, from kērusso, to proclaim. The 

gospel, when considered narrowly, is only a segment of the proclamation of Christianity, as Paul 

shows in 1 Corinthians 15. The teaching (didachē) contains the gospel, but the gospel does not 

contain all the teaching. After a lesson or two anyone can tell someone else the good news with 

its simple corollaries. Hence there are useful tracts like ‗Four things God wants You to Know‘—

in use as long as most of us have been alive. 

Doctrine is something else. It is like the halakoth, or moral precepts of rabbinical Judaism. 

Minimally the many passages in the New Testament, employing didachē and the several other 

words for doctrines, require that we distinguish a more complete statement of Christianity 
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alongside the proclamation of salvation. The didachē may be characterized as a statement, with 

full explanantion, chiefly to believers, of the entire Christian revelation. Most of these doctrines 

were already contained in the Hebrew Scriptures, what Christians call the Old Testament. Christ 

had opened their minds that they might understand these Scriptures in a Christian way (see Luke 

24:25, 26, 44–49).
4
 This was and is the basis of Christian theology along with the New 

Testament revelation. 

This task of instruction was of sufficient magnitude and importance that the first 

congregation ‗devoted themselves [proskaterountes] to the apostles‘ teaching‘ (Acts 2:42). It was 

also boldly stated to unbelievers of the Jewish nation (Acts 5:28). It sometimes accompanied, 

even preceded, announcement of the gospel in missionary evangelism (see Acts 13:12; 17:19). 

This body of doctrine was a treasure committed by the apostles to the next generation of 

believers. Paul, though he did not derive his message directly from any of the Twelve, 

nevertheless preserved the same methods and emphasis in regard to the instruction of Pauline 

churches. Therefore, typically a Pauline Epistle will devote the major first part to Christian 

doctrines and in the second turn to ethics and practices of Christian living. 

In the Pastoral Epistles Paul instructs leaders of the churches to devote prior attention to this 

deposit of truth. These three letters (1 and 2 Tim. and Titus) are among the most conservative in 

tone of any literature. The last thing Paul or his corps of pastors wished to be was ‗innovative‘ in 

their doctrines. They may have pioneered new methods of evangelism (though always through 

‗the foolishness of preaching‘ [1 Cor. 1:21 KJV]) but they thought of themselves as conservators 

of known truths not inventors of new ones. 

There is considerable evidence that the gist of doctrinal affirmation took on a fixed verbal 

form for liturgical recitation. Researches of C. H. Dodd a couple of generations ago promoted 

this understanding among many scholars. Whether the words were the same everywhere or not, 

in this early period of apostolic and Catholic Christianity, it was important to all the Fathers 

whose writings comment on the matter, that doctrines (what was believed, taught and confessed) 

be the same in every congregation. The Fathers inherited this outlook from the apostles, 

especially Paul whose speeches in Acts and exhortations in his Epistles show how great was his 

concern for uniformity of doctrines everywhere. 

Paul besought the Corinthians all to ‗speak the same thing … perfectly joined together in the 

same mind and in the same judgment‘. There is but ‗one faith‘, he said. The pastor‘s sermon was 

to contain only ‗sound words‘, ‗the trustworthy word … sound doctrine‘ and ‗sound doctrine, in 

accordance with the glorious gospel of the blessed God‘ (1 Cor. 1:10 KJV; Eph. 4:5; 2 Tim. 1:13; 

Titus 1:9; 1 Tim. 1:10–11). These are some of the expressions demonstrating Paul‘s insistence on 

a uniform orthodoxy, perhaps even a standard verbal form or creed-like outline of doctrines, in 

the apostolic churches. 

Such mandates for giving ‗constant attention to the apostles‘ doctrine‘, that is, doctrines 

announced in the Old Testament, refined by Jesus, illuminated by the Spirit, enlarged by 

apostles, uniform in all the churches, would have been impossible to effect without a staff of 

exponents—teachers, elders—call them clergy if you like, educated for their vocation. The 

churches everywhere were in immediate need for the services of teachers who had mastered the 

body of doctrine received from the founders. 

                                                           
4 I explain further the relevance of all the Old Testament to Christology in my book The Life of Christ 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1976, 1991), pp. 1–36. This book is now The Earthly Career of Jesus, the 
Christ (Fearn, Tain, Ross-shire, Scotland: Christian Focus Publ., 2002). 
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The notion that Christianity ever was for any extended period capable of maintaining itself as 

a ‗wholly spiritual‘ movement bound together on spiritual, ethical and social principles only—

without organization, having no recognized trained leadership and committed to no official 

teachings (only the word dogma seems to fit)—is impossible to maintain in light of the evidence. 

It certainly was not true of the early church. Even some Plymouth Brethren have conceded that 

not every new ‗assembly‘ comes to birth with all the spiritual gifts and those gifted to be ‗pastors 

and teachers‘. Very late they have ‗discovered‘ that their founding Fathers were all thoroughly 

educated and theologically trained Anglican clergymen. 

If there were to be teachers who had mastered what Scripture, Jesus and the apostles taught, 

there had to be some programme of instruction. If so, then there were likely also recognized 

schools of theology. We know of several located in metropolitan churches, for example, in 

Caesarea, Antioch and Alexandria in the subapostolic age. How about schools for the training of 

pastors and teachers in Paul‘s time among the churches he founded? All the twelve apostles were 

graduates of the ‗peripatetic‘ school of Jesus. Paul was a learned man already and mentions his 

private studies after conversion over several years (Gal. 1:18; see Acts 22:3; Phil. 3:4–6) before 

setting off on apostolic mission. He, himself, schooled his own missionary corps. 

It should be expected that he would establish means of perpetuating a trained ministry to 

serve on after he was gone from earth—schools of theology—in any centre where Christians 

became numerous. Ephesus was such a place. It is close to certain Paul established such a school 

there. This is the significance some theologians and exegetes have found in 2 Timothy 2:1, 2: 

‗You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things you have heard 

me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to 

teach others‘ (NIV). 

I quote only two of several theologians who could be cited. Francis Pieper, a leading 

theologian for the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, wrote this summary statement, ‗Timothy 

performed the work of a theological professor when he committed the things he had learned from 

the Apostle Paul ―to faithful men who will be able to teach others also‖ (2 Tim. 2:2).‘ He quotes 

the Lutheran scholar Quenstedt on oral teaching by professors of theology to student ministers in 

theological schools. This text, he goes on to say, ‗teaches and establishes the mysteries of the 

faith and refutes the errors contrary to sound doctrine more accurately and copiously, and is the 

province of bishops and preachers in the church‘.
5
 

A most convincing argument that this verse mandates a theological seminary in the ancient 

city of Ephesus was proposed by Alfred Plummer as now follows. I quote only certain leading 

statements from Plummer‘s comments on 2 Timothy 2:2 in The Expositor‘s Bible, The Pastoral 

Epistles: 

In this tenderly affectionate address we have a very early indication of the beginnings of 

Christian tradition and Christian schools, two subjects intimately connected with one 

another … He [Paul] … exhorts him [Timothy] to make proper provision for continuity 

of sound teaching in the church [Ephesus] committed to his care. In other words, before 

leaving his flock in order to visit his spiritual father and friend, he is to establish a 

school,—a school of picked scholars, intelligent enough to appreciate, and trustworthy 

enough to preserve, all that has been handed down from Christ and His Apostles 

                                                           
5 Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics vol. i (St. Louis: Concordia Publ., 1950), p. 43. 
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respecting the essentials of the Christian faith … [the authentic and only gospel and 

didachē, Gal. 1:6–9].
6 

Plummer goes on to say that Christ in Matthew 28:19–20 ‗from the outset‘ commanded such 

provision for ‗the tradition‘ and for ‗Christian schools‘. He further showed how ‗experience has 

proved how entirely necessary such [schools] are‘ (p. 466). The doctrine and order of the 

churches tend to be only as sound as the sources (schools or otherwise) where their pastors 

receive their training. 

Plummer wrote as a thoroughly informed orthodox Anglican. He was fully aware of the 

school of thought embodied in the Modernism of Adolph Harnack, which contended Paul had 

overthrown original Christianity, that continuity between Jesus‘ teachings and the doctrine of the 

second century church had been almost totally lost. This gives both importance and poignancy to 

Plummer‘s still fully revelant closing remarks on 2 Timothy 2:1–2, as follows: 

But what is certain respecting the earliest ages of the church is this, that in every Church 

regular instruction in the faith was given by persons in authority specially selected for 

this work, and frequent intercourse between Churches showed that the substance of the 

instruction given was in all cases the same, whether the form of the words was identical 

or not. These facts, which do not by any means stand alone, are conclusive against the 

hypothesis [Harnack‘s] that between the Crucifixion and the middle of the second century 

a complete revolution in the creed was effected; and the traditional belief of Christians is 

not that which Jesus of Nazareth taught, but a perversion of it which owes its origin 

mainly to the overwhelming influence of His professed follower, but virtual supplanter, 

Saul of Tarsus.
7 

In view then of the obvious importance of this text (2 Tim. 2:2), let us enlarge upon it. 

Theological education for ministers is a very large undertaking. It is utterly reasonable that 

every seminary or department which intends to prepare pastors and missionaries will have some 

distinct features since its mandate, is distinct from all others. Let us therefore seek to understand 

in detail and as fully as possible what this, the only such text in the New Testament, has to say to 

the people who found or manage such schools and to tell students what they have a right to 

expect. 

1. Mandate 

The mandate for a special theological school for the ministry is provided in Paul‘s ‗Therefore‘ 

(KJV). He had been expressing concern for ‗the pattern of the sound words that you have heard 

from me‘ throughout chapter 1 (see 2 Tim. 1:13) and was aware of a particular doctrinal peril 

from heresies originating in the very province (Asia) in which Ephesus was located. So this very 

practical Apostle has in mind two reasons for founding a school of theology. The primary one 

was catechetical, the necessity of thoroughly grounding the preachers in the doctrines of 

Christianity; the secondary one was apologetical, preparing the teacher to repel the perversions 

of aggressive promoters of error and heresy. There are therefore sound reasons to assume schools 

of Christian theology have existed from the very beginning and will of necessity always exist in 

some form or other for these same two reasons. 

                                                           
6 Alfred Plummer, The Pastoral Epistles. The Expositor’s Bible (New York: A. C. Armstrong & Son, 1908), 
p. 466. 
7 ibid., p. 469. 
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2. Subject Matter 

Nor are we without guidance as to the subject matter of a sound theological education. Timothy 

knew exactly what it was: the things that he had heard Paul say. As 2 Timothy 1:13 puts it, he 

was to ‗Follow the pattern of the sound words that you have heard from me‘. The content of 

teaching was to be a body of truth, elsewhere designated as ‗teachings‘ (didaskalia), truths 

‗committed to … trust‘ imperiled by ‗godless chatter and the opposing ideas of what is falsely 

called knowledge‘ (1 Tim. 6:20 NIV). No doubt Timothy knew something about inductive study 

and the methods of historical research, as anyone in a learned profession, but neither was 

particularly revelant to the heart of the Christian Theological Academy of Ephesus where 

Timothy served as dean. His assignment was faithful transmission of truth already defined and 

made available to him through the Apostle Paul‘s oral instructions. He was not therefore directed 

to head up a research project—valuable as research in the present age of the world may be. 

Paul‘s Ekousas (aorist) ‗what you have heard‘ sounds for all the world like listening to sermons 

and lectures and not at all like doing research and writing papers (again, valuable in a certain 

context). The origin and authority of these teachings in the Apostles, and ultimately from Christ, 

Himself, has been mentioned earlier and will demand extended attention again in connection 

with the doctrine of Holy Scripture. 

3. Public Quality 

The public quality of these teachings is plain. Timothy had heard it dia pollōn marturiōn, 

‗among many witnesses‘ (KJV and ASV), ‗before‘ (RSV), ‗in the presence of‘ (NASB, NIV). The 

Greek preposition dia with the genitive, as here, ordinarily means ‗through‘, though the 

translations give the necessary sense that what Paul had transmitted to a group, of which 

Timothy was a part, and has now become common property, is to be transmitted in similar public 

manner (church, classrooms, etc.) to another generation. Here is a sort of freedom of information 

statute for Christian doctrine. Though we do not ordinarily conduct our doctrine classes in the 

street (even a university setting is generally inappropriate), our lectures are open. Only the 

interested will come, but the information is not a gnosticism which only the initated may hear. 

Observers of all sorts may be admitted, though membership may be restricted to believers. 

Strictly to the point, tenets of the Christian religion have nothing in common with rituals and 

formulae of secret societies and mystery religions which only initiates and lodge members may 

know. Christ tells us not to cast our pearls before swine or give holy things to dogs, as it were, 

but truly interested people are neither intellectual nor spiritual swine and dogs. They are 

welcome to learn. This being true, no special jargon is strictly necessary to theology, however 

useful specific, technical terms may be. A good term, say ‗Providence‘, may save a lot of time in 

discussion if everyone understands it. Such words—and there are many useful ones—are of 

value as they serve to conserve time, summarize or elucidate ideas, and promote clear 

communication of ideas. As mere marks of erudition they are useless and should be avoided. On 

the other hand, beginners must be both patient and industrious enough to learn the special terms 

as they come along. Anyone can master the ideas which they represent, given industry, a little 

time and spiritual inclination. 

4. Pedagogical Method 
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The pedagogical method is specified in ‗entrust‘, or more exactly, these things (Gr. tauta) 

‗entrust to faithful men‘. 

The usefulness of scientific experiments, of data-gathering and inductive reasoning, in many 

areas of knowledge may not be questioned. There is a widely diffused notion that skills, 

techniques and special information basic to professions such as law, medicine, engineering and 

the like need not be mastered by those aspiring to be pastors and Christian teachers in the office 

of the ministry. Such thinking is contradictory to common sense, and here, contradictory to 

Scripture also. From the beginning there was a body of Christian doctrine to be learned. It was 

not going to be codified and organized for a long time into the future, but in seminal form it was 

all there, not to be researched, but mastered. The truths were to be set before or put before as 

food on a table. The Greek word is paratithēmi, also used of Jesus‘ setting His parables before 

the disciples (Matt. 13:24, 31). 

5. Recipients 

The subjects, that is the ones instructed in the theological school, are ‗faithful men‘ (‗reliable 

men‘ NIV). 

An important matter is present here. The word is not ‗believing men‘ but ‗faithful men‘. The 

former would be pisteuousi; the latter (in the text before us) is pistois, dative plural of pistos, 

faithful. 

Christian truths belong to all Christians, but not everyone is equipped by nature and the 

special gifts of the Holy Spirit to be a teacher. So the church needs to make provision that some 

be trained in order to be ‗able to teach others also‘. Paul‘s rhetorical question ‗Are all teachers?‘ 

(1 Cor. 12:29) implies that not all are teachers. This is true in the home. Parents teach the 

children, not the other way around. Not every Christian is required to be a teacher of the Word. 

Only a small group must be ‗able to teach‘ (1 Tim. 3:2, didaktikon, related to didaskō to teach), 

i.e. the bishop (=elder or pastor). It is therefore both lawful and wise that those admitted to this 

kind of education at church expense be approved ahead of time. Or if that is impractical, then at 

least, as Francis Pieper wrote: ‗Therefore men must not be elected to the teaching office by lot or 

in any other haphazard way; only such may be chosen as possess the qualifications set down in 1 

Tim. 3:1 ff; Titus 1:5–11, one of which is a special aptitude to teach [others].‘
8
 

6. Goal 

The goal of special theological education is that those so instructed be ‗able to teach others also‘. 

This is not, specifically, evangelism. Only by a very loose employment of language is it 

‗discipling‘. If one wishes to speak exactly, disciples are not made by theological education, 

though certainly it is not irrelevant. Disciples of Christ are His confessed followers—i.e. public 

Christians. Ordinarily they become so by public baptism. Of course, the ones who are instructed 

and who are obedient are better disciples than those who are uninstructed and disobedient. The 

preparation of these men is in order to teach all the believers: ‗able to teach others [other 

Christians] also‘. There is a large body of Scripture information on the ministry of pastoral 

teaching. Let it await the proper locus in the doctrine of the church. 

Every experienced preacher and teacher knows that there are several levels of theological 

teaching. The one appropriate for everyone at the same time is the sermon. Yet, as we should 

                                                           
8 Pieper, op. cit., p. 40. 
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know, preaching good sermons takes extraordinary skill, especially when they must be delivered 

by the same minister one to three or four times a week to the same band of listeners, week after 

week, year in and year out. 

The study of theology is therefore particularly important for ministers of the Word 

throughout their years of preaching and teaching. Since all believers are admonished by Scripture 

to deepen their understanding of divine things, the study of theology in a structured manner is 

appropriate for everyone. ‗In fact, though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 

someone to teach you the elementary truths of God‘s Word all over again. You need milk, not 

solid food! Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching 

about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by constant use have trained 

themselves to distinguish good from evil‘ (Heb. 5:12–14 NIV). 

2 

Preliminary to Talk about God 

The most striking statement in the whole Bible may be the first one: ‗In the beginning, God 

created the heavens and the earth‘ (Gen. 1:1). 

The Bible begins with talk about God. It also ends that way (Rev. 22:18–21). 

There is no preliminary introduction to the leading person or ‗idea‘. God is simply 

encountered at the start. It is assumed those who hear the Bible read for the first time already 

have the idea of a person called God in their world of thought. God‘s name appears twenty-eight 

times in the first chapter—God did this or God said that—yet not a single sentence is devoted to 

identifying or defining Him. Nothing is said about where God came from or what He is like. 

Later in Scripture God is identified in contrast with other non-gods, which are regarded by 

mistaken people as real (Isa. 41:21–24; 44:6–17; 1 Cor. 8:4–6). There are a few very important 

statements about God‘s being (e.g. ‗The LORD our God, the LORD is one‘) and some formal 

statements about His character (e.g. ‗I the LORD … am a jealous God‘). The clear position of the 

authors of Scripture is that people come to the Bible already knowing God exists. The burden of 

Scripture is to tell of God‘s dealings with mankind. In process, enough is disclosed about God 

and the world that it is quite correct to say Scripture tells us all we need to know about the One 

who is Creator, Savior and LORD and all we need to know of ourselves as well. 

This spirit and outlook were shared by the Reformation Fathers who shaped the great creeds 

and confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Luther‘s Small Catechism, for the 

instruction of the children of believing parents, for example, begins: ‗I believe that God has 

made me and all creatures.‘
1
 John Calvin, who after 400 years still informs most evangelical 

Protestant teachers, began the first (and archetypal) complete work of Protestant theology with 

                                                           
1 Dr Martin Luther, Small Catechism (St. Louis: Concordia Publ., ed. of 1943), p. 9. 
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the sentence: ‗Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists 

of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.‘
2
 

Most informed students of the Bible are convinced that people do not need to be told that 

God exists. We already know too painfully well He does exist. The Christian mission is, in part, 

to address this painful awareness, to clear up the garbled understanding of God with correct 

information and to relieve the conscience of its weight of guilt, provided, of course, that the 

‗good news‘ is received into the heart. To bring people true awareness of the living God lays 

them in the dust of despair. Like the Israelites before God‘s presence at Sinai (Exod. 19:16–20; 

Deut. 5:23–27; 18:16) and like that startled man in the Gospel (Luke 5:8), they are apt to cry: 

‗Depart from me, for I am a sinful man‘. Or like Isaiah, they may exclaim: ‗Woe is me! For I am 

lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips‘ (Isa. 

6:5). According to the Apocalypse of John, everyone on earth—‗the kings of the earth and the 

great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free‘—finally 

shall be compelled to be present while God acts and to respond when He speaks. When that 

happens they will call to mountains and rocks, ‗Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who 

is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb‘ (Rev. 6:15, 16). 

General Awareness of God 

But let us press the point of awareness of God among all humanity much further. Basic to all the 

preaching and exhortation of Scripture is the assumption that all people everywhere already 

know something about God. They are not unaware of their dependence upon Him or their 

accountability to Him. The book of Jonah furnishes a striking example. The Hebrew prophet, 

after obstinate delays, did finally preach his divinely imparted message in the great, pagan city of 

Nineveh. He cried, ‗Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown‘ (Jon. 3:4). Significantly, 

the narrative runs on: ‗So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast‘ (Jon. 3:5 

KJV). Jonah obviously delivered no preliminary lectures on monotheism or biblical theism. There 

was already sufficient awareness of the one God even in Nineveh to produce understanding of 

Jonah‘s preachment. 

When the word came to the king of Nineveh he joined in, announcing national repentance. 

‗Let everyone turn from his evil way … Who knows? God may turn and relent … so that we 

may not perish‘? (Jon. 3:8–9). The pagan Ninevites evidently had a more exact understanding of 

divine truth as ground for evangelism than did the scripturally informed Jews of Jesus‘ time. For 

the LORD said, ‗The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and 

condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than 

Jonah is here‘ (Luke 11:32). 

This knowledge of God which sinful people have does not bring them pleasure and peace, for 

that knowledge is largely guilty knowledge. The prophets of Old Testament times relied on this 

guilty knowledge, even in heathen hearts, to rebuke their sins. Amos, for example, directed 

prophecies of judgment against five of the neighbour lands of Judah and Israel (Amos 1:1–2). 

God condemned Damascus for excessive violence in conduct of war (1:3), the Philistines of 

Gaza for unnecessary cruelty to a whole nation in time of war (1:6), Tyre for treaty-breaking 

(1:9), Edom for lack of fraternal feeling and murderous anger (1:11), Ammon for atrocities 

                                                           
2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols., (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960, I, 1.1.), 
p. 35. 
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against the women of a conquered district (1:13), Moab for desecration of a neighbour people‘s 

cemetery (2:1). This last, against Moab, is very instructive, for no familiar verse in the Bible says 

one must respect others‘ graveyards. Yet people somehow know they should do so. Even though 

they may never have heard of God‘s covenant name, Jehovah, these people had some moral 

standards which they knew God would enforce. 

On the other hand, even without the special aid of supernatural revelation, this knowledge 

has benefited mankind. It has improved our morals and put some restraint on our sins. Almost all 

of the world‘s best art has been Creator-directed. Families have been moved by this dim 

awareness to dignify and beautify their homes. Parents seek the training of their children and 

improvement of their lives. 

The Bible very quickly moves on to show that the ‗creator of heaven and earth‘ is not some 

obscure principle or power. He is a certain Being who tolerates no rivals. Though there are many 

claimants to deity, there is but one being in the category of God. In the first chapter of the Bible 

God is called Elohim (El-o-heem). This is joined in chapter 2, with LORD to form the name LORD 

God or YHWH Elohim. The pronunciation of those four letters, rendered ‗LORD‘ in our Bibles, 

will be discussed later. Several other names and name-like terms appear farther along in the 

Bible. But they all belong to Him that is true, ‗The LORD our God, the LORD is one‘ (Deut. 6:4). 

The possible reasons for this variety of names, their meanings and significance for the doctrine 

of God, will be considered shortly. 

Necessity and Importance of Worship of God 

A report of the earliest efforts of people to worship God is the immediate sequel of the narrative 

of creation and fall (Gen. 1–3). Such is the primary importance of the story of Cain and Abel 

(Gen. 4:1–15). Its relevance to doctrine is immediately apparent. No discussion of God‘s being, 

person or attributes precedes the story. Nor are there recorded instructions on time, manner and 

means of worship. The record simply states the first two men born into the fallen race were fully 

aware that God is and if God exists He may not be ignored, the way we have come to ignore so-

called background music. If God the Creator exists (and we know He does) then man, the only 

visible rational creature on earth, must worship Him as also do the angels in heaven. The two 

sons of Eve knew this. We have no knowledge of how they came to have this information. 

Various explanations have been offered. But, know it they did. All generations of mankind since 

have known no less, however garbled and corrupted the knowledge may have become. 

One God, Lost and Recovered 

Though, as we have seen, the first generations of humanity worshipped God (Elohim), when the 

narrative of redemptive history moves on to the call of Abraham that event is interpreted as a 

recovery from paganism. There is a certain reverence for the superiority of the religion and 

morality of people of Abram‘s origin over the Canaanites, among whom Abram and his 

descendants to the fourth generation dwelt for 215 years; they were nevertheless polytheists. 

Abram‘s obedience therefore involved something like a ‗change of religion‘. True, there were 

survivals of primitive monotheism (Melchizedek was priest of ‗God Most High‘, Gen. 14) and 

Moses‘ father-in-law seems to have worshipped Him, yet passages such as Joshua 24:2 and 

Rachel‘s attachment to her father‘s teraphim, or household gods (Gen. 31:25–35), shows that 

their Aramean ancestral tribe were corrupted in some degree at least by polytheism. 
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This is not the place to discuss rival views of the religion of the ancient Semites from whom 

Abram took his origin. Nor is it the place to discuss to what degree his faith in the LORD 

(YHWH), who revealed Himself at the oak of Moreh (Gen. 12:6, 7) and whom he worshipped at 

Bethel (Gen. 12:8), was mixed with the false notions of Ur and Haran from which he came. The 

title of a once widely used book, Hebrew Religion, Its Origin and Development (Oesterley and 

Robinson) aptly phrases the subject, which continues to attract the interest of biblical scholars 

and archaeologists. 

The Abrahamic (Hebrew) people became worshippers of the LORD God alone. The 

perfection of that new faith and its development is an emphasis of the rest of the Bible. It is 

appropriate now to show what the Bible itself has to say as to some of the specific means 

employed in divine providence to bring that to pass. What specifically convinced Abram to 

follow ‗God Most High‘ and what means was employed to perpetuate that faith among his 

posterity? 

We do not know what external means the divine Spirit employed to convince Abram 

belatedly to follow the initial call (Gen. 12:1–4; Heb. 11:8). We do know how God strengthened 

his faith, as reported in Genesis 12–25 and as interpreted by the New Testament (Rom. 4; Heb. 

11). 

Miracles, Prophecy and Biblical Monotheism 

Considering the utterly anti-supernatural spirit of the epoch in which we live one might wish to 

avoid the plain truth of the matter. Nevertheless, the biblical narrative from Genesis 12 to the end 

of Revelation employs what we call miracles and prophecy (in the sense of fulfilment of specific 

prediction) in showing how first the messengers of the LORD (Moses and the prophets) and then 

the people to whom they spoke came to be intellectually convinced of the LORD as the sole living 

and true God. Monotheism, as such, will be discussed later at greater length. 

First we consider a striking exemplary case. In a time of national apostasy Elijah the Tishbite 

suddenly appeared before King Ahab announcing the beginning of a contest. It was to be 

between Jehovah (YHWH) and His prophet on the one hand and the fertility gods and goddesses 

of the Canaanite pantheon with their many so-called prophets on the other. The fascinating story 

composes 1 Kings, chapters 17 and 18. 

The correct pronunciation of the covenant name of Israel‘s God is not known. Modern 

scholars have proposed the vowels a and e to accompany the YHWH, hence Yah-weh. There is an 

older, more Arabic-like pronunciation of Hebrew (Sephardic) as well as the presently preferred 

Eastern European (Yiddish, Ashkenazic). The traditional ‗Jehovah‘ has the merit of centuries of 

use in English translations. I am not consistent in use of either Jehovah or Yahweh; I prefer 

usually to translate the name as LORD (all capitals) as in KJV, ASV, RSV and ESV. 

The significance of it is pointed out near the end of Elijah‘s prayer and the people‘s response: 

‗Elijah the prophet came near and said, ―O LORD God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be 

known this day that you are God in Israel, and that I am your servant, and that I have done all 

these things at your word … that this people may know that you, O LORD, are God‘ (1 Kings 

18:36, 37). Immediately the fire of God fell on the water-soaked sacrifice which Elijah had 

prepared and consumed it, together with the stones of the altar and the wood. Then, ‗when all the 

people saw it, they fell on their faces and said, ―The LORD, he is God‖ [Jehovah is the Elohim]‘ 

(1 Kings 18:39). This is not the only such contest reported in the Bible but it is certainly the most 

striking one. They are in the Scriptures to teach us. What do they teach? That God has 

demonstrated Himself to be true by the mighty acts of power which are performed at His 
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messengers‘ word. In each case the messengers of God were authenticated by the same great acts 

of God‘s power. Other such incidents involving the prophets of ancient Israel are reported at 1 

Kings 22 and notably at Jeremiah 28 (see also Ps. 106, esp. v. 12). 

The contest of Elijah with the prophets of Baal has been mentioned first because it is such an 

outstanding example of the biblical method of demonstrating that the God of the Bible alone is 

God. God‘s action in omnipotence and omniscience (miracles and prophecy) are united in a 

remarkable way in Scripture. 

It may come as a surprise to see just how thoroughly woven into the faith of ancient believers 

the use of prophecy and miracle really was. Let us look further in the Old Testament. Herein the 

Bible itself is telling why it must be believed. It addresses us with kinds of evidence all human 

beings must believe in if they are to be saved, the kind which will surely convince everyone at 

the end of life and at the judgment. These statements of evidence lying in the midst of narrative 

constitute the ancient ‗apologetics‘ of the Bible, itself. 

There is first the faith of the patriarchs. Abraham was told his wife would have a son through 

whom God‘s many promises to the family (Gen. 12:1–3; 15:14–16) would be fulfilled. When 

faith was weak (Gen. 18:10–12), Sarah being ninety years of age and Abraham one hundred, 

God promised them a son within the following year (Gen. 18:11–14). Within the year a son was 

born to them (Gen. 21:1, 2). Sarah had laughed in her doubt (Gen. 18:12) and, as if to rebuke her, 

Abraham named the child ‗Laughter‘, for such is the meaning of the name, Isaac. Similar 

experiences were granted to Isaac, Jacob and especially to Joseph, as the stories of these men in 

the last half of Genesis report. 

One may think of Moses as a veritable giant of faith and so he became, but he was not always 

so. When God first found him he was weak-kneed and vacillating (Exod. 3:11; 4:1, 10). The 

method of prophecy and miracle convinced him as it did others who heard of it. At the time of 

the ‗burning bush‘ God told Moses his brother Aaron, then in Egypt far away, would meet him in 

the wilderness (Exod. 4:14, 27, 28); God said, ‗this shall be the sign for you, that I have sent you: 

when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall serve [worship] God on this mountain‘ 

(Ex. 3:12). Both the prophecies were quickly fulfilled in detail (Exod. 19:1–25). These 

experiences were important parts of the enactment of the Mosaic covenant at Sinai, which in turn 

is the main part of the Pentateuch, the foundation of all biblical religion and written revelation.
3
 

In one sense the ten plagues of Egypt and the remarkable dividing of the waters of the Red 

Sea were marvels of God‘s power. They were also each a marvel of divine omniscience—in each 

case a prediction fulfilled—of water turned to blood, lice, darkness, death of the first-born, etc. 

Each was fulfilled on schedule as announced by God‘s messengers, Moses and Aaron. Both the 

messengers and the God they claimed to represent were thus certified as genuine. This was 

‗apologetics‘ indeed! When this marvelous series of divine manifestations was over, climaxed by 

the Israelites‘ crossing of the Red Sea between walls of water, the drowning of the pursuing 

Egyptian army and its Pharaoh, just as Moses had predicted, there was not an Israelite who did 

not know in his heart that the LORD is God and Moses his servant: ‗Israel saw the great power 

that the LORD used against the Egyptians, so the people feared [worshipped] the LORD, and they 

believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses‘ (Exod. 14:31). 

                                                           
3 The covenant of the Law was miraculously confirmed at Sinai (=Horeb). The Old Testament historical 
books trace Israel’s obedience and disobedience to the Law of the Pentateuch; the poetical books 
celebrate the Law; while the prophetical books report the prophets’ efforts to rebuke disobedience of 
the Law and to encourage obedience to it. Jesus came to fulfil the law and to announce its successor 
covenant—which we have in the New Testament. 



 
196 

Forty years later, with the migrating nation poised for the attack on Canaan, Moses was about 

to die. The new civil and military leader, Joshua, had already been selected. But there was no one 

yet to take Moses‘ place as God‘s messenger. At this juncture the aged lawgiver proclaimed the 

office of prophet, with a succession of men to fill it (Deut. 18:9–18). The several qualifications 

of the prophet need not concern us here, with one exception. There was a possibility of 

impostors. One of the means by which the impostor might be infallibly detected was his inability 

to predict the near future (Deut. 18:21, 22). These were not to be long-range prophecies of the 

remote future but short-range predictions that could be observed and tested by the people of the 

prophet‘s own time. 

A prophet had to be an Israelite ‗from among their brothers‘ (Deut. 18:15, 18); he spoke only 

in the name of Jehovah—‗in my name‘ (Deut 18:20); he must be able to predict near future 

events (Deut. 18:21, 22). Further he might be asked to perform a miracle (Deut. 13:1 ff.). But 

even if he met all these requirements the supposed prophet had to honour the one LORD God of 

Israel and his message had to be conformable to previously authenticated revelation from God, 

specifically the Mosaic covenant-law (Deut. 13:1–18). The utter seriousness of the matter is 

demonstrated by the extreme measures employed to enforce the rule. Deuteronomy 13 explains 

why later Elijah forthrightly demanded extermination of 500 prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:40). 

The last great prophet, the consummation of the line of the prophets, was our Lord Himself. 

There were others in the apostolic age who spoke by special divine revelation, but all these spoke 

by His authority and were but channels of His revelation. When Jesus came, He too was certified 

as a true messenger of God in the same way. The Jews asked for a sign of His authority, and He 

predicted His resurrection (Matt. 12:38–40; John 2:13–22). When John the Baptist wanted a sign 

that the Messiah stood before him, God let him know ahead of time that in some visible manner 

he would see the Spirit of God descending on the Messiah (John 1:33). When at Jesus‘ baptism 

John saw exactly that, fulfilled prophecy had again given its seal of certainty (John 1:29–32). 

When later, John the Baptist, from his cell in jail, asked for further assurance, Jesus only alluded 

to His fulfilment of ancient prophecies (Matt. 11:2–6; cf. Isa. 29:18; 35:5, 6; 61:1). 

The most extensive evidential use of fulfilled prophecy in the Bible itself is in the portion of 

Isaiah which begins with chapter 40 and leads up to the marvelous prediction of our Lord‘s 

career in chapter 53. In this section the LORD God Himself is represented in contest with the 

impotent gods of paganism for human minds. The theme running through the passage, in part, is 

that the LORD alone is God for He alone can act. Among His mightiest acts is true prediction of 

the future. The entire section should be read at this point, but let us extract a few verses. 

Set forth your case, says the Lord; bring your proofs, says the King of Jacob. 
Let them bring them, and tell us what is to happen. Tell us the former things, what 

they are, that we may consider them, that we may know their outcome or declare to us the 

things to come. 
‗Tell us what is to come hereafter, that we may know that you are gods; do good, or 

do harm, that we may be dismayed and terrified. [At least do something.] Behold, you are 

nothing and your work is less than nothing; an abomination is he who chooses you‘ (Isa. 

41:21–24). 

In this manner God demonstrates His magnificent solitary grandeur, showing that He alone is 

God—for He alone can either reconstruct the unknown or forgotten past, or predict the unknown 

future. In the same tenor, but even more emphatically, the LORD later says: ‗I am God, and there 

is no other; I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from 

ancient times things not yet done‘ (Isa. 46:9, 10). 
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Thus we have seen that from the very earliest times in the history of biblical revelation and 

redemption the fulfillment of prophecy has been a strong proof of the validity of God‘s own 

claims and the claims of His messengers. We have observed this in the assurance of the pre-

Mosaic patriarchs, in the accreditation of Moses to the Israelites, in the support of the faith given 

to the Hebrews at the time of the Exodus, and from thence onward to New Testament times. The 

Messiah Himself and God His Father have placed their confidence in this mode of apologetical 

proof. 

Validity of Apologetical Use of Fulfilled Prophecy 

Fulfilled prophecy, however, is only part of the base of biblical evidences. In fact, standing alone 

it would prove nothing except that some people in the history of the world have had a strange, 

inexplicable knowledge of the future. It is the connection of this supernatural power with the 

miracles of Scripture (i.e. those reported and authorized therein), the relation of both miracles 

and prophecy with the Jewish people and the claims of their prophets, apostles and Messiah, that 

makes the case for Christianity an infallible one. 

Even so it must be remembered that even though God has declared the case a certain one, it 

is possible for us to deny it (Isa. 53:1–3; cf. John 12:37–41; Acts 3:1–4, 22, especially 4:13–18; 

Acts 17:30–32). The gospel will always remain foolishness to the minds of sinful people until the 

Holy Spirit enlightens them (1 Cor. 1:18; 2:14). The important thing for us to see in this 

connection is that if people fail at this point, the root of the failure is not in their mental faculties 

but in their spiritual ones: that their rejection is not based on intellectual obstacles but on moral 

ones. Their active resistance and arguments prove that they are vital and active mentally, but as 

to spiritual things are ‗dead in … trespasses and sins‘ (Eph. 2:1–3; cf. 1 Cor. 2:14). 

Sometimes people simply reject fulfillment of prophecy as impossible and, without bringing 

the ‗case to court‘, refuse to examine the evidence. When the evidence is thrust upon them, 

various expedients are devised. In the case of people who endorse outright materialism or 

atheism, we must seek to convince them of the existence of a personal, transcendent creator-God. 

Until this is done, they will not even consider the evidence. Yet it must be admitted that the only 

conclusive proof of the existence of the Christian God lies in the miraculous deeds by which He 

has borne witness to Himself. The nature of the situation requires supernatural acts as proof. 

This, to use a technical phrase, is to say the rational arguments of natural theology are useful in 

that they may remove philosophical objections to the true Christian evidences. Fortunately, most 

people will at least consider the evidence. The average citizen, however this-worldly his 

interests, does not find it difficult to accept the possibility of the supernatural. 

The common device for voiding the evidential value of biblical prophecies appears to have 

been invented in the third Christian century by a pagan philosopher named Porphyry (AD 233–

304). This man was the most noted disciple of Plotinus, the father of the movement known as 

Neoplatonism, a system of thought which taught that the universe emanates out of God and that 

salvation is achieved by ascetic practices. St Augustine reports that Porphyry was brought up a 

Christian and after becoming apostate wrote against Christianity from a spirit of revenge. A very 

clever writer, Porphyry saw that if he could convince others that the predictions of the Old 

Testament, especially the detailed ones of the book of Daniel, were written after the events they 

predict had transpired, then he would have destroyed one of the main supports for their faith in 

the inspiration of Scripture and in Christianity. Little has been added to Porphyry‘s arguments 
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(as far as they are known), though his method has become exceedingly popular among liberal 

higher critics. 

Essential Features of Predictive Prophecy 

It must be recognized that prophecies of the sort under consideration will have some distinctive 

characteristics. They will not be mere sage remarks, or scientific prediction based on laws of 

nature. Neither will they reflect a humanly controlled situation wherein the prophet or his 

supporters fulfill the prophecy. They must be predictions of the future such as only God could 

know and bring to pass. 

Another necessary feature is a degree of obscurity in many of the predictions. At first thought 

this might seem seriously to weaken the evidential value. Actually, it is the basis of its strength. 

The prophecy ordinarily will have a true but obscure reference to future events. Let us pursue 

this thought. 

Jesus‘ predictions of His resurrection will serve as typical examples. In His prophecy of 

Matthew 12:40 He did not clearly say He would die, that His body would be buried, and that 

three days later His body would be resurrected, leaving a tomb empty. Rather He made an 

enigmatical reference to Jonah‘s experience in the ‗great fish‘ and indicated that He would have 

a similar experience in the ‗heart of the earth‘, i.e. underground. When He predicted the 

resurrection in connection with His cleansing of the temple (John 2:18, 19), He said, ‗Destroy 

this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.‘ Actually, except for Jesus Himself, no one on 

earth really understood those predictions until after the resurrection and then only with 

considerable reflection (John 2:20, 21). When prophecy had become history, with reflection, it 

was then seen that our Lord was speaking of the resurrection, and that unmistakably (John 2:22). 

If this obscurity were not initially present, prophecy might actually produce either its non-

fulfillment through the efforts of those who might wish to oppose it, or its evidential value might 

be destroyed by the bungling efforts of other too-helpful friends who would try to bring it to 

pass. 

Thus, far from being a flaw in the evidence, this feature is one of the strengths of the 

evidence of fulfilled prophecy. It is like a case presented either by the prosecution or the defence 

in court when a true verdict is issued at the time of decision. As the case is being assembled, the 

pieces may seem difficult, disconnected and obscure. But once the truth is known, all fit a 

pattern. It is also like a disassembled jigsaw puzzle, which seems only dimly connected with a 

picture when lying in its box but assumes an unmistakable picture pattern when once it is 

assembled. The full design cannot be known till the pieces are put together. So the full design of 

prophecy, dimly seen at first, becomes clear with fulfillment. 

The doctrine that God alone is God is nowhere spelled out more faithfully than by Paul in an 

exceedingly helpful passage. Let us lay some background. The common knowledge that God the 

mighty Maker does exist was important to the Greeks. This truth, however, had been perverted. 

The public religion of Greece was a gross, expensive, corrupting worship of many gods. At 

Corinth there was particularly offensive development of this feature of Greek culture. Idol 

worship got mixed up with the marketing of meat (the flesh of animals). It was hard even to buy 

a piece of fresh meat in the ‗shambles‘ (butcher shop, 1 Cor. 10:25) that had not been previously 

offered to an idol. What should a Christian do? The believers there wanted to know. So Paul 

wrote, ‗Therefore, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that ―an idol has no real 

existence,‖ and that ―there is no God but one‖. For although there be so-called gods in heaven or 
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on earth—as indeed there are many ―gods‖ and many ―lords‖—yet for us there is one God, the 

Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 

whom are all things and through whom we exist‘ (1 Cor. 8:4–6). In view of the nonentity of gods 

other than the true God, Paul went on to say, the flesh of animals offered to an idol by someone 

else had not been harmfully affected. So the flesh could be bought in the market and eaten in all 

good conscience by a Christian. Idol-gods are nonentities. They cannot therefore do anything at 

all. The only God who acts is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

In the following chapters our attention will be directed first to the vocabulary by which 

scholars discuss the subject of God and later to the names by which we may address or refer 

scripturally to the true and living God. 

3 

Special Terms of Talk about God 

Through all the chapters of this book the discussion will necessarily employ a minimum of 

somewhat special vocabulary. Most of these terms and the ideas which they designate have been 

in use for centuries. If the reader already lives in a world of discourse where one is at home with 

theological vocabulary, fine. Unhappily, public education, now fully secularized, by simple 

omission of our religious culture, has about eliminated even simple theological vocabulary from 

discourse. 

The godly wisdom of the Reformers of the sixteenth century rejected most of the ultra-

refined vocabulary of late medieval scholastic philosophers and theologians. These denizens of 

the university faculties gave formal endorsement of the doctrine of grace, that is salvation from 

start to finish as a free gift. Most of them claimed to follow this doctrine as found in Augustine‘s 

expositions of Paul‘s Epistles and in his anti-Pelagian writings. Yet, following persistent streaks 

of legalism (salvation by keeping rules), moralism (salvation by being good), sacerdotalism 

(salvation mediated through sacred ceremonies) and accumulation of merit—all with some 

rootage in certain church Fathers—they mixed grace with human merit as necessary for 

salvation. These same philosopher-theologians created an ever-growing, never conclusive body 

of controversial theology—distinction after distinction, refinement after refinement—that 

continued up to Reformation times. In the vocabulary of this scholastic theology—petrified and 

perpetuated in canons of councils and decrees of popes—there are said to be innumerable kinds 

of faith and grace, justification and sanctification, for example. Sadly, in each distinction there 

was (and still is in Rome‘s theology) some affirmation that grace saves by enabling the Christian 

to accumulate merit for salvation. 

The first line of Reformers—notably Luther, Melanchthon and Calvin—rejected the 

scholastic project of relating theology to any theory of the nature of substance (metaphysics), of 

epistemology (how knowledge is gained) or the status of universals, whether realism or 

nominalism, and the like. 

The leading reformers were schooled in the learning of the day, hence well acquainted with 

late scholasticism, which in turn had as subject matter the philosophy-science of antiquity. They 



 
200 

did not, however, interpret Scripture or teach theology as partisans in philosophical debate. 

Where some of the rich vocabulary of that learning was helpful, they used it, but only sparingly, 

taking care to explain. They addressed the multitudes of their time, not the university professors. 

Leaders of the Reformation wished to win the church people as well as the pastors and did so in 

plain language. Paul Althaus remarks: ‗Luther recognizes the inner relationship and even identity 

of religious intellectualism and moralism. He shows that both are in opposition to the cross.‘
1
 

Melanchthon, author of the first Protestant manual of evangelical theology (1521), in the 

dedication of his book wrote: 

Rightly oriented teachers are needed, therefore, to clarify and preserve the proper 

meaning of the words of the prophets [O.T.] and apostles [N.T.]. And such true teachers 

do not invent new or peculiar doctrines about God; instead, they stay close to the 

unadulterated [einigen] meaning, which God himself revealed through the words which 

are found in the writings of the prophets and apostles and in the creeds.
2 

The creeds to which Melanchthon refers, contrary to what some unfriendly critics say, use 

technical terms sparingly and then only to make matters clear rather than obscure. 

Calvin, in the Prefatory Address of the Institutes, addressed King Francis I of France, saying: 

I undertook this labor especially for our French countrymen, very many of whom I knew 

to be hungering and thirsting for Christ.… The book [the Institutes] itself witnesses that 

this was my intention, adapted as it is to simple and, you may say, elementary form of 

teaching.
3 

The period of Protestant scholasticism (mainly seventeenth century) reverted somewhat to over-

refinement, but since that time evangelical theologians have intended to produce a more chaste 

and limited special vocabulary of their specialty. As new or renewed controversies, errors and 

heresies have arisen, a few new terms of necessity have been borrowed or coined, and some 

ancient vocabulary has re-entered our discourse. Further, since philosophers also think and speak 

about God and some who write theology, if not philosophers, are acquainted with philosophy, 

some of the language of modern philosophy has been found useful. 

The Bible itself furnishes most of the terms of theology and usually in such context as to be 

understood upon close attention. Some other terms have entered the discourse from writers 

critical of historic, orthodox understanding of the language of Scripture, the creeds and 

evangelical theology. We need to know these terms and the ideas behind them to relate our 

interpretation and proclamation to them. 

At the end of this chapter, I propose some of the most important questions about God and His 

ways and hope to lead the reader into preliminary decisions about how those questions ought to 

be answered. 

                                                           
1 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther (Philadelphoa: Fortress Press, trans. Robert Schultz, 1966), 
p. 28. 
2 Philipp Melanchthon, Melanchthon on Christian Doctrine, Loci Communes, 1555 (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book, 1982, trans. Clyde L. Manschreck), p. xliii. 
Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 
Institutes John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 volumes 
3 John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. F. L. Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
vol i, 1960), p. 6. 
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We shall discuss, firstly, the several uses of the word theology and modifications thereof. The 

most influential modern philosopher, Emmanuel Kant (1724–1804), made memorable and 

important a distinction between the world of phenomena and the world of noumena. This kind of 

distinction is at least as old as Aristotle (384–322 BC). Whether they know it or not, this 

distinction affects the manner in which people today, learned or not, understand all discussion of 

ultimate matters. Theology makes ultimate concerns, as Paul Tillich has taught us to say, its 

stock-in-trade. More recently, a distinction between propositional and existential truth has 

become so prevalent that one must decide early as to how to receive biblical statements about 

God. A very influential modern writer has introduced certain ideas about ultimate concerns, 

essence, being, being in itself that must be heeded if one is to read about the doctrine of God in 

anything other than purely Bible language. Notice must also be taken of the special use which 

theology makes of the words apology and apologetics. Then some more ancient questions must 

be raised—the relation of faith and reason, the meaning of knowledge when we say we have 

knowledge of God, and, finally, the meaning and relation of anthropomorphism to proper 

interpretation of the Bible. 

Theology 

This word (Greek, theos, God, plus logos, science of a thing) and its modification, theological, is 

used in at least four distinct, somewhat technical, senses. 

(1) The broadest signifies all techniques, training and information related to the Christian 

religion. Thus, we refer to a theological seminary, meaning a school that teaches a very broad 

scope of studies related to training for the Christian ministry. Sometimes divinity is employed as 

an approximate stand-in for this sense of the word theology. In former times, divinity was often 

employed rather than theology. It is in this sense John, author of the last book of the Bible, was 

called John the Divine, i.e. the theologian. This archaic use is perpetuated familiarly in Bachelor 

(or Master) of Divinity, the commonest theological seminary degrees. 

(2) Theology is also a name for one of the four comprehensive areas within the theological 

seminary curriculum—biblical, historical, practical and theological. Here the word theology 

means the doctrines of Christianity—how they are formulated, their history in the church, their 

defence and organization. 

(3) Still more narrowly, only the formulation and explanation of these doctrines is theology, 

that is, systematic theology. A single topic of doctrine is called a locus (plural loci). When 

arrangement of the topics is guided by the creed of a church, each creedal article is a dogma, 

hence a treatment of all the articles is dogmatics. Sometimes arrangement and treatment in 

creedal order is called symbolics, from ‗symbol‘, an old word for a creed. 

(4) Still more narrowly, a single topic of doctrine, the doctrine of God, His person, nature, 

attributes and works, is theology proper. Other doctrines (or loci) are mankind, sin, Christ, the 

church, last things and so on. This book falls particularly in the category of number three, the 

doctrines of Christianity, and the doctrine (locus) in particular now under consideration is God, 

that is, theology proper, the narrowest meaning of ‗theology‘. Study of the development of 

Christian doctrines through the Christian centuries is called historical theology. 

Biblical Theology 
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Biblical theology is an expression whose meaning is determined by the context in which it is 

used. Most generally, (a) In a non-technical sense, it simply means teachings derived from the 

Bible. (b) In a more special sense biblical theology is a discipline, or approach to discovering the 

message of the Bible. In controversies about doctrine, biblical theology is sometimes exalted in 

contrast with ‗proof-texting‘, church dogmas and merely traditional interpretations of the Bible, 

as opposed to judging dogmas and opinions by careful interpretation of Scripture in context. (c) 

As a method of study, biblical theology ‗seeks to discover what the Biblical writers, under divine 

guidance, believed, described and taught in the context of their own times‘.
4
 All this is for the 

good of sound theological expression. However, biblical theology (like Christian education and 

‗biblical counselling‘) is also the name of a recent movement with specific agenda. It produced 

several scholarly journals and a large literature and, though now diminished, has not fully run its 

course.
5
 As a method it has been productive of great gains in modifying some merely inherited 

views of God and His ways with the world and mankind. As a movement largely in the hands of 

less than thoroughly faithful exponents of evangelical theology, it has drawn its world-view from 

worldly, elite academic cultures and plagued sound theological enterprise with unrelenting attack 

to the present moment.
6
 

Phenomena and Noumena 

We meet the former, plural of phenomenon, in science classes, though not ‗noumena‘. These two 

terms draw distinction between the world where persons, things and events are observed by the 

five senses and the world of the supposedly real lying behind them. Idealistic philosophy—

Christian and otherwise—affirms that whatever factuality or reality there is in the sensible, the 

basis of the sensible is not sensible. It is the invisible, intangible, inaudible, ineffable. There is an 

element of biblical truth in this. Paul expressed it succinctly: ‗we look not to the things that are 

seen [sensed] but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the 

things that are unseen are eternal‘ (2 Cor. 4:18). 

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) and his disciples wish to convince us that nothing of the unseen 

world of the noumenal, the unseen world of the truly real, can be known certainly by human 

beings. All we know are phenomena. Yet the Scripture quoted above does not say that. The 

difficulty of sensing the unseen is there quite clearly conveyed. Nothing elsewhere in the Bible 

tells us that the invisible God is not conveying—however dimly—certainties about unseen, 

eternal things (life, God, spirit, heaven, hell, angels) through the messages of prophets and their 

enscriptured words. Nor are the mighty works of God such as creation, miracles, preservation of 

the universe and the like, impossible for God to tell us about. He has, indeed, told us about them 

in the Bible and in many ways they speak for themselves (Ps. 19; Rom. 1). The Son of God, who 

was and is God and was eternally with God, became flesh so that people beheld God‘s glory in 

Him. Certain witnesses of His life and career wrote down what they saw and heard and we can 

read it (John 1:1, 14, 15). 

                                                           
4 Robert W. Yarbrough, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 1996), p. 61. 
5 As evidence, Baker Book House saw fit to follow their Evangelical Dictionary of Theology (1984) with 
Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (1996). 
6 See note 15 in Dr. Yarbrough’s article (footnote 4 above). 
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Kant was responding to the empirical philosophy of John Locke (1602–1704), Bishop 

George Berkeley (1685–1753) and its consummate expression in David Hume (1711–1776). The 

agnosticism of some of these philosophers comes up later for attention in a later chapter. 

The Special Vocabulary of Neo-orthodoxy 

Certain words and expressions are peculiar to a group of thinkers who have come to be called 

‗neo-orthodox‘. The early advocates most influential in North America were Emil Brunner, Paul 

Tillich and Karl Barth. All three wrote in German but their writings were rather quickly 

translated into English and avidly read in liberal circles first, and later in all religious circles, 

Protestant, Orthodox and Catholic. Among these philosopher-theologians, a proposition is a 

statement of fact; a proposition employs language to pass on a datum of truth. Relying heavily 

(though not entirely) on the distinction between phenomena and noumena and the epistemology 

of empiricism it is held that all eternal, divine facts lie in the world of the eschatological. By this 

is meant supernatural (emphasis on super), though the word ‗supernatural‘ is not often 

employed. The eschatological cannot enter the space-time world (Kant‘s Phenomena) without 

destroying itself, they say. Nevertheless, it can be known in the event or Krisis (=crisis) of 

personal encounter between God and men. These are always I-thou encounters (also called 

confrontations), never I-He. That is to say, the experiences are true confrontations with the 

person, God, not discourses about God by a third party, say an angel or a prophet. Though the 

encounters may be reported, there is no propositional content, there are no data to report about 

the eschatological. So the Bible may not be read to collect data about God. Let us pursue this 

matter briefly. 

Emil Brunner wrote with disciplined brevity and readable clarity. Hence I cite his view of 

truth and the vocabulary of his theology of truth. He stated his developed views in a book 

translated into English as Reason and Revelation.
7
 Shortly afterward, he summarized that book 

in the first chapter of the first volume of his Dogmatics. I cite the chapter. Biblical revelation—

truth about God—cannot be expressed as an abstract idea. Even in the revelations witnessed to 

by (and in) the Bible God is both concealed and disclosed. Truth about God is always personal, 

experienced as an encounter. The abstract concepts in traditional theology—with an infallible 

Bible for Protestants and an infallible pope for Roman Catholics—are equally reliant on Greek 

ideas imposed by the framers of the early creeds. After asserting at length the Bible itself 

contains no revelation, only several sorts of witness to revelation(s) about primal history, The 

incarnation is a major example, apostolic and prophetic experiences are other such events. Dr 

Brunner summarizes: 

[R]evelation is certainly not a ‗Something‘, a ‗thing‘; but a process, an event which 

happens to us and in us. Neither the prophetic word of the Old Testament, nor Jesus 

Christ, nor the witness of the Apostles, nor of the preachers of the Church who proclaim 

Him, ‗is‘ the revelation; the reality of the revelation culminates in the ‗subject‘ who 

receives it.… If there is no faith, then the revelation has not been consummated: it has not 

actually happened … but is only at the first stage. All objective forms of revelation need 

the ‗subject‘ in whom they become revelation. The Bible itself calls this inward process 

[not the matter made a matter of record] ‗revelation‘.
8 

                                                           
7 Reason and Revelation, trans. Olive Wyon, (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1946). 
8 Emil Brunner, The Christian Doctrine of God, vol. I (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1974), p. 19. Note: 
he is summarizing Offenbarung and Vernurft, pp. 134–161. 
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What Brunner denominates ‗revelation‘, the Bible really calls enlightenment or illumination and 

theology ‗the inward testimony of the Holy Spirit‘. All italicized words in the above quotation 

are my emphasis as characteristic ideas and terms of neo-orthodoxy which have passed into 

almost all recent theological discourse. Barth used most of them, though he likes the word Krisis 

(= crisis) for the event of ‗revelation‘. 

Every Bible reader knows that there are indeed reports of personal meetings with God in the 

Bible. But contrary to the above notions, while the element of the unreportable and 

incommunicable is often present (Isa. 6; Ezek. 1–3; Acts 7; Rev. 1–22; and especially 2 Cor. 

12:1–4 are examples), the people who had these experiences frequently report words heard and 

sights seen. These words and sights (visions) are not presented as a meeting of God ‗in Himself‘ 

or of ‗reality in itself‘ (der Ding am sich of Kant) or of the eternal heavenly world, but they are 

represented as valid, true (though partial) insights. They pass on to us, through the Bible, true 

knowledge of eternal things. Where some of the experience is incommunicable, the Scripture 

author plainly says so (see 2 Cor. 12:1–4 ASV, NASB, RSV). The later Bible authors plainly 

obtained their basic knowledge of divine things from the earlier writers of Scripture and 

sometimes plainly say so. Some of their knowledge obtained by reading Scripture already in 

existence was measurable—or quantifiable, as the current idiom has it—information. Daniel, for 

example, knew what the length of the servitude of the Jews to the king of Babylon was to be by 

reading the prophetic writings of Jeremiah (Dan. 9:2; cf. Jer. 29:10; 2 Chr. 36:20–23; Ezra 1:1, 

2). 

Even the neo-orthodox theologians, whose ideas we have just reported, like to use the Bible 

to support their teachings. Some even try to discover their teachings in the Bible. Therefore, 

despite their special views, they seem often to use the Bible the same way the rest of us do. 

Another group of terms, often quite helpful in stripping down a problem to its true 

dimensions, derives from the writings of the late Paul Tillich, a philosopher-theologian, though 

hardly a biblical one. His definition of religion and the religious as a matter of ultimate concern 

is perceptive and once a Christian thinker gets a hold on the term he will almost inevitably begin 

to use it. Tillich‘s ideas about God and revelation, that God is being in itself, and of being as 

essentially unknowable are variant names for another variety of Krisis theology (another name 

for neo-orthodoxy) and of Kantian philosophy just stated above. We shall have opportunity to 

meet Tillich‘s philosophy of religion later. 

Apologetics 

Apologetics designates a certain area of study associated with systematic theology. Specifically, 

apologetics is the division of theology that rationally answers attacks upon Christianity. In doing 

so, it seeks to establish the truth of the Christian faith by various forensic methods and evidences. 

There is some intramural debate among apologists as to the usefulness of evidences and 

arguments. Not all scholars will agree on a definition, but it is important to know that when the 

word ‗apologetic‘ or ‗apologetics‘ appears in theological writing it designates positive, 

aggressive action. Apologetics seeks to meet the enemy and to defeat him at his point of attack. 

This is apology in the original sense, not an admission of fault with a request for pardon as now, 

in common speech. The Greek word is translated ‗an answer‘ (Gr. apologian) at 1 Peter 3:15 

NIV. 
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In a broad sense ‗apologetics‘ is sometimes (confusingly) applied to all the philosophical 

extensions of theology (philosophy of religion, or philosophy of Christianity): also to the study 

of evidences of Christianity and the way Christian truth may relate to Christian culture. 

Special Questions in Talk about God 

(1) Faith and Reason 

These are terms we shall meet, sometimes in association. Are they friends or enemies? 

Fortunately, these words should mean about the same in religious discussion as in any other. 

They are often introduced as if they were incompatible. It is commonly supposed that faith 

represents one way of knowing God and reason another. In such a case, the former is biblical and 

Christian while the latter is Greek and pagan. But this is to have a defective understanding both 

of reason and faith. Actually, in biblical thought, each has to do with response to knowledge, 

whether imparted by divine revelation or otherwise. Some authors have even juxtaposed reason 

and revelation as competitors, as if the former were allied with false religion and the latter with 

true biblical religion. Again, faulty understanding of biblical ways of looking at things is the root 

of difficulty. In Scripture, faith is not the source of our knowledge of things of God or of 

anything else. ‗Natural light‘ (see below) and divine revelation are the sources. Reason (rational 

faculties, processes, categories, terms) furnishes the organization of those truths too. Nothing 

else can associate the revealed data (God is all-powerful and is all-knowing, are examples) and 

the experimental facts reported (Christ arose) into knowing relation. Therefore, faith and reason 

are twins, not enemies. Of course, if one does not use faith in response to God‘s Word, then our 

reason will oppose both God and His Word. That, however, is non-faith and reason falsely 

employed. True faith and sound reason are still steadfast friends. The Bible does not even hint 

that one must be unreasonable in order to believe God‘s Word. 

This matter requires some enlargement. Systematic theology is a scientific enterprise. The 

Bible presents truths in the form of facts and ideas, but it does not follow any historical system of 

logic. Although there is progress in divine revelation there is also unity of truth; it is a system of 

truth even though a growing system of which the several parts are always organically connected. 

Those who know the Bible and believe it to be true will inevitably seek to bring these truths into 

systematic logical relation with one another. This is both necessary and feasible, for truth is in 

harmony with itself. Again, to cite Robert Yarbrough: 

While contrasts and tensions exist within the biblical corpus due to the local and temporal 

soil from which its components first sprang, a solidarity underlies them. This solidarity is 

grounded in the oneness of God‘s identity and redemptive plan. It is also rooted in 

humankind‘s sinful solidarity in the wake of Adam‘s fall. Scripture‘s undeniable 

diversity, commonly overplayed in current critical discussion, complements rather than 

obliterates its profound unity. Scripture is its own best interpreter, and uncertainties 

raised by one portion are often legitimately settled by appeal to another.
9 

The theologians‘ task is therefore, ‗to think God‘s thoughts after him under the guidance of the 

Holy Spirit, to assimilate comprehensively the truth revealed in the word of God and to 

reproduce it logically in systematic form‘. Speculative reason is not a source or norm of 

theological truth. Rather the rational faculties of the theologian function to unite ‗particular ideas 

                                                           
9 Yarbrough, op. cit., p. 62. 
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and facts contained in the Word of God‘ and to organize them into a coherent system of truth. 

Reason should not be committed to function independent of faith. In theology faith corresponds 

with the revealed knowledge of God and serves as a necessary instrument for appropriating 

divine truth. To summarize: faith appropriates revealed truth, reason organizes and systematizes 

it.
10

 

(2) Can Mere Men Truly Know God? 

The knowledge of God is another idea that needs explanation before extended study of God‘s 

being, attributes, works and relations. If by knowledge of God one means exact information 

about measurable data relating to the wholly spiritual being of eternal, infinite God, no one can 

possess it. Yet we observe, upon reflection, that in a measure the same is true of one‘s 

knowledge of all persons. I scarcely know my own wife or my children in this way. Our bodies, 

our voices, our tastes vary from day to day and they change permanently with age. Yet we know 

the persons we meet. We have acquaintance with the ones we ‗know‘ intimately. It is instructive 

to observe that the first reported act of sexual intercourse in Scripture—about as intimate a form 

of acquaintance between persons as it is humanly possible—is reported as a knowing: ‗And 

Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived, and bare Cain‘ (Gen 4:1 KJV). Of course we never 

tangibly encounter God‘s being any more than we touch one another‘s being, but we can have 

acquaintance with them as they manifest themselves. 

The division of philosophy known as epistemology would like to claim jurisdiction over the 

subject of knowing other persons. In real life, however, we yield neither to philosophy nor 

science. If life is to go on we must assume that on the level of our present earthly existence the 

way most things appear to be has essential correspondence to the way they really are. Neither 

science nor philosophy interferes with the kind of knowing involved in a lover‘s kiss. Science 

might propose some ingenious contraption to gauge temperature of skin surfaces, others to 

measure fluctuation in heartbeat, blood pressure, and skin surface pressure; but all to no avail if 

the goal is to know what a lover‘s kiss really is. This is known only by lovers who kiss—and 

they (one must acknowledge) only experientially. They throw themselves into the action heartily 

and learn what they need to know. They may have had wise guidance beforehand and (we hope) 

carry that successfully into the embrace, but they will not have any help from the science and 

philosophy professors. (My students in college courses in philosophy of religion always listened 

raptly to this illustrative example.) 

(3) How Do We Learn about God? 

The answer is, by ‗natural light‘ and by revelation. I put one of the terms in quotation marks 

because almost no one uses it any longer. Recent writers like to refer to the knowledge of God 

gained through the things which He has made—particularly the material creation and the nature 

of humanity—as general revelation. This sort of information used to be called ‗natural light‘ and 

sometimes ‗the light of reason‘. The latter is a good descriptive term since our rational powers, 

reflecting upon experiential information, are a way of gaining this knowledge of God. 

Revelation, in this older manner of speaking, refers to the act of God in making Himself known 

                                                           
10 This paragraph is part quotation and part paraphrase of the article on Louis Berkhof by Henry 
Zwaanstra in Reformed Theology in America: A History of Its Modern Development, ed. David F. Wells 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1997), p. 147. 
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in some supernatural way. In recent times, however—and the result is partial confusion—both 

methods have been called revelation. The former, as we have observed, then is called general 

revelation and the latter special revelation. We must of course come to terms with the newer way 

of speaking. There is less confusion in the older works wherein revelation was usually reserved 

for what people know of God by His gracious supernatural acts of self-disclosure, and another 

designation was used for what people know apart from God‘s special gracious supernatural acts. 

In a later chapter we discuss the several ways by which God has made Himself known to us. 

Anthropomorphism 

This word, from Gr. anthrōpos, mankind, a man, and morphē, a form, means literally, man-form-

ism and signifies the representation of God in speech, or writing in the form of a human being. 

Under this general heading three different, but related, features of human efforts to represent 

deity may be distinguished: (1) When God‘s activity is expressed in the form of analogy with 

human activity this might properly be called an-thro-po-poi-ē-sis (man-action). ‗All the ways of 

a man are pure in his own eyes, but the LORD weighs the spirit‘ (Prov. 16:2) is an example. 

God‘s act of distinguishing good and evil in human beings is said to be weighing, as in a 

pharmacist‘s scale. (2) When the impassible God, whose Spirit cannot be disturbed by anything, 

responds to events in a manner comparable to human passion and He is said to be glad, sad, 

angry, etc., the figure of speech is properly called an-thro-po-path-ism (man-passion). ‗And the 

LORD was sorry that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart‘ (Gen. 6:6) is 

a clear example. (3) When God is represented as having bodily parts like ours—eyes, ears, 

nostrils, arms, hands—the literary device is called an-thro-po-morph-ism. So in the broad sense 

anthropomorphism includes anthropopoiesis and anthropopathism as well as anthropomorphism 

proper. 

‗Anthropomorhism‘ has been used to designate a proper, biblical representation of God and 

also a wholly improper, even corrupt, manner of representing deity. So some further distinctions 

must carefully be made. 

The Proper Employment of Anthropomorphism 

There have been (and no doubt are) philosophers and theologians who deny it, but most have 

agreed that all formulated knowledge about God is analogical. This is to say that when one 

makes a declarative statement about God‘s person, essence or nature—such as ‗you hate all 

evildoers‘ (Ps. 5:5) or ‗The LORD is compassionate and merciful‘ (Jas. 5:11)—these statements 

are meaningful only because we know something of what hate and mercy are in ourselves and 

other people. Even when speaking of hate and mercy in other people or in hearing about them, 

one automatically imputes to the other person, in some degree or an other, what we know to be 

hate and mercy in ourselves. This is to say that all knowledge, thoughts, emotions and character 

of other persons are analogical. There is no possibility of direct sensation of personality in 

others. I, for example, hear my secretary laugh, but I have no direct sensation of her joy. Yet, I 

know how I feel when I want to laugh joyfully and assume analogically that the same sort of 

thing produces her laughter. It must be acknowledged, however, that analogically perceived 

knowledge is not perfect. It may, for example, be distorted by distorted self-knowledge. The 

Psalmists frequently prayed for clearer vision of the self (e.g. Ps. 19:12, ‗Who can discern his 

errors? Declare me innocent from hidden faults‘). We all make serious mistakes in judging the 
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motives (character, person, self-hood) which produce what other people do and say. We even 

misjudge our own motives sometimes. So the existentialist theologians (especially Paul Tillich) 

are not entirely wrong in their ideas regarding revelation about God; they only carry too far what 

the Bible itself and all the orthodox theologians have affirmed. We do have knowledge of God 

which is true; it is possible correctly to formulate it in declarative sentences; it is proper to 

memorize affirmations such as, ‗God is that infinite and perfect spirit in whom all things have 

their source, support and end‘, or ‗There is but one only living and true God, who is infinite in 

being and perfection, a most pure spirit, invisible … almighty; most wise, most holy, most 

free‘.
11

 Yet we must constantly remind ourselves that all these words have their meaning shaped 

by our own inner and outer experience and that the gulf between Creator and creature separates 

us from Him who alone is true God. Except for the dim light of nature, which tells all people that 

God is mighty, glorious (Ps. 19:1–5; Rom. 1:20) and that we are responsible to Him for what we 

do of right or wrong (Rom. 2:14, 15), natural men know very little of God. Our proposed 

analogies lead us astray. We suppose God‘s justice is feeble like our own, that God‘s love is 

sentimental like our own. 

Thus we understand that the image of God in mankind (Gen. 1:26–27) makes a degree of 

analogy (anthropomorphism) in our thoughts about God as man-like quite proper. However, until 

the moral likeness is restored in regeneration, such analogies may lead to grievous error—as in 

all representation of the invisible God by images to be worshipped. Our understanding will be 

undistorted fully, only when sanctification and glorification are complete, whereupon we shall 

enjoy some degree of direct vision, the beatific vision contemplated by the medieval mystics, for 

‗we shall see him as he is‘ (1 John 3:2). 

Meanwhile, in the very broadest sense, all affirmations about God are anthropomorphic. 

More specifically, the Bible employs the three figures of speech, previously noted, all falling 

under the common category of anthropomorphism in speaking of God. Let us enlarge on this 

matter. 

1. Anthropopoiesis 

This concerns divine actions analogous to human actions, as in ‗God said, ―Let there be light‖ ‘ 

(Gen. 1:3). That sentence is in Hebrew, a language that came into existence ages after the initial 

creation on the first day of the creative week. Did the pre-incarnate Logos communicate with the 

Father in audible speech? If so, how, for God has none of the bodily parts (lips, teeth, tongue, 

palate, etc. employed in human speech)? This declaration is anthropomorphic. God decreed the 

existence of light but did not speak the Hebrew words, ye-hi (let there be) ‗or (light). (The 

Hebrew language in which the first chapter of Genesis was written did not exist at the creation.) 

‗God … breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature‘ (Gen. 

2:7). God, of course, conferred life upon human beings, life of a special sort like His own divine 

life in some important respect (personal, self-conscious), but God has no lungs, ribcage or nasal 

passages for breathing. The statement of what God did is anthropopoietic. ‗And the LORD came 

down to see the city and the tower‘ (Gen. 11:5). The omnipresent Creator and imminent 

Sustainer of the heaven and earth made no intergalactic journey. He did devote, however, some 

special attention (another anthropomorphic statement) to what was happening on the plains of 

Shinar (Gen. 11:2). There are many examples of this throughout the Bible. 

                                                           
11 The Westminster Confession of Faith, Chap. II, ‘Of God, and of the Holy Trinity’. 
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A special class of events called theophany, by theological writers, must not be placed in the 

category of anthropomorphism. The divine spirit, usually interpreted as the pre-incarnate Logos 

(John 1:1–3), sometimes assumed a temporary human form, visible to people, and held converse 

and social intercourse with them. Examples are the three men who visited Abraham in the plains 

of Mamre (Gen. 18:1–33) and the ‗man of God‘ (Judg. 13:6) who appeared to Manoah and his 

wife, parents of Samson (Judg. 13:2–25). The record even quotes Samson‘s mother as saying, 

‗we have seen God‘ (v. 22). These theophanies seem all to have been appearances of the Second 

Person of the Trinity.
12

 R. Laird Harris is therefore correct when he affirms: ‗Such 

anthropomorphisms are to be distinguished from the appearance of God in human form to 

Abraham as he sat at his tent door in Mamre. The divine appearance in human form is called a 

theophany and is not a figure of speech.‘
13

 

2. Anthropopathism 

Not all theologians have consented to say God is impassible, i.e, ‗incapable of suffering; 

inaccessible to harm‘ (Webster‘s Unabridged Dictionary), but it must surely be affirmed that 

God‘s inner, conscious essence is always undisturbed and unruffled by anything He has 

created.
14

 Yet the Scriptures find in the Godhead that which is called emotion in human beings—

love, hate, joy, grief, repentance and the like. 

Such [passages] as speak of his repenting and grieving, Gen. 6:6, 7; Jer. 15:6; Ps. 95:10; 

of his being jealous, Deut. 19:20, etc. represent the truth with respect to God only 

analogically, and as seen from our point of view … When he is said to repent, or to be 

grieved, or to be jealous, it is only meant that he acts toward us as a man would when 

agitated by such passions [emphasis added]. These metaphors occur principally in the 

OT, and in highly rhetorical passages of the poetical and prophetical books.
15 

Many of these anthropopathisms seemed crude to the translators of the Septuagint (ancient Greek 

translation from about the fourth to second centuries BC) and were rendered by expressions they 

thought more elegant. Many modern vernacular Versions likewise remove these ‗crude‘ 

expressions. For example, ‗the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses‘ (Exod. 4:14) is in 

Hebrew, ‗the nostrils of the LORD burned‘. A word for heat, poison, fury, rage is used by Moses 

in Psalm 90:7 of the feelings of God in inflicting death on all the ‗children of man‘. The picture 

conveyed in Hebrew is of virulent, passionate temper out of control. ‗And the LORD was sorry 

that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart‘ (Gen. 6:6) furnishes two vivid 

examples of the metaphor, anthropopathism. ‗Was sorry‘ (‗repented‘ KJV) is naḥam, frequently 

used in the sense of being sorry for something one has done and has that meaning here. This 

cannot be literally true of God, who makes no mistakes, works all things after the counsel of His 

own will and ‗doeth all things well‘. God knew exactly what He was doing when in His eternal 

counsels He decreed the permission of sin. But the metaphor helps us understand what God did 

when He brought the Flood. Similarly ‗grieved‘ is a word which in simple degree (qal) means to 

                                                           
12 See summary of evidences, A. A. Hodge, Outlines of Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1860, 1957), 
pp. 169–172, 
13 R. Laird Harris in Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, vol. i (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 
p. 177. 
14 See A. H. Strong’s discussion in Systematic Theology (Old Tappan, NJ: Revell, 1907), pp. 266–268. 
15 A. A. Hodge, op. cit. p. 132. 



 
210 

hurt someone or to cause pain, but here, in intensive reflexive degree (hithpael), means to have 

vexation, as in the case of the sons of Jacob, when they learned that Shechem had seduced or 

raped their sister, Dinah (Gen. 34:7). Again, God has no inner disturbances of spirit, such as 

those none-too-innocent brothers experienced, but the metaphor helps us understand God‘s 

action in saving Noah‘s clan and destroying all of mankind in the Flood (Gen. 6:6). When God 

became incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth (the divine nature being joined in indissoluble union with 

the human nature), affirmations about divine suffering, rejoicing, grieving, hating, etc., all 

became less metaphorical. Though one of the lesser benefits of the incarnation (Heb. 2:9–18; 

4:14–16), it is very comforting to believers as we face the crisis of physical death. Yet let us not 

forget that Patripassionism, the doctrine that the Father lived, suffered and died in Jesus Christ 

(Modalistic Monarchianism), was one of the earliest Christian heresies to be condemned by the 

church. 

3. Anthropomorphism Proper 

Anthropomorphism proper assigns God the bodily parts and organs of a man in order to convey 

ideas of His person and action. These are numerous in all parts of the Bible, but like 

anthropopathism, especially numerous in Old Testament poetry and prophecy. God‘s power is 

referred to analogically as His arms or hands, His knowledge as His eyes, His response to prayer 

as His ear, His pleasure (an anthropopathetic term) as His nostrils. This metaphorical manner of 

speech is prevalent in Hebrew sentences about almost any subject—the power of the patriarch 

Joseph‘s tribe in war, for example, is said to be ‗the arms of his hands‘ (Gen. 49:24 KJV). Every 

reader of the Bible in the Authorized Version of 1611 is familiar with this kind of 

anthropomorphism, because a large number of figures of all kinds are literally rendered into 

plain English. God‘s eyes thus stand for sympathetic acceptance (Gen. 6:8; 34:11), His 

supportive attention (Deut. 11:12), God‘s moral judgment (Deut. 32:10), His omniscience and 

benevolence (2 Chr. 16:9). God‘s ear as a metaphor for His response to all genuine human 

prayers is found at least a dozen times in the Psalms (10:17; 17:6; 18:6; etc.). Several very 

meaningful anthropomorphisms appear in Isaiah‘s memorable appeal to backslidden Israel: 

‗Behold, the LORD‘s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save, or his ear dull, that it cannot hear; 

but your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have hidden 

his face from you‘ (Isa. 59:1, 2 emphasis added). 

It is instructive, to some amusing, that the bodily-parts metaphor sometimes is carried to the 

point of subhuman creatures. Thus Boaz spoke of Ruth the Moabitess as now trusting under the 

wings of the LORD God of Israel (Ruth 2:12); and a Psalm naively asserts that God ‗will cover 

thee with his feathers (Ps. 91:4 KJV); and once God, Himself, speaks of bearing the Israelites on 

‗eagles‘ wings‘ (Exod. 19:4). Yet these metaphors must be understood no less purely 

symbolically than the simile of Deuteronomy 32:11, 12: ‗Like an eagle stirs up its nest, that 

flutters over its young, spreading out its wings, catching them, bearing them on its pinions, the 

LORD alone guided him [Jacob]‘. 

4. The Names of God 

Scripture uses few generic words for deity. In the Old Testament there are ten names 

traditionally considered as the chief ones. There are also numerous adjectives, such as ‗The 

Merciful‘ or The One who does this or that. Upon reflection; every one of these names is an 

anthropomorphism—God seen man-wise. How else could we mere people talk about Him? This 
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is most obvious in names such as Father, or Rock. Yet as we shall see even ‗the most High‘ and 

Adonai (Lord) are anthropomorphic. 

5. The Attributes of God 

Man was made the image and likeness of God. Scripture not only says man is in that image, it 

says also man is the image of God. The moral attributes scripture ascribes to God are without 

exception such excellencies as we have, partial and limited as creatures, defaced and spoiled as 

sinners. This will be discussed again in connection with the names of God and the attributes of 

God. 

The Improper Employment of Anthropomorphisms 

Certain modern philosophers have asserted that none of our statements about God as a person or 

spirit, and as having personal, spiritual attributes is even analogically correct. They claim that 

such statements do not in any sense conform to objective fact. Hence, when in pantheistic (all is 

God/God is all) expressions of opinion, all affirmations about God are said to be 

anthropomorphic, it is meant that, failing even of analogical correctness, they are wholly without 

validity. Of course, when pagans construct images and other likenesses of God as true 

representations, they are creating a god in their own image and likenesses and, hence, not only 

false in message but also blatantly illogical. Paul so reminded the pagan philosophers of Athens 

(Acts 17:18–31). Such idolatry is also a corrupt practice, as the Old Testament prophets 

sarcastically asserted (e.g. Elijah, 1 Kings 18:20–40). 

A group of ancient Christians who took the anthropomorphic language of scripture literally 

are known to history as anthropomorphites and were regarded as heretics. This bit of simplistic 

naivety has been revived in modern times by self-designated Latter Day Saints (Mormons). 

4 

Why People do Believe in God 

A few years ago, on a return flight from the Holy Land I sat in an aisle seat, my wife in the seat 

to my left. Members of our tour group frequently passed questions to me or stepped down the 

aisle to talk. God‘s name was spoken frequently in our conversations. Near the end of our 

journey (Kennedy Airport) an angry-looking small man across the aisle first made a very 

disparaging remark about my voice and then sarcastically asked, ‗What gives you the idea that 

the person [God] you keep referring to even exists?‘ I first attempted a courteous 

acknowledgment of his presence and then replied, ‗I have been explaining just that to about 500 

students in a series of thirty lectures. Do you want the whole course or just a summary?‘ 

Obviously already regretting his antagonistic sally he mumbled, ‗Just the summary.‘ So I did 

give him a twenty-minute summary. I led off with the same sentence I had used to students at 

Campus Crusades summer school: ‗I believe in God because, like most people before they invent 
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reasons for disbelieving, I find it much more reasonable to believe than not to believe.‘ The 

statement answered the man‘s question directly and affirms the ancient order—faith in search of 

understanding. 

Authentic Christian apologetics does not pursue the goal of faith-compelling reasons for 

believing but frankly the aim of removing some obstacles to listening to the Word and of 

encouraging the perservance of believers. Faith comes by hearing the Word of God, not in 

response to arguments. To convince atheists, however, that belief in God is supported both by 

factual evidence and rational arguments might very well humble their pride to the point they will 

listen to the Word. In this respect ‗Evidences‘ may be and frequently have been useful to the 

Spirit of God in producing repentance and faith. 

‗Belief‘, ‗believing‘ and various synonyms are used in this chapter to mean simple 

acknowledgment of the existence of something. This is only a small part of the full Christian 

meaning. This distinction between this simple acknowledgment and the full meaning needs 

illumination. 

In sermons and lectures I have got the distinction across to a group by requesting: ‗Everyone 

who believes in a personal devil please raise his hand.‘ When everyone else (usually) has his or 

her hand up I said, ‗Please put your hands down‘, and add, ‗I do not believe in the devil because 

I believe in the living God.‘ As the effect was sometimes more devastating than is desirable I 

quit doing this! But the point is that we may accept something as a fact which we may wish were 

not a fact. Our language permits me to say in such a case, ‗I believe in a personal devil.‘ 

Belief in God Is Universal 

In exactly this simple sense people everywhere do believe in God. This is not to say that their 

ideas about God correspond to biblical teaching about ‗the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ‘, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, nor that their ideas about Him are well defined at 

all. Yet, as we saw in chapter 1, the idea is sufficiently definite that several Scripture writers do 

refer to the fact that the Gentiles (heathen, nations), people without direct knowledge of the 

biblical revelation, are aware of God‘s existence. In speaking or writing to pagans, Scripture 

authors refer to God, employing common names for deity, expecting their readers or auditors to 

recognize whom they mean. There is a limited community of understanding and of agreement. 

For example, when Jonah addressed Nineveh with the abrupt warning, ‗Yet forty days and 

Nineveh shall be overthrown‘ (Jonah 3:4), the inhabitants knew who had sent the prophet to 

preach that warning. In whatever language Jonah preached (Babylonian-Assyrian? Aramaic?) 

and by whatever name for God, ‗the people of Nineveh believed God [‘elohim, a name of the 

Hebrew deity as well as a generic term]. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the 

greatest of them to the least of them (Jonah 3:5). By whatever name or designation they used for 

God, they identified him with the one God of the Hebrews—however incomplete their 

knowledge of Him. 

Similarly, Genesis tells us how the patriarch Abraham, who had been residing in the South of 

Canaan, took up an unexpectedly brief residence in nearby Gerar, known (later perhaps) as the 

Land of the Philistines. In order to avoid possible trouble over his beautiful wife Sarah he 

foolishly, it turned out, gave out the report that Sarah was his sister. ‗And Abimelech king of 

Gerar sent and took Sarah. But God (ʾelohim) came to Abimelech in a dream by night and said to 

him, ‗Behold you are a dead man because of the woman you have taken, for she is a man‘s wife‘ 

(Gen. 20:3). The rest of the story sustains the point that there was continuity and partial identity 
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of the pagan king‘s notion of deity and the Hebrew knowledge of God. Abimelech knew who 

was addressing him in the dream and that pagan king called God ʾAdonai (Lord), just as 

Abraham did on occasion. The narrative demonstrates that their respective communities 

identified deity—probably in each case the supreme deity—with Abraham‘s God, ʾelohim, even 

though the Hebrew patriarch had thought there was ‗no fear of God in this place‘ (Gen. 20:11). 

But he was mistaken. 

Once Paul spoke of how the Athenians ignorantly worshipped God (Acts 17:22–28). There is 

a certain irony about this, captured well in this famous sentence: ‗You believe that God is one; 

you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder‘ (James 2:19). 

Not everyone seems to believe in God. This is, in part, because of our ability to put 

unwelcome knowledge out of our conscious thoughts. Just as some people put their illnesses or 

serious problems aside as if they did not exist, living in a fool‘s paradise, so human beings do not 

glorify Him as God (Rom. 1:21) and their Creator is not even in their thinking. As Gerald Bray 

suggests, their belief in God is about as life-affecting as their belief that the world is round.
1
 

Some people affirm belief in God but are dissatisfied with Him. They suppose they know 

more of justice, morality, goodness, beauty and truth than He. They weary the LORD with their 

words (Mal. 2:17), and sometimes long treatises on philosophical themes. 

A few participate in religious forms but in the heart, centre of affection and interest, they live 

without Him. ‗The fool says in his heart, ―There is no God‖ ‘ (Ps. 14:1). This sort of fool is not a 

dogmatic atheist but a practical one. The fool may be a church elder or the village priest, but he 

is a hypocrite, for ‗in his heart‘ life goes on as though God does not exist. 

There are, of course, avowed atheists; yet, as we shall see, they may not truly be atheists but 

‗believers‘ too, in the simple sense we are employing the word here. 

We shall now address three questions: (1) Why do people universally (or nearly so) ‗believe‘ 

in God? (2) Why should people believe in God? That is, what reasons may be cited for belief in 

God? And, though we shall not provide a special section on the subject, we shall observe in 

passing some answers to the question. (3) What do people in general know and believe about 

God? 

Why People Do Believe in God 

Why do people universally ‗believe‘ in God? Many have commented on the fact and some 

impressive theories have been proposed as to why this consensus gentium prevails. Some have 

argued that the common belief is a remnant of primitive truth. By this, they mean truth known in 

the early generations of the human race when God had daily intercourse with us, as Genesis 2 

and 3 report. It is thought to have endured in garbled form through all the generations to the 

present. There may be something to this, but it seems likely that some sections of the human race 

would have failed to pass the knowledge on. Yet the conviction appears to be well nigh 

universal. It seems more in harmony with the Bible, which does throughout address mankind as 

aware of God, to find the source on some deeper level. 

Others have suggested that the common belief in God is based on inferences from the 

observed phenomena of nature. Maybe all of us make this inference—invariably if not 

necessarily. But if so, there seem to be no parallels. Inductively acquired notions are seldom so 

uniformly held. 

                                                           
1 Gerald Bray, The Doctrine of God (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), p. 14. 
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Is then this common belief in God a spontaneous development? George Park Fisher, an 

American Presbyterian theologian of a century ago, thought so. He said the conviction arises in 

quite another way: 

Belief in God is not ultimately founded on processes of argument. His presence is more 

immediately disclosed. There is a native [i.e. born-in] and universal belief, emerging 

spontaneously in connection with the feeling of dependence and the phenomena of 

conscience, however obscure, inconstant, and perverted that faith may be.
2 

The ‗feeling of dependence‘, in the above quotation, prevailed in the atmosphere of academic 

theology when Fisher wrote in the early 1880s, in the same way ‗demythologize‘, ‗process‘, and 

‗existential‘ have been in recent decades. F. D. E. Schleiermacher (1768–1834) gave this 

expression to theology in many writings. He built a whole dogmatic system in his two-volume 

work, The Christian Faith, 1821, 1831, on the foundation of the ‗religious consciousness‘ which 

all people have. We each become aware early in childhood that we are not independent but 

dependent beings. The dependence we feel is of absolute dependence. The essence of this 

consciousness is not knowledge or action, but a feeling different from all others, being a direct 

consciousness of ‗the absolute‘, another nineteenth-century philosophical preoccupation. George 

W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) who wrote more than many scholars ever read in a year, impressed 

many and convinced more (Karl Marx, for example) of ‗process‘ or ‗dialectical movement‘. This 

theme ‗runs through everything Hegel wrote‘ (Will Durant). This movement (process, becoming) 

is identical with ‗the absolute‘, the supreme Reality. The world process—as in all pantheistic 

idealism—is its own cause and goal. Somehow Hegel‘s notion stuck and has not disappeared. 

Hence people everywhere believe in God as the Absolute on whom they have ‗feeling of 

dependence‘ or ‗the religious consciousness‘. There is something of the ring of truth in this 

theory. 

In other words, God made each person—the first man and all his descendants—with such 

nature and characteristics that when we come to full conscious awareness of the external world 

and our inner thoughts and feelings, an awareness of God appears. The awareness is dim and 

only partly formulated in some, for many of us are neither very reflective nor especially alert to 

ideas. Additionally, some of us are not very sensitive to other persons. In others the awareness of 

God is clear and well formed. Among at least a few the voice of conscience speaks ‗loud and 

clear‘, while in others that pointer toward the moral Governor of this world seems hardly to exist. 

Pilate‘s wife might serve as an example of the former (Matt. 27:19), Pilate of the latter (John 

18:38). 

Is God a first truth? Since very ancient times, at least as early as the Greek philosophers of 

the fourth century BC, many learned men have said that God is immediately present in people‘s 

minds as one of several ‗first truths‘. 

A. H. Strong, author of the most enduring and widely read book of Baptist theology, taking a 

hint from this, puts this universal awareness of God in the category of ‗first truths‘. Orthodox 

Protestant theological writers from Calvin onward have taught, on the basis both of Scripture and 

‗natural light‘, that this awareness exists. Not all provide the same list of first truths or explain 

the awareness of God in this way. 

By this pregnant expression writers mean truths existing in the mind previous to thought or 

reflection. They are truths the mind unconsciously presupposes in order to think about any 

                                                           
2 George P. Fisher, Grounds of Theistic and Christian Belief (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1888), p. 
37. 
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subject whatsoever. Sometimes they are called (not very aptly, for a false impression is conveyed 

thereby) innate ideas, that is, ideas we are born with. Such ideas are not thought to be 

consciously present at birth or even when first used. Yet when experiences through the senses 

(percepts) furnish data for the mind to reflect upon and shape into concepts, the mind is already 

furnished with ‗categories‘ into which to arrange and file them, plus techniques for so employing 

the data. Thus when the distance between A and B is perceived, the idea of space or distance 

immediately moves from latent existence to patent existence in the mind. A person employs the 

idea of space without ever being taught it by someone else or by experiencing it through the 

senses. Similarly, when events transpire within an infant‘s sphere of observation (a loud noise, 

movement, change of any sort) the child looks for a cause. Cause is another first truth, innate, 

not produced by experience, but latently present and becoming patent in first experience. Kant 

taught a similar doctrine of knowledge. Although there are certain similarities to Plato‘s thought 

about the question of how we know things, there is no connection really with his doctrine of pre-

existing ‗forms‘. 

Now, says this line of approach, God is one of these first truths. The latent idea springs up 

into conscious presence in the mind at a certain point in every person‘s conscious life. It may be 

at first awareness of wrongdoing, or a first interest in cause-effect relationships, or some other 

occasion. 

Is God discovered by the correspondence of two worlds? One may defend this view of things 

(Fisher and Strong were only two of many who do) by a slightly different approach. There is an 

external world (sea and land, clouds and sky, people and things) to be observed. I observe it; you 

observe it; almost everyone does. We each enter into knowing relationship with it, for we find in 

our minds mental shelves, bags, hooks, slots and drawers (so to speak) into which, tentatively at 

least, we arrange these numerous bits of information. Colours go in certain shaped bags, 

distances on shelves, values in drawers, pleasures in slots, and pains on hooks, so to speak. So 

my inner mental world, in a general way, corresponds genuinely with the external world. When I 

talk with you I discover that you have done the same in similar, if not identical, ways. We both 

know the external world and can actually have discourse about it. How? And Why? Because 

Someone greater than all reality has put all parts of all the observable reality of our world in 

these commensurable relationships. I must assume Him in order even to think about me, you or 

it. 

You might say simply that the external world that we see, feel, touch, hear and taste 

corresponds with our inner world that knows the outer one. Everyone who thinks about it must 

ask, Why? A power to whom our language gives the name God seems to be the only answer the 

mind can readily supply. 

Is conscience the source of our knowledge of God? As G. P. Fisher‘s statement quoted earlier 

suggests, conscience may be a source of the universal notion of God. Conscience, Paul says, 

either accuses or excuses (blames or praises) us (Rom. 2:15). It must exist in us all because all 

people do make moral judgments. The human mind has a way of skipping all the steps of logic 

and apparently, by intuition, coming to a sound conclusion. We have to do this in a split second 

to stay alive sometimes. Perhaps we all do this in reasoning from conscience to God. Maybe this 

explains the universal awareness of God. To be the God whom conscience fears, God must be 

exceedingly great in wisdom and power. He must also be holy and just. Whether He be also 

gracious or not is a question conscience does not answer, for conscience gives the soul of a 

person small comfort and ultimately no mercy at all. The sinner receives assurance of 

forgiveness after he repents and confesses, all right, but even then, he may find conscience hard 
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to mollify. Assurance of forgiveness comes rather from the revealed Word of God which tells 

him what God has done to remove transgressions, to cover sin and to cancel guilt (see Ps. 32:1–5 

and compare 2 Sam. 12:1–13; see also 1 John 1:8, 9). 

These reflections on the question of why people everywhere have an awareness of God are of 

at least provisional value. That is, they will do until some better answer to a persistent question is 

proposed. At any rate, we have every reason to make the same assumption that the Bible makes: 

people do not need to be introduced to the idea of God. They already know about Him. 

The Bible does assume that people believe in the existence of God. The Bible also assumes 

that people‘s ideas about Him are sufficiently correct to make conversation about Him possible. 

We must accept this if we are going to address people‘s minds as Paul did at Athens (Acts 

17:16–34) or as John Bunyan, for that matter, did in the Bedford Gaol. 

Not only so, having accepted this universal awareness as a fact, on the basis of it we have the 

privilege and duty of initiating Christian witness to anyone on earth. 

Is our knowledge of God an intuition from the contingency of all things? Is it obvious that the 

innumerable things we learn about, beginning with our first day of conscious existence, are 

necessarily here in the world, not somewhere else. Do you remember the surprise you felt the 

first time you touched a kitten, a stone, a piece of ice, a fly? Or the first time you heard a 

meadow lark sing or first heard a symphony orchestra? Later you learned the connections 

between some or all of these things. You know there is regularity in the relations of all these 

things—we call the regularity, laws. 

About these ‗things‘ and the ‗laws‘ Rudolph Otto asked some questions: 

Whence have both these come? Is it a matter of course, is it quite obvious that they 

should exist at all, and that they should be exactly as they are?… if the world were so 

constituted that it would be impossible for it not to exist, that the necessity for its 

existence and the inconceivability of its non-existence were at once explicit and obvious, 

then there would be no sense in inquiring after a cause. In regard to a ‗necessary‘ thing, if 

there were such, we cannot ask, ‗why, and from what cause does it exist?‘ If it was 

necessary, that implies that to think of it as not existing would be ridiculous … and 

impossible. Unfortunately there are no ‗necessary‘ things [emphasis added], so that we 

cannot illustrate the case by examples. But there are at least necessary truths [emphasis 

added] as distinguished from contingent truths … For instance, a necessary truth is 

contained in the sentence, ‗Everything is equal to itself‘, or, ‗The shortest distance 

between two points [on a plane surface] is a straight line.‘ We cannot even conceive of 

the contrary.
3 

‗It rained yesterday‘ is a contingent truth. ‗It all depends‘, we say. Now it seems entirely possible 

that in an informal manner people of all times and places find it necessary to accept a cause of all 

contingent things. The cause is axiomatic, not something to be proved. Perhaps for most of us 

‗proof‘ in the sense of absolute demonstration is neither desired nor necessary. We look at the 

‗things‘ that are made (Rom. 1:20) and unconsciously accept God as the Maker without the 

slightest effort at a syllogism. We do so in the same unreflective but valid way we cut across the 

backyard to get to the neighbour‘s back door rather than taking to the street and walking around 

the block. 

                                                           
3 Rudolph Otto, Naturalism and Religion, trans. J. A. Thomson & Margaret R. Thomson (New York: 1913), 
pp. 61, 62. This sort of truth—necessary truth—is called an axiom. We do not ever prove axioms for we 
cannot even think without them. They can, however, be suppressed. 
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This intuition, formalized, is the rational basis of the causal or cosmological argument, to be 

treated in the next chapter. 

Is Belief in God a Practical Necessity to Meet the Needs of Human Life? It is a generally 

acknowledged fact that religion is a universal phenomenon. Some authors account for it as 

arising out of some spontaneous impulse that is as natural as breathing or eating food. Augustine 

phrased the thought memorably in the language of Christian theism: ‗Thou has made us for 

thyself and our heart is restless till it rest in thee‘. Others have described the impulse to worship 

some unseen ‗higher power‘ as ‗felt need‘. 

Through several generations Boston University has been favored by a succession of brilliant 

exponents of a theistic world view. Among these, one who after a hundred years is still widely 

quoted and whose arguments and exposition still speak is Borden P. Bowne. I will call upon the 

closing chapter of his Theism, Comprising the Deems Lectures for 1902 at New York University. 

At that time NYU was a Christian institution. He introduces the chapter ‗Theism and Life‘ as no 

proof of God‘s existence but to introduce belief in the God of theism as needful for human 

happiness as follows: 

[M]an is not merely nor mainly contemplation; he is also will and action. He must, then, 

have something to work for, aims to realize, and ideas by which to live. In real life the 

center of gravity of theistic faith lies in its relation to these aims and ideals. God is seen 

to be that without which our ideals collapse or are made unattainable, and the springs of 

action are broken. Hence the existence of God is affirmed not on speculation or 

theoretical grounds, but because of the needs of practical life.
4 

One Hebrew poet exclaimed, ‗My soul longeth … my heart and my flesh crieth out for the living 

God‘ and another ‗My flesh longeth for thee in a dry and thirsty land‘ and still another, ‗God is 

the strength of my heart, and my portion forever‘ (Psa. 84:2; 63:1; 73:26 KJV). 

Bowne concludes on the point: ‗All that can be done … is to show that theism is a demand of 

our moral nature, a necessity of practical life. Whether to accept this subjective necessity as the 

warrant for the objective fact every one must decide for himself … our human interests can be 

conserved, and our highest life maintained, only on a theistic basis‘.
5
 Universally felt needs for a 

meaningful happy life may also explain why people of all ages and in every place believe in a 

god. 

Why Should People Believe in God? 

It is a fact that sizeable numbers of people have, like the man in my story at the beginning of this 

chapter, rejected their ‗belief‘ in God. They ‗by their unrighteousness suppress the truth … For 

although they knew God, they did not honour him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 

futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became 

fools‘ (Rom. 1:18, 21–22). Scripture holds these folk—idolaters all—wickedly responsible for 

denying and perverting their knowledge. Yet, they are not only to be loved as God loves them 

(John 3:16; Rom. 5:8) but also to be hated as God hates them (Pss. 97:10; 139:21). Wherever he 

went, Paul got into trouble because he rebuked idolatries of all kinds and successfully overthrew 

them. 

                                                           
4 Borden P. Bowne, Theism (New York: American Book Co., 1902), p. 291. 
5 ibid., p. 292. 
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What shall we do when we meet the wholly secular mind? We, of course, shall declare the 

gospel. If I understand the ‗presuppositional‘ disciples of Cornelius Van Til aright, they hold this 

to be the only ‗apologetic‘, i.e. proof of the truth of ‗the Faith‘ available to us. There is, they say, 

no common ground of agreement we can find to mount a programme of evangelistic or pre-

evangelistic encounter with unbelievers. The effect of the fall has rendered their minds incapable 

of considering the saving truth of the gospel. Arguments are unavailing. We must simply 

proclaim the truth and leave the rest to the sovereign work of the Holy Spirit. 

If, however, secular-minded unbelievers will not consent to hear the gospel, is there anything 

else one can do? Certainly. If we can at least get their attention (as Jesus did in His interesting 

parables and as Paul did at Athens) by speaking first of matters not apparently part of a distinctly 

Christian doctrinal system, we may cause them to listen to some gospel too. 

The classical arguments for the existence of God are latently in the Scriptures, sometimes 

almost explicitly stated. Therefore, to present them is really to speak from logical-spiritual 

ground that is uncompromised. As the witness speaks, and if his homework has been done well, 

several good things may happen to the unbeliever also. 

In the first place the garden-variety secular listener will likely come to see for the first time in 

his life that evangelical Christianity is not what he thought it to be—a superstition or a device for 

gaining social benefits or a spooky bit of a magic for small-minded fanatics. This may come as 

quite a shock to him, sufficient shock either to anger or humble him. The listener may at least 

begin to doubt the certainty of his smug atheism and to feel a bit foolish. Carl Sagan might 

possibly have had a bad night had he encountered John Gerstner (who was an aggressive 

Christian apologist) in the next seat of a trans-Atlantic flight to Paris. In other words, sound 

arguments can teach unbelievers a bit of respect, even if they do not initially convince. St 

Augustine, himself, says his mind was turned toward Christianity by meeting a persuasive 

argument for the existence of souls, and it did not even come from a Christian source, but from 

pagan Platonic philosophers. 

Unbelievers may have more than one kind of obstacle to belief, susceptible to more than one 

kind of help from those who sincerely desire to win them over. Some years ago, a practicing 

Christian psychologist addressed the students and faculty of Wheaton College on the question of 

whether or not psychology can be used to convert unbelievers to Christ. He said, in sum, no, not 

as such. However, many people are not fully sane and some are not sane at all. The gospel 

addresses a person‘s rational understanding. He will therefore remain lost until some degree of 

sanity is restored. Otherwise he cannot even discern the gospel when he hears it. If psychological 

counselling or psychiatric treatment can return him to sanity, then the gospel power can operate 

in him and he may be saved. 

In a similar way, if a ‗professing-himself-to-be-wise‘ person, who has rejected native belief 

in God, will stand still long enough while I present some arguments for God‘s existence, good 

things may happen to him. Firstly, he may open his mind just a little to the idea that God is. The 

moment he does so, his conscience will again operate to produce shame for his guilty unbelief. In 

the second place, while the unbeliever listens to my arguments, I shall also be declaring some of 

my own faith and reporting some of God‘s Word. Logical arguments need not be separated from 

scriptural truth and Christian testimony. The listening unbeliever therefore is ‗dangerously‘ close 

already to being under gospel power. ‗Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word 

of Christ‘ (Rom. 10:17). 

A third thing will occur too. I shall be strengthening my own faith if I have troubled to make 

myself ‗ready‘ (1 Peter 3:15) to give answer to those who inquire. G. P. Fisher, quoted above, 
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goes on to say: ‗The arguments for the being of God do not originate this faith: they justify at the 

same time that they elucidate and define it. They are so many different points of view from 

which we contemplate the object of faith. Each one of them tends to show, not simply that God 

is, but what He is. They complete the conception by pointing out particular predicates brought to 

light in the manifestation which God has made of himself.‘
6
 

The arguments we are about to examine are all ancient; as asserted earlier, some even appear 

in the Bible. Modern theologians are not in full agreement as to their value. This I judge to be 

because we bring a recent world-view to the problem. As these arguments were developed over 

the years, say from Anselm (eleventh century) to Calvin (sixteen thcentury), they were not 

employed by themselves to convert non-theists to belief in one true God. Rather, everyone in 

Christendom endorsed the creeds: ‗I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and 

earth.‘ This sort of ‗pre-evangelism‘ was not particularly needed. The arguments were not 

formulated as demonstrations or proofs for some unprejudiced, critical court of review. Rather, 

St Thomas and the others held, there was cause for affirming the existence of God quite 

independently of creed or Bible. God is knowable in the sense of knowing that He is, by virtue of 

information drawn from the world that God made. The tool for mining the treasure, it was held, 

is natural reason. Until recently, however, ‗reason‘ included much more than what we usually 

call ‗reason‘ today. Our very word logic is an old Greek word meaning word in the first place. In 

these authors, still read today, reason includes about all the arts of persuasion, including 

deductive and inductive processes and much more besides. In the KJV New Testament of 400 

years ago ‗reason‘, ‗reasoning‘, and the like, still translate words meaning to discuss, to dispute, 

to argue, give exposition, build a case, and similar. Neither Anselm nor Thomas supposed that 

pure logic, as we conceive it today, would convince people indisposed to believe. There were not 

then or now any faith-compelling syllogisms—not even faith-compelling miracles (John 12:37–

41). 

The most we can claim for these arguments is, given the kind of beings people ought to be, 

the evidences of natural light are such that people ought to give assent to the fact that God is. We 

will assess how much more the arguments tell us about God as we treat them. 

The church Fathers took over these proofs from ancient philosophers, and some proceeded to 

set too much value on them. The age of scholasticism (tenth to fifteenth centuries) similarly 

made too much of them. The Reformers received this natural theology also, but following the 

Scriptures, they incorporated it into Christian doctrine, rather than treating it as something 

merely preliminary to or in addition to scriptural revelation. It is something for Christians to 

employ as Christians, not merely as fodder for dialogue or debate with unbelievers. 

In a well-known passage Calvin says: 

The final goal of the blessed life … rests in the knowledge of God. Lest anyone … be 

excluded … he not only sowed in men‘s minds that seed of religion [awareness of God] 

… but revealed himself and daily discloses himself in the whole workmanship of the 

universe. As a consequence, men cannot open their eyes without being compelled to see 

him. Indeed, his essence is incomprehensible; hence, his divineness far escapes all human 

perception. But upon his individual works he has engraved unmistakable marks of his 

glory, so clear and so prominent that even unlettered and stupid folk cannot plead the 

excuse of ignorance.
7 

                                                           
6 G. P. Fisher, op. cit., p. 37. 
7 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), I, v, 1. 
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Calvin then devotes a page to exposition of Psalm 104, Hebrews 11:3, Psalm 19 and Romans 

1:19, 20 and adds: 

There are innumerable evidences both in heaven and on earth that declare his wonderful 

wisdom; not only those more recondite matters for closer observation of which 

astronomy, medicine, and all natural science are intended, but also those which thrust 

themselves upon the sight of even the most untutored and ignorant person, so that they 

cannot open their eyes without being compelled to witness them.
8 

It is clear that while Calvin thought education might help one to see God‘s message in the natural 

world, no one is so bereft of ‗reason‘ as to be unable to read the essentials of the message. 

For any theologians who may read these lines, I cannot but express the opinion that Calvin 

would have been both puzzled and angered by the odd reluctance of some Calvinistic 

presuppositionalists in apologetics to see value in employing natural ‗revelation‘ in evangelism, 

granting its limitations. After all, every truth as well as the Truth has power. And some truths of 

‗natural light‘ are also the Truth of God‘s revealed Word.
5
 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
8 ibid., I, v, 2. 
5 Robert Duncan Culver, Systematic Theology: Biblical and Historical (Ross-shire, UK: Mentor, 2005), 1–

35. 
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Part 1 

Studying God 

 1. What Is Theology? 

 2. Theology and Philosophy 

 3. The Method of Theology 

 4. Theology and Critical Study of the Bible 

 5. Contemporizing the Christian Message 

 6. Theology and Its Language 

 7. Postmodernity and Theology 

What Is Theology?  1 

Chapter Objectives 

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

 1. To develop an understanding of the concept of religion in history. 

 2. To compose a brief definition of theology that focuses particularly on the understanding 

of the discipline. 

 3. To distinguish among biblical, historical, philosophical, and systematic theology. 

 4. To demonstrate the need for systematic theology in contemporary society. 

 5. To relate Christian theology to Christian living and Christian ministry in today‘s world. 

Chapter Summary 

Theology in a Christian context is a discipline of study that seeks to understand the God revealed 

in the Bible and to provide a Christian understanding of reality. It seeks to understand God‘s 

creation, particularly human beings and their condition, and God‘s redemptive work in relation 

to humankind. Biblical, historical, and philosophical theology provide insights and 

understandings that help lead toward a coherent whole. Theology has practical value in providing 

guidance for the Christian life and ministry. 

Study Questions 

• In his philosophical works, to what extent did Immanuel Kant restrict religion? 

• State and explain five facets of the definition of theology. 
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• Define systematic theology and explain how it relates to the three other disciplines of 

theology: biblical, historical, and philosophical. 

• What is natural theology, and which theologian developed a more empirical approach to 

it? 

• Defend the statement, ―Theology should continue to reign as Queen of the Sciences.‖ 

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 Theology 

The Starting Point of Theology 

Theology as Science 

Why the Bible? 

The Nature of Religion 

Humans are wondrous and complex beings. They are capable of executing intricate physical 

feats, of performing abstract intellectual calculations, of producing incredibly beautiful sights 

and sounds. Beyond this, human beings are incurably religious. For wherever we find 

humanity—in widely different cultures geographically dispersed and at all points from the 

dimmest moments of recorded history to the present—we also find religion. 

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 of, 

reflection on, and discussion of the subject, or that its subject 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 individual human persons. 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, or practices. The degree of force with 

which it is held varies among religions and among the adherents of a given religion.
1
 

Religion also ordinarily involves a world-and-life view, that is, a perspective on or general 

picture of reality as a whole and a conception of how individuals are to relate to the world in 

light of this perspective. A set of practices, of either ritual or ethical behavior or both, attaches to 

a religion. 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 higher object, such as commitment, 

                                                           
1 William P. Alston, “Religion,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: Macmillan, 

1967), vol. 7, pp. 141–42. 
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worship, or prayer.
2
 Finally, there are often, but not always, certain social dimensions. Groups 

are frequently formed on the basis of a common religious stance or commitment.
3
 

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 Christianity 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 primary during the period 

from the beginning of the Middle Ages through the eighteenth century. Since philosophy was a 

strong, well-established discipline, the character of religion as a worldview would naturally be 

emphasized. And since the behavioral sciences were still in their infancies, relatively little was 

said about religion as a social institution 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.
4
 This view has been developed by the phenomenological 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.‖ Popular contemporary Christian worship shows a strong 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 on the philosophy of religion.
6
 In the first of these, he 

refuted the idea that it is possible to have theoretical knowledge of objects that transcend sense 

experience. This of course disposed of the possibility of any real knowledge of or cognitive basis 

for religion as traditionally understood.
7
 Rather, Kant determined that religion is an object of the 

practical reason. He deemed that God, norms, and immortal life are necessary as postulates 

                                                           
2 Ibid. 

3 “Religion, Social Aspects of,” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th ed., Macropaedia, vol. 15, pp. 604–13. 

4 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (New York: Harper & Row, 

1958). 

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

6 A. C. McGiffert, Protestant Thought Before Kant (New York: Harper, 1961), obviously 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, chapter 2, section 2. 
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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.
9
 

How, then, shall we regard religion? Religion is actually all of these—belief or doctrine, 

feeling or attitudes, and a way of life or 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 dependence, love, and fulfillment. And Christianity most 

certainly involves a set of teachings, a way of viewing reality and oneself, and a perspective from 

which all 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 he taught, it is essential that 

the follower also emulate these practices. We usually distinguish, however, between inherent (or 

essential) practices 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, have 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.‖
10

 

It seems reasonable, then, to say that holding the beliefs that Jesus held and taught is part of 

what it means to be a Christian or a follower of Christ. The study of these beliefs is the particular 

concern of Christian theology. Belief is not the whole of Christianity. An experience or set of 

experiences is involved, including love, humility, adoration, and worship. There are practices, 

both ethical in nature and ritualistic or devotional. Christianity entails social dimensions, 

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. 

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 on what is 

occurring on the primary level. The discipline that concerns itself with describing, analyzing, 

criticizing, and organizing the doctrines is theology. Thus theology is a second-level activity as 

                                                           
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. 

10 James Orr, The Christian View of God and the World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1954), p. 4. 
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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. 

Some other conceptions of theology need to be noted. They stem from the basic view of 

religion and of doctrine. To Gustavo Gutierrez and liberation theologians, religion is clearly 

pragmatic, concerned with alleviating the injustices within the human race. Thus the role of 

doctrine is to speak to those inequities. Theology, then, becomes critical reflection on praxis.
11

 

The view being set forth here also differs from those who take primarily a subjective view of 

religion. According to some, such as John Hick, the essence of religion is an experience of the 

one great reality, which he terms the ―Eternal One.‖
12

 This places him squarely in the 

Schleiermachean tradition regarding the nature of religion. Doctrines, then, whether of different 

religions or of varying denominations within a given religion, are the differing interpretations 

various groups of people place on this generic experience as they interpret it through the grid of 

their own culture.
13

 

Finally, our approach also differs from the approach of George Lindbeck and postliberals. 

Rejecting both the idea that religion consists primarily of its doctrinal teachings in propositional 

form and that it is primarily an expression of emotional experience, he proposes the cultural-

linguistic view. This is the idea that religion is a set of categories or teachings that each culture 

constructs to interpret life and on the basis of which its members function. It does not grow out 

of experience so much as it shapes it. It is a story, told by its adherents, on the basis of which 

they make sense of life.
14

 Doctrine, on this view, is a second-level activity that serves a 

regulative function. Rather than giving us ontological knowledge about God, its doctrines are 

rules governing the community, much the same way grammar is related to a language.
15

 

Our contention is that doctrines do indeed consist of genuine knowledge about God, and that 

religion involves the whole person: intellect, emotions, and will. This view of doctrine and 

theology has two major advantages not possessed by any of the other views. It enables us to 

account for the full richness and complexity of human religions. Further, it fits more closely the 

actual understanding of religion and of doctrine that the early church and the authors of Scripture 

worked with. And, to the extent that a Christian community today regards the Bible as valid, 

binding, and its primary authority, this view also fits the average Christian‘s understanding and 

practice of the Christian life. The other dimensions of Christian experience, such as the ethical 

application of Christian teachings and the whole-hearted praise of God involved in worship, are 

intimately tied to our doctrinal understanding. But they are complementary, not alternatives to it. 

The Definition of Theology 

                                                           
11 Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 

1973), pp. 6–15. 

12 John Hick, God Has Many Names (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1982), p. 42. 

13 Ibid., pp. 50–51. 

14 George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1984), pp. 32–41. 

15 Ibid., pp. 79–84. 
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A good preliminary or basic definition of theology is ―the study or science of God.‖ The God of 

Christianity is an active being, however, and so this initial definition must be expanded to 

include God‘s works and his relationship with them. Thus theology will also seek to understand 

God‘s creation, particularly human beings and their condition, and God‘s redemptive working in 

relation to humankind. 

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 on the Scriptures, placed in the context of culture in 

general, worded in a contemporary idiom, and related to issues of life. 

1. Theology 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 on 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 on the entire 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 conception 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 the 

biblical materials in a way that has distorted them. Thus we hear of the very real ―peril of 

modernizing Jesus.‖
16

 In attempting to avoid making Jesus just another twentieth-century liberal, 

however, the message 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 one finds oneself 

able to deal only with problems that no longer exist. Thus, the opposite peril, ―the peril of 

archaizing ourselves,‖
17

 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 

                                                           
16 Henry J. Cadbury, The Peril of Modernizing Jesus (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 darkness, 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). 

17 Henry J. Cadbury, “The Peril of Archaizing Ourselves,” Interpretation 3 (1949): 331–37. Examples of 

people who archaize themselves are those who try to form communities after the pattern of the early 

Christian church as it is described especially in Acts 4–5, or those who try to settle the question of the 

validity of drinking alcoholic beverages on the basis of New Testament practice, without asking in either 

case whether societal changes from biblical times to the present have altered the significance of the 

practices in question. 
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present represents a change from the past, then presumably the future will also be different from 

the present. A theology that 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 gives us help with our practical 

concerns. Paul, for instance, gave assurances about the second coming and then said, ―Encourage 

each other 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 application 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 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, missions, systematic theology, philosophy of religion, 

preaching, Christian education, pastoral ministry and leadership, and counseling. A narrower 

sense of the word refers to those endeavors that treat the specifically doctrinal character of the 

Christian faith. Here are found such disciplines as biblical theology, historical theology, 

systematic theology, and philosophical theology. This is theology as contrasted with the history 

of the church as an institution, the interpretation of the biblical text, or the theory and practice of 

ministry. Within this collection of theological subjects (biblical 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 doctrine 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. 

Figure 1 

Senses of ―Theology‖ 

 

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 theologian is dependent on the work and insights of the laborers in the 

exegetical vineyard. 

We need 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.
18

 This movement had many affinities with neoorthodox 

                                                           
18 James Smart, The Past, Present, and Future of Biblical Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1979), p. 

10, rejects this idea that biblical theology was a movement, accepting instead only our second meaning 
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theology. Many of its basic concepts were severely criticized, particularly by James Barr in The 

Semantics of Biblical Language.
19

 The decline of the biblical-theology movement has been 

documented by Brevard Childs in his Biblical Theology in Crisis.
20

 It now appears that, despite 

its name, the movement was not always especially biblical. In fact, it was at times quite 

unbiblical.
21

 

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.
22

 

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 that are valid for all times. In this approach 

these teachings are purified of the contingent concepts in which they were expressed in the 

Bible.
23

 We might today call this the distinction between descriptive biblical theology and 

normative biblical theology. Note, however, that neither of these approaches is dogmatics or 

systematic theology, since no attempt is made to contemporize or to state these unchanging 

concepts in a form suitable for our day‘s understanding. Brevard Childs has suggested that this is 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
of biblical theology. He is therefore more optimistic about the future of biblical theology than is Brevard 

Childs. 

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

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

21 An example is W. D. Davies’ conception of “the resurrection body” of 2 Corinthians 5 (Paul and 

Rabbinic Judaism [London: SPCK, 1955], pp. 310–18). Cadbury comments 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 sequence of eisegesis and exegesis. I 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 accurately 

biblical, it does not mean as used today what it first meant” (“The Peril of Archaizing Ourselves,” p. 333). 

22 Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, ed. 

George Buttrick (New York: Abingdon, 1962), vol. 1, pp. 418–32. 

23 Johann Philipp Gabler, “Von der richtigen Unterscheidung der biblischen und der dogmatischen 

Theologie und der rechten Bestimmung ihrer beider Zeile,” in Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments 

in ihrer Anfangszeit (Marburg: N. G. Elwert, 1972), pp. 272–84; John Sandys-Wunsch and Laurence 

Eldredge, “J. P. Gabler and the Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology: Translation, 

Commentary, and Discussion of His Originality,” Scottish Journal of Theology 33 (1980): 133–58. 
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the direction in which biblical theology needs to move in the future.
24

 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 volume. 

A final meaning of the expression ―biblical theology‖ is simply theology that is biblical, that 

is, based on 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 on biblical theology; it is biblical 

theology. Our goal is systematic biblical theology. Our goal is ―pure‖ biblical theology (in the 

second sense) contemporized. The systematic theologian draws on 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 

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 sequentially.
25

 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.
26

 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. 

The systematic theologian finds significant values in the study of historical theology. First, 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 

―preunderstanding‖). An interpretation already enters at the level of perception. The question is, 

How can we control and channel this preunderstanding to prevent it from distorting the material 

being worked with? If we are aware of our own presuppositions, we can make a conscious 

compensation for these biases. But how do we recognize that our preunderstanding 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 that Greek metaphysics had on the way in 

which the categories were developed. One may do so, however without realizing that one‘s own 

                                                           
24 Childs, Biblical Theology, pp. 99ff. 

25 E.g., Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971–89), 5 vols. 

26 E.g., Louis Berkhof, The History of Christian Doctrines (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949). 
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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.
27

 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 theology 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 own activity. 

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

idea. It is often difficult to see the implications that 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.
28

 Those who do not 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
29

 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.
30

 There are three contributions 

different theologians believe philosophy or philosophy of religion may make to theology: 

                                                           
27 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 bring to their analyses (existentialist, 

functionalist, and behaviorist, respectively). Another case in point is Jack Rogers’ analysis that the 

principles of biblical inspiration propounded by the “Old Princeton” theologians were based on Scottish 

common-sense realism (“The Church Doctrine of Biblical Authority,” in Biblical Authority, ed. Jack Rogers 

*Waco, Tex.: Word, 1977+, p. 39). In the same volume there is no equally specific analysis of Rogers’ own 

position. He characterizes it merely as Platonic/Augustinian as opposed to Aristotelian, a misleading 

oversimplification. 

28 Millard J. Erickson, “The Church and Stable Motion,” Christianity Today 18, no. 1 (October 12, 1973): 7. 

29 Cyclical views of history hold that instead of making progress toward a goal in a more or less straight-

line fashion, history is simply repeating the same patterns. Cyclical views are usually pessimistic. A 

religious example is Hinduism, with its belief in repeated reincarnations of the soul. 

30 Philosophical theology is theologizing that draws on the input of philosophy rather than using merely 

biblical materials. Traditionally, such philosophical 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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philosophy may (1) supply content for theology; (2) defend theology or establish its truth; (3) 

scrutinize its concepts and 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 that 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 clarity. In the judgment of this writer, 

philosophy, within somewhat restricted scope, also performs the second function, weighing the 

truth-claims 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.
31

 While 

philosophy, along with other disciplines of knowledge, may also contribute something from 

general revelation to the understanding of theological conceptions, this contribution is minor 

compared to the special revelation we have in the Bible. 

The Need for Theology 

But is there really a need for theology? If I 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 that have taken place because of a 

difference of understanding and belief in some minute areas. 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 essential to the relationship 

between the believer and God. One of these beliefs deals with God‘s existence and character. 

The writer to the Hebrews, in describing those who, like Abel and Enoch, pleased God, stated: 

―And without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must 

believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him‖ (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 without this belief. 

Belief in the deity of Jesus Christ also seems essential to the relationship. After Jesus had 

asked his disciples what people thought of him, he also asked, ―Who do you say I am?‖ Peter‘s 

response, ―You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,‖ met with Jesus‘ resounding approval 

(Matt. 16:13–19). It is not sufficient to have a warm, positive, affirming feeling toward Jesus. 

One must have correct understanding and belief. Similarly, Jesus‘ humanity 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‘ humanity was merely an appearance. John 

pointed out the importance of belief in the humanity of Jesus when he wrote: ―This is how you 

                                                           
31 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 are philosophical and historical evidences that can be 

advanced, but not in such a way as to offer an extremely probable induction. 
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can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the 

flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God‖ (1 John 

4:2–3). Finally, in Romans 10:9–10, Paul ties belief in Christ‘s resurrection (both a historical 

event and a doctrine) directly into the salvation experience: ―If you confess with your mouth, 

‗Jesus is Lord,‘ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 

For it is with your heart you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess 

and are saved.‖ These are but a few examples of the importance of correct belief. Theology, 

which concerns itself with defining 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 person 

who falls from the tenth story of a building may shout while passing 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 the person‘s 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 on our experience. Since the meaning and truth of the Christian faith will eventually have 

ultimate bearing on our experience, we must come to grips with them. 

3. Theology is needful because of the large number of alternatives and challenges abroad at 

the present time. Secular alternatives abound, including the humanism that makes the human 

being the highest object of value, and the scientific method that seeks truth without recourse to 

revelation from a divine being. Other religions now compete with Christianity, even in once 

supposedly secure Western civilization. Not merely automobiles, electronic devices, and cameras 

are exported to the United States from the East. Eastern religion is now also challenging the once 

virtually exclusive domain of Christianity. Islam is growing rapidly in the United States, 

especially among African American males.
32

 Numerous quasi-religions also make their appeal. 

Countless psychological self-help systems are advocated. Cults are not restricted to the big-name 

varieties (e.g., Jehovah‘s Witnesses, Mormonism). Numerous groups, some of which practice 

virtual brainwashing and mind control, now attract individuals who desire an alternative to 

conventional 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. Bank employees learn to detect counterfeit money not by studying false bills, but by 

examining numerous samples of genuine money. They look at it, feel it, scrutinize it in every 

way. Then, when finally given bogus bills, they immediately recognize the difference. Similarly, 

correctly understanding the doctrinal teachings of Christianity 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 

                                                           
32 Russell Chandler, Racing Toward 2001: The Forces Shaping America’s Religious Future (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, and San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1992), pp. 183–85. 



 
233 

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 theology faces here is similar to 

philosophy‘s problem of the priority of metaphysics or epistemology. On the one hand, an object 

cannot be investigated without a decision about the method of knowing. On the other hand, 

however, the method of knowing will depend, to a large extent, on 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 Scripture to study God without formulating a doctrine of Scripture, the problem with this is 

quite evident. A more common approach is to seek to establish the existence of God on some 

extrabiblical basis. A classic example is Augustus Hopkins Strong‘s systematic theology.
33

 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, a rational intuition. It is not a piece of knowledge 

written on the soul, but an assumption that is so basic that all other knowledge depends on 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 on 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 formulated independently of and prior 

to drawing on the biblical revelation.
34

 

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. One is that the second statement 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 qualities and characteristics that the former does not 

                                                           
33 Augustus H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Westwood, N.J.: Revell, 1907), pp. 52–70. 

34 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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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 that 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 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 possibility of any knowledge of God outside the Bible 

or the Christ-event; without special revelation humans have 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 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.
35

 One 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.
36

 

The problem with this approach is the difficulty of deciding what revelation 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 different 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, how we 

interpret Scripture will be affected by how we conceive of God. 

A further problem for this approach is, How can Scripture be regarded 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 on Lewis Carroll‘s writings. Are there such places and persons, however? 

One could also presumably develop an extensive study of unicorns, based on 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 theology. 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, the object of knowledge, or the Bible, 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 
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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 conservatives who desire to hold to a propositional or informational revelation 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.‖
37

 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 

worldview which, like all others, can be tested for truth. While no specific 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 sapientia (wisdom) to scientia (knowledge). Sciences dealt with temporal 

things; wisdom related to eternal matters, specifically to God as the highest good. Science and 

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.
38

 

Thomas Aquinas thought of theology as the queen of the sciences. He maintained that it is a 

derived science, because it proceeds from the principles revealed by God.
39

 It is nobler than other 

sciences. Science is partly speculative and partly practical. Theology surpasses other speculative 

sciences by its greater certitude, being based on 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—those things that 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.
40

 

As what we call natural science began to come into its own, the conception of science was 

gradually limited; a discipline had to meet more-rigid criteria in order to be designated as a 

science. In particular, science now is restricted to the objects of sense experience, which must be 

                                                           
37 Cf. Bernard Ramm, Protestant Christian Evidences (Chicago: Moody, 1953), p. 33; Edward J. Carnell, An 

Introduction to Christian Apologetics, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), p. 89. 

38 Augustine, De Trinitate 14.3. 

39 Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, part 1, question 1, article 4. 
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verified by 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.
41

 So, for that matter, are many of the other intellectual 

disciplines. Sigmund Freud‘s psychoanalytic theory of personality 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 on what is observable, measurable, and testable, 

rather than on what can be known introspectively. All intellectual disciplines are expected to 

conform to this standard. 

Theology is then in a dilemma. Either it must so redefine itself as to fulfill 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., realities existing independently of 

the knower). 

Karl Barth has argued vigorously for the autonomy of theology. He notes Heinrich Scholz‘s 

six criteria that theology must meet if it is to be accepted as Wissenschaft:
42

 (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 that 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.
43

 

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 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. 

                                                           
41 Rudolf Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax (New York: AMS, 1979), chapter 1, “The Rejection of 

Metaphysics.” 

42 A German term meaning, derivatively, “knowledge.” It is usually rendered “science,” but in a broader 

sense than that English word ordinarily conveys. There are Naturwissenschaften (sciences of nature) and 

Geisteswissenschaften (sciences of spirit). The word usually denotes an organized discipline of 

knowledge. 

43 Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 1, part 1, pp. 7–8. 
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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. (3) Theology employs, to some 

extent at least, methods employed by other specific disciplines. It shows a particular affinity for 

the methodology 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 humanity as an object, 

yet considers it in a different light than do any of these others. It considers what God has 

revealed about humankind; thus it has data of its own. And it considers humans in relationship to 

God; thus it treats the human within a frame of reference 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 defining basis. These are 

usually formalized in something like a constitution or charter that 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 replaced or modified by persons 

having authority to alter them. 

Christianity is not an institution as such. While it may take institutional form, the movement 

known as Christianity is just that—a movement 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 that 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 

the Bible regarding what Jesus taught and did. On the assumption that the Gospels are reliable 

sources of historical information (an assumption that we will test 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 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 that 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 reinterpretation and reapplication 

of the concepts of the founder of a school of thought, there are limits beyond which changes 

cannot be made without 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 
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has to be called Neo-Thomism. Usually these ―neo‖ movements fall 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 considered a ―neo‖ version of the original. 

Note the arguments that went on among Marxists as to who were the true Marxists and who were 

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 

repeating the words of Scripture precisely as they were written. Indeed, to repeat the exact words 

of Scripture 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 resynthesizing 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 settings. 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 understanding, we are not 

completely excluding all other sources. In particular, 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 principal revelation. But these 

will be secondary to the Bible. 

Theology and Philosophy  2 

Chapter Objectives 

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

 1. To explain the relationship of theology and philosophy throughout history. 

 2. To demonstrate the influence of selected philosophies on theology through the twentieth 

century. 

 3. To integrate theology with philosophy in an appropriate manner that does not damage the 

Christian faith. 

Chapter Summary 

Several views of the relationship between philosophy and theology have been articulated 

throughout the church‘s history. Five twentieth-century philosophies have especially affected 

contemporary theology: pragmatism, existentialism, analytical philosophy, process philosophy, 
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and deconstruction. If philosophy is used appropriately, it can provide resources that will enable 

the establishment of a clear and accurate foundation for theology. 

Study Questions 

• What is Tertullian‘s point in asking, ―What is there in common between Athens and 

Jerusalem?‖ Do you agree or disagree with him? Defend your answer. 

• What two Greek authors greatly influenced the writings of the early church fathers? 

Briefly explain how. 

• What is absolute truth, and how does it relate to the philosophy of pragmatism? 

• What are the four basic tenets of existentialism and what do they mean? 

• Explain briefly how philosophy should be ―used‖ by theology. 

Types of Relationships Between Theology and Philosophy 

Some Twentieth-Century Philosophies 

Pragmatism 

Existentialism 

Analytical Philosophy 

Process Philosophy 

Deconstruction 

Theology’s Use of Philosophy 

Of all the disciplines of human inquiry and knowledge, probably the one with which theology 

has had the greatest amount of interaction throughout the history of the church is philosophy. 

The theologian and the philosopher have frequently been partners in dialogue. 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 part of their attention on 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 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 different forms. The first we note 

is, in effect, no relationship at all: 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? 
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What between the Academy and the Church? 
What between heretics and Christians?

1 

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 disciplines. 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.
2
 Martin Luther, reacting against the scholastic Catholic philosophy 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.‖
3
 

2. The second position to arise historically was that of Augustine, who felt that theology can 

be elucidated by philosophy. He stressed the priority of faith and acceptance of the biblical 

revelation, but also insisted that philosophy may help us to understand better our Christian 

theology. 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 that 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 that 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 recognize 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 

on the human intellect.
6
 

3. Theology is sometimes established by philosophy. As Christian theology began to 

encounter both paganism and non-Christian religions, it became necessary to find some neutral 

basis on which to establish the truth of the authoritative message. Aquinas found such a basis in 

                                                           
1 Tertullian, De praescriptione haereticorum 7. 

2 Stuart McClintock, “Averroism,” in Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: Macmillan, 

1967), vol. 1, p. 225. 

3 Martin Luther, The Table-Talk, trans. William Hazlitt (Philadelphia: United Lutheran Publishing House, 

n.d.), p. 27. 

4 Plato, Republic 6. 

5 For an interpretation that 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. 
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Aristotle‘s arguments for the existence of God.
7
 In this case philosophy was able to supply 

theology with credibility. In addition, Aristotle‘s substance–accident metaphysic became the 

basis for formulating certain 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.
8
 

5. In some cases philosophy even supplies content to theology. Georg Hegel, for example, 

interpreted Christianity in terms of his own idealistic philosophy. The result was a thoroughly 

rationalized version of Christianity. He saw the truths of Christianity as merely examples of a 

universal truth, a dialectical pattern that 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, synthesis), their truth is 

established and guaranteed, but as universal truths, not particular facts. Thus the understanding 

of Christianity was modified as its content was accommodated to a philosophy believed to be 

true.
9
 

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.
10

 Through John 

                                                           
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 Deism: An Anthology, ed. Peter Gay (New York: Van 

Nostrand-Reinhold, 1968), pp. 52–77. 

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 Muller, “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. 
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Dewey‘s influence on 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 antecedents in the thought of such 

persons as John Stuart Mill,
11

 it appears that its actual beginning was in a ―Metaphysical Club‖ 

founded by Charles Sanders Peirce and William James in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the 

1870s. 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.
13

 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 observed, for example, that there really is no difference between the 

Roman Catholic and Protestant views of transubstantiation. 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.
15

 By the same measure, James did not believe 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.
16

 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 understood in terms of the capacity to solve problems and 

of their impact on the values and moral development of human beings. Religion, in his view, has 

                                                           
11 Donald S. Mackay, “Pragmatism,” in A History of Philosophical Systems, ed. Vergilius Ferm (New York: 

Philosophical Library, 1950), p. 394. 

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 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 1934), vol. 5, paragraphs 401, 402 n. 2. 

16 R. W. Sleeper, “Pragmatism, Religion, and ‘Experienceable Difference,’ ” in American Philosophy and 

the Future, ed. Michael Novak (New York: Scribner, 1968), p. 291. 
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the instrumental value of bringing persons together in a unity of communication, of shared life 

and shared experience.
17

 Religion that 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.‘ ‖
18

 

It is difficult to assess the truth and validity of pragmatism, for the writings of Peirce, James, 

Dewey, and others contain a wide variety of viewpoints. Further, the present forms of 

pragmatism are much more diffuse. The neo-pragmatism of Richard Rorty maintains that words 

refer only to other words, not to anything extralinguistic, and that statements find their 

justification, not in an objective truth, but in ―solidarity‖ with a community that defines truth.
19

 

On a popular level, 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 limitations 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 

behaving,‖
20

 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 certainly 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 distinguish between the two propositions. Further, 

large numbers of propositions, 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 that will work 

immediately? In a year from now? In ten years? In a hundred years? This is a question that 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. 

Existentialism 

If existentialism was not founded by Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855), it was 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 

                                                           
17 John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy (New York: H. Holt, 1920). 

18 William James, Pragmatism (New York: Meridian, 1955), p. 192. 

19 Richard Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism: Essays 1972–1980 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
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various concepts and facts of reality can be fitted into a logical system, in which the individual 

has no ultimate significance. The other influence was the cold, formal state church of his native 

Denmark, in which dispassionate practice was the norm. Friedrich Nietzsche‘s (1844–1900) 

atheistic emphasis on the human will also served to give rise to existentialism, a major tenet of 

which is subjectivity. In the twentieth 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 that emphasizes the priority of existence over essence.
21

 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) individuality, (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.
22

 

All such attempts end in distortion of the elements. When reality is looked at intellectually, 

apparent paradoxes and contradictions emerge. Humans can detect no discernible pattern of 

meaning. The meaning of reality must be created by one‘s own free choice.
23

 

2. The individual is of paramount importance. In part, this means the uniqueness of 

individual persons. It is not possible to capture an individual by classifying him or her within a 

general category or series of categories. I 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 the Minnesota Multiphasic 

Personality Inventory, you still would not have me. One would have, at most, a police 

description of me. Corresponding to emphasis on the individual there is also within 

existentialism an emphasis on particular events or facts. Any effort to develop from these events 

or facts some sort of general truths will inevitably give only an abstraction that is not reality or 

life, but only a poor shell of it.
24

 

3. Another basic axiom of existentialism is human freedom. I am free. Nothing can hinder 

my ability to choose, to decide my destiny, to create my world, as it were.
25

 Sartre‘s atheism is 

based largely on this point of freedom. If a sovereign God existed, he would encroach on my 

freedom. Therefore, he does not exist. He cannot. 

                                                           
21 Helmut Kuhn, “Existentialism,” in A History of Philosophical Systems, ed. Vergilius Ferm (New York: 

Philosophical Library, 1950), p. 406. 

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

23 Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism,” in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, p. 291; 
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A correlate of freedom is responsibility. I must not surrender my freedom and individuality 

by simply accepting what the crowd thinks, says, and does. To do so would be ―inauthenticity.‖
26

 

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.
27

 

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 to the object signified. It 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.
28

 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 century, particularly from about 1920 to 1950 or 1960. 

The major influence of Søren Kierkegaard was not on his day but on those who lived two and 

three generations after his time. Karl Barth, for example, recognized the presence of 

Kierkegaardian thought in his first attempt at writing a dogmatics,
29

 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 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.
30

 Second is the 

separation of religious truth from more objective types of truth in general. Unlike these other 

types of truth revelation does not come through general culture.
31

 A third result of the 

existentializing of theology is a nonsubstantive or nonessentialist view of religious reality. Truth, 
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sin, and salvation are not fixed substances, ―blocks of reality,‖ or permanent states. They are 

dynamic occurrences.
32

 

There are motifs in existentialism that parallel biblical Christianity and hence have 

reemphasized themes sometimes neglected. These include 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 individual persons, and, paradoxically, the absurdity 

and despair to which one is led when viewing life as having no discernible rational pattern. 

There are also various points of inadequacy within existentialism: 

1. While the existentialists‘ distinction between objective evidence for the truth of a tenet and 

fervency of passion is worth noting, this passion is often nothing more than the anxiety of 

insecurity, and should not be confused with the inward intensity of commitment that 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 judgments. 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 existentialist grounds, helping an old lady across the road or beating her 

over the head and snatching her handbag might be equally right. Consider also Sartre‘s 

inconsistency when he signed the Algerian Manifesto. He was taking a moral stand that he was 

urging on others as if this was somehow objectively right, yet on his own existentialist terms 

there seems little basis for such an action.
33

 

Analytical Philosophy 

There has always been an element within philosophy concerned with getting at the meaning of 

language, with clarifying concepts, 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.
34

 

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 because 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 

comprise 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. 
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Typical questions with which philosophy is to be concerned are, ―What do you mean by that?‖ 

and ―What kind of statement is that?‖
35

 

This means that philosophy has come to be conceived of as an activity rather than a theory or 

a body of knowledge. Ludwig Wittgenstein put it this way: ―The result of philosophy is not a 

number of ‗philosophical propositions,‘ but to make propositions clear.‖
36

 

There have been two major stages of analytical philosophy in the twentieth century. The first 

was a militant stage in which the philosophers were aggressive and even dogmatic. This stage 

was associated particularly with the label ―logical positivism,‖ a movement that 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 propositions that 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 

statements 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 ―Hurray!‖ 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.
37

 

It can be seen from this brief synopsis that the logical positivists were imposing a standard or 

criterion on 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 that 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 was 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. These philosophers 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 functions of language and the type of 

meaningfulness inherent in each. This approach is termed ―ordinary language philosophy‖ or 

―functional analysis.‖ Its aim is clarification; it seeks to untangle confusion by noting illogic and 

misuses of language.
38

 

From the perspective of theology, analytical philosophy is not a competitor in the sense of 

offering an alternative view of reality or values, or 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 
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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 on 

presuppositions. At times this tends to be overlooked. 

2. Analytical philosophy sometimes appears to draw too sharp distinctions between different 

types of language. Some language, particularly theological, may participate in several different 

functions simultaneously. A statement such as ―Jesus Christ is the risen Lord of the church‖ may 

simultaneously have historical, metaphysical, ethical, and expressive 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 language 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, 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. Contemporary society cannot afford the luxury of mere 

description and analysis, and even analytical philosophers have had to change to avoid being left 

out of the ferment of the modern scene. 

Process Philosophy 

There has long been debate over whether reality changes or is basically fixed in character. 

Heraclitus maintained that change is of the very essence of reality, whereas Parmenides 

emphasized fixity. Most philosophers 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 three other philosophies we have sketched here, process philosophy is avowedly 

metaphysical. While aware of the impatience 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 conviction 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 that change from one to another. Rather, it is made up of dynamic processes.
39

 

We are to be concerned not so much with things as with events. 
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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: reality is basically of one type. There is no dualism here, 

whether of material and spiritual, nature and supernature, 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.
40

 Each of these 

―occasions of experience‖ or ―actual occasions‖ has two poles. The mental pole grasps the 

eternal objects, which are pure possibilities for realization, apart from any actual concrete 

instance of them. These include forms, qualities, and relations. The physical pole grasps sense 

data and other actual occasions.
41

 There is an interrelatedness 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. 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.
42

 

Since the final units of reality are not persons or substances, but momentary states or 

experiences,
43

 I 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 I now am is able to feel concern for future units that are parts of series other 

than my own.
44

 Thus while reality is not a fixed substance, it is not merely isolated individual 

moments either. There is an organic connection among 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 Christianity, there has been a 

considerable impact. The Christian faith, for example, is not conceived of as some fixed, 

permanent essence that remains the same. It is not something that 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 or to feel what is 

occurring in us. 

There is a significant value in the emphasis here on 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 

                                                           
40 Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, p. 16. 

41 Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology (New York: Macmillan, 1929), pp. 

49, 165, 69–70. 

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

43 Charles Hartshorne, “Process Philosophy as a Resource for Christian Thought,” in Philosophical 

Resources for Christian Thought, ed. Perry LeFevre (Nashville: Abingdon, 1968), pp. 55–56. 

44 Ibid., p. 56. 



 
250 

problems that were present ages ago. But if Christianity is true, it is certainly a faith for all time 

and all times. The emphasis 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? Presumably there is some basis for distinguishing what Hartshorne calls one 

―personal series‖ from another. But just what is it? 

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 

that 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 on change as the basic reality, and the 

view that ultimate reality is a static, immovable, fixed substance? These alternatives are often 

stated as virtually exhausting 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 he has created. 

4. How long is a moment? Hartshorne speaks of our being different from the persons 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 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 in 

process thought. 

Deconstruction 

In many ways, deconstruction is a unique philosophy. Whereas the philosophies we have 

described thus far are basically products of the modern period and way of thinking, 

deconstruction is a postmodern philosophy, perhaps the most radical of such. Yet in some ways 

it is an extension or extrapolation of some of the tendencies found in modern philosophy, 

especially existentialism. Its origin has been initially in literary criticism rather than professional 

philosophy as such. Associated especially with the thought of the French literary critic, Jacques 

Derrida, it is also presented by such persons as Stanley Fish and Michel Foucault. It is widely 

influential in literature departments of universities, although there are some indications that its 

popularity is beginning to decline. 

One point for beginning our understanding of deconstruction may be to note that Derrida 

studied under Heidegger, and in some ways this literary critical movement may be understood as 

an extension of Heidegger‘s thought in particular and of existentialism in general. For the most 

part, philosophy had been concerned with a search for truth, by which was meant objective truth: 

the question of the reality of ideas and statements. That was an understanding of truth as 

objective: a proposition is true to the degree that it corresponds to or correctly describes the 

phenomena that it claims to describe. Subjective truth, on the other hand, is the effect that a 
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proposition has on someone knowing it. This distinction, highlighted by Kierkegaard, was 

elaborated and emphasized by Heidegger. 

When this distinction is carried over into the field of literary criticism, the question becomes 

that of meaning rather than truth. An earlier approach had sought the meaning as that which the 

author had intended to express. Increasingly, of late, the interest in the text is not in terms of an 

objective meaning, placed there by the author, but the meaning given to it by the reader. 

Corresponding to this is the understanding of language. Rather than language referring to 

something external to itself, this approach sees the referent of language as being other language. 

Thus, meaning emerges not from attempting to isolate the objective, nonlinguistic meaning of 

words, but in the free play of words themselves. 

Combined with this approach is a rejection of traditional logic. Thus, Derrida says, ―It is thus 

not simply false to say that Mellarmé is a Platonist or a Hegelian. But it is above all not true. And 

vice versa.‖
45

 

Much of Derrida‘s argument is a rejection and even a denunciation of logocentrism. 

Although the term is never really thoroughly defined, it appears to represent all approaches that 

regard sounds as a representation of meaning present in the speaker‘s consciousness. This is 

regarded as a philosophy with a long history, oriented toward an order of meaning, truth, logic, 

reason, which exists in itself, independent of anyone knowing it. This order of meaning is then 

considered the foundation on which all language rests and to which it refers. 

Thus, deconstruction is a rejection of any attempt to discover and to express an underlying 

pattern of reality. John Ellis summarizes logocentrism as deconstruction appears to conceive of 

it: ―the illusion that the meaning of a word has its origin in the structure of reality itself and 

hence makes the truth about that structure seem directly present to the mind.‖
46

 The problem is 

that when the terms of a given language‘s picture of reality become so compelling that one 

cannot conceive any alternative, then they appear not simply to present an interpretation of 

things but the way reality is. Rather, we must see that meaning is not derived from some 

essential feature of how things are, but is arbitrary. Derrida draws on the thought of the linguist 

Saussure, who contended that ideas do not merely reflect ideas and the inherent shape of the 

world. Every signified is also a signifier. There is no transcendental signifier, no onto-theology.
47

 

What we have instead is a limitless, endless play of differences, which never terminates in 

anything other than words themselves.
48

 

Frequently there is combined with this the idea that logocentrism, or the idea that words 

express genuine, objective reality, has been used oppressively. They represent the attempt of 

some persons to impose their ideas on others. To resist this effort, it is necessary to deconstruct 

language and arguments, to expose this oppressive use of language. 

It should be apparent that far-reaching consequences are at stake in this dispute. A number of 

criticisms have been and can be leveled effectively against deconstruction. One of the frustrating 
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things about examining and evaluating deconstruction is the nature of the response. Frequently 

the deconstructionist replies that the criticism assumes the disputed logocentrism. There appears 

to be an attempt to seal its own ideas off from any criticism. Nonetheless, the following 

questions must be raised. 

1. If it is the case that the prevailing logic is invalid, what is the nature of the logic that is 

being used to carry on the discussion of which logic is to be followed? The question can, of 

course, be carried to additional levels. In the language of Wittgenstein, what language game is 

used to discuss various language games? 

2. If deconstruction is to be followed, then presumably deconstruction itself must be 

deconstructed. But if this is the case, then it is no more commendable or desirable than any other 

competitive theory. 

3. Deconstructionists frequently attempt to demonstrate the cogency of their view by 

showing the flaws in logocentrism. There really is not much positive argument for 

deconstruction. This assumes that there are only two options, and that if logocentrism is not 

acceptable, deconstruction must be accepted. A number of critics have pointed out, however, that 

deconstruction is not the only view that has been critical of logocentrism.
49

 Why, then, should it 

be accepted, rather than one of these other views? Similarly, Saussure‘s argument that the 

meaning of words is relative to the language in which they are used does not mean that they have 

no objective meaning. 

4. Deconstructionists have great difficulty living with their own theory. They want to insist 

that deconstruction is not simply a play on words, but is the way it is, and that the meaning of 

their words is objectively what they intend by them. Thus, Derrida insisted that John Searle was 

misunderstanding what he was saying.
50

 How can this be true, however, if the meaning is not 

something objectively expressed by the source of the words? It may, of course, be objected that 

this insistence on logical consistency is only a value on traditional grounds, but if this is so, then 

why is Derrida so upset with Searle? Are they not both right as to the meaning of Derrida‘s 

words?
51

 

Theology’s Use of Philosophy 

At the beginning of this chapter we noted the variety of relationships that can exist between 

theology and philosophy. What should be the role and place of philosophy in our theology? I 

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 understanding 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 on the autonomy 
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of theology; thus the explication of the revealed content will not be required to conform to any 

particular system of philosophy. 

Yet Christian theology has a definite worldview.
52

 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 supernatural and the natural, a contingent 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 fulfillment of his purpose. Everything is 

dependent on him. The human, 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 ordinarily 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 that contravene these normal patterns (miracles). 

With this as a starting point, the Christian theologian is to utilize the capacity of reasoning 

given by God to work out the implications of the revealed body of truth. In other words, one 

philosophizes from the position or perspective created by the divine revelation. In this respect, 

my position is close to that of Carl F. H. Henry, who maintains that the biblical worldview is the 

starting point and framework for all intellectual endeavor.
53

 It also agrees with Edward 

Ramsdell
54

 and Arthur Holmes
55

 that Christian theology is perspectival. 

Taking the biblical concepts as the tenets of one‘s view of reality restricts considerably the 

range of philosophical worldviews that are acceptable. For instance, a naturalistic worldview 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 emphatically opposed by biblical revelation. Similarly, most idealisms 

are excluded 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: 

 1. Platonic—value is objective. Its origin and meaning are more than human. 

 2. Berkeleian—reality is mental. Material objects have no independent 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.
56
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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 worldview 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 worldview 

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 because they correspond to the unchanging nature of God. Thus 

process philosophy does not seem to be a viable alternative. 

The worldview 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 that agree with the way things are. Even William James, the pragmatist, gives a 

similar definition of truth: ―Truth, as any dictionary will tell you, is a property of certain of our 

ideas. It means their ‗agreement,‘ as falsity means their disagreement, with ‗reality.‘ Pragmatists 

and intellectualists both accept this definition as a matter of course.‖
57

 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 on that reaction. Thus any 

type of subjective idealism is precluded, as are certain aspects of existentialism. 

Logic is applicable to all truth. While some areas are clothed in mystery, and may therefore 

be beyond our ability to understand all the relationships involved, no areas are believed to be 

inherently contradictory. 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 that can be used by theology. The form of 

philosophy known as analytical philosophy aims at clarifying and refining 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 

phenomenology 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 carefully evaluated in the light of their 

presuppositions. 

Our primary use of philosophy will be to help us develop and employ certain critical abilities 

that are of value in all areas of endeavor, particularly intellectual inquiry, and can accordingly be 

utilized in doing theology: 

1. Philosophy sharpens our understanding of concepts. Whatever exact theory of meaning we 

adopt, it is essential that we ruthlessly seek to determine just what we mean by what we believe 
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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 on 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 considered in determining how 

seriously the evaluation is to be taken. We do well to consider any such assertion to be the 

conclusion of a syllogism, and to ask what the premises of that syllogism are. Sometimes we will 

find that we are dealing with an enthymeme—an assumption, perhaps a disputed or questionable 

one, has been smuggled in instead of being made explicit. 

Awareness of our presuppositions will 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 presumably operative, however, should enable us to compensate for their likely 

effect. This is like the problem faced by a fisherman who is spearing 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 fisherman 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 that 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 

consideration, and when an appropriate type and a sufficient amount of evidence 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.
58

 
                                                           
58 The question of how we gain religious knowledge will be dealt with to some extent in chapter 6. For 

treatments of the issue from an evangelical Christian perspective, see Jerry H. Gill, The Possibility of 

Religious Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971); Holmes, Faith, pp. 134–62. 
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In the 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 

alternatives. 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 alternative 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.‖
59

 

Whenever we critique a view different from our own, we must use valid, objective criteria. 

There would seem to be two types: the criteria that a view sets for itself, and the criteria that 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 that 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 

describe accurately and account for all the relevant factual data. 

The Method of Theology  3 

Chapter Objectives 

Following your study of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

 1. To examine the complexity of the theological scene today and show its expansive nature. 

 2. To list and explain each of the steps involved in developing an adequate theology. 

 3. To demonstrate the use of Bible study and hermeneutical analysis in developing a 

biblically based theology. 

 4. To identify and describe the degrees of authority necessary to developing theological 

statements. 

                                                           
59 John Baillie, Invitation to Pilgrimage (New York: Scribner, 1942), p. 15. 
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Chapter Summary 

Christian theology today is not done in the context of the great theological systems of the past 

such as the work of Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin. The acceleration of change, the 

explosion of information, and the atomizing of information are a few of the complicating factors 

that make doing theology more difficult in today‘s world than was true in the slower-paced 

previous centuries. Theology is not done in a haphazard manner, however. There are several 

suggested steps to follow toward achieving a definite methodology. Theological statements carry 

varying degrees of authority. Some are rooted in explicit statements of Scripture. Others are 

more speculative and hypothetical in nature. 

Study Questions 

• How would you characterize modern theologies that have entered the scene since the 

Reformation? 

• Considering the unique feature of theologies since the Reformers, of what has the general 

content of the theologies consisted? 

• What developments have occurred in the approaches to knowledge in systematic 

theology? 

• What are the three lessons to be learned about the present-day theological environment, 

and what is the significance of each? 

• Explain the process of doing theology and illustrate how it should be done. 

• How does the listing of the degrees of authority in theology affect your interpretation of 

the variety of theologies present on the scene today? 

The Theological Scene Today 

The Process of Doing Theology 

 1. Collection of the Biblical Materials 

 2. Unification of the Biblical Materials 

 3. Analysis of the Meaning of Biblical Teachings 

 4. Examination of Historical Treatments 

 5. Consultation of Other Cultural Perspectives 

 6. Identification of the Essence of the Doctrine 

 7. Illumination from Extrabiblical Sources 

 8. Contemporary Expression of the Doctrine 

 9. Development of a Central Interpretive Motif 

 10. Stratification of the Topics 

Degrees of Authority of Theological Statements 

The Theological Scene Today 

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 theological 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. 
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1. The first theological factor that is significant and to some extent unique about the present 

period is the tendency for theologies to have brief life-spans. This has been a progressively 

developing trend. In earlier times, a given form of theology might persist for decades or even 

centuries, but that seems to have changed. Augustine‘s synthesis of Platonic philosophy and 

theology (The City of God) 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—an interval of nearly 

three centuries. The Reformers developed a theology independent of the earlier Catholic 

syntheses, with Calvin‘s Institutes of the Christian Religion 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 Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers and his Christian Faith were 

the first indications that a new type of theology was abroad.
1
 Liberalism, in its many 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,
2
 it was in 1919 that this change became 

apparent to the rest of the theological world, with the publication of his Der Römerbrief (Epistle 

to the Romans).
3
 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 genuine displacement of the 

neoorthodox view. In 1954, Ernst Käsemann presented a paper that marked the resurgence of the 

search for the historical Jesus, calling into question the view of Bultmann.
5
 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 lasted 

for hundreds of years, but the period of dominance of each was shorter than that of its immediate 

                                                           
1 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (New York: Harper & Row, 

1958); The Christian Faith, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 1963). 

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

3 Karl Barth, Epistle to the Romans, 6th ed., trans. Edwyn C. Hoskyns (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1968). In 1963, E. V. Z. Verlag of Zurich issued a reprint of the original German edition—Der Römerbrief 

Unveränderter Nachdruck der ersten Auflage von 1919. 

4 Rudolf Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” in Kerygma and Myth, ed. Hans Bartsch (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1961), pp. 1–44. 

5 Ernst Käsemann, “The Problem of the Historical Jesus,” in Essays on New Testament Themes, trans. W. 

J. Montague (London: SCM, 1964), pp. 15–47. 
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predecessor. The life-span of theologies is becoming shorter and shorter. Thus, any theology that 

attempts to tie itself too closely to the present conditions in the intellectual world is evidently 

consigned to early obsolescence. This is particularly obvious in the case of the Death of God 

theology that flourished briefly, as far as public attention was concerned, in the mid–1960s, and 

then faded from sight almost as quickly as it had come to life. In the scientific 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 institutions, 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. In the 1950s, it was possible to classify theologians into camps 

or teams. 

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. In a political metaphor, instead of parties, each 

participant in the process is a different party. There are, to be sure, specific theologies, such as 

the theology of hope or process theology. Yet these lack the internal coherence and complete set 

of doctrines traditionally manifested by theological systems built on an overall theme or even a 

mood.
6
 

Whereas in earlier times there were distinctive theologies that had worked out their view of 

virtually every topic and one could therefore find consistent answers to each particular question 

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 two other developments is the fact that there do not seem to be the 

theological giants such as were abroad even a generation ago. In the first half of the twentieth 

century, there were great theological 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 F. H. Henry in 

the United States were recognized as leaders. Now most of these theologians have passed from 

the active theological scene, and no thinkers have risen to dominate the theological landscape 

quite as they did. Two who have made noteworthy accomplishments are Wolfhart Pannenberg 

and Jürgen Moltmann, but they have not garnered 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. 

                                                           
6 Note, for example, John Cobb’s abandonment of the idea of writing a systematic theology. David Ray 

Griffin, “John B. Cobb, Jr.: A Theological Biography,” in Theology and the University: Essays in Honor of 

John B. Cobb, Jr., ed. David Ray Griffin and Joseph C. Hough Jr. (Albany: State University of New York 

Press, 1991), pp. 238–39. 
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Church historians tend to specialize in one period, such as the Reformation. Consequently, 

research and publication are often in narrower areas and in greater depth. 

This means that the systematic theologian will find it increasingly difficult to cover the entire 

range of doctrines. Systematic theology is further complicated by the fact that it requires a 

knowledge of all of Scripture and of the development of thought throughout the whole history of 

the church. Moreover, as far as new information is concerned, systematic theology is not 

restricted to recent discoveries in the field of Hebrew philology, for example, 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 have seen the development of an intellectual atmosphere rather unfavorable 

to the doing of systematic theology. In part, this was a result of an atomistic (rather than holistic) 

approach to knowledge. Awareness of the vast amounts of detail to be mastered produced the 

feeling that the bits and pieces of data could not be effectively gathered into any sort of inclusive 

whole. It was considered impossible for anyone to have an overview of the entire field of 

systematic theology. 

Another factor impeding systematic theology was the view of revelation 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. Sometimes 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 on the implicit assumption that reality is internally 

incoherent. Consequently, any attempt to harmonize or systematize would inevitably distort 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 theology was substituted for systematic theology.
7
 This 

had two effects. First, it meant that the theology written and studied had a more limited scope. It 

was now possible to concentrate on Paul‘s anthropology or Matthew‘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 normative. 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 among 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, however, that is changing. There has been a 

virtual deluge of new systematic-theology textbooks, especially those written from an 

evangelical perspective.
8
 Now it is biblical theology which, far from replacing systematic 

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

8 Examples are Gordon D. Kaufman, Systematic Theology: A Historicist Perspective (New York: Scribner, 

1968); John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology (New York: Scribner, 1966); Donald Bloesch, 
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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 theology.
9
 

Even with the increasing emphasis on immediate experience, growing numbers of lay persons 

desire to engage in serious theological study. 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.
10

 And one 

is therefore plunged into the much larger realm of issues traditionally dealt with in systematic 

theology. 

4. Another facet of the present theological environment is the increased influence of the 

behavioral sciences. In an earlier generation, philosophy and the natural sciences were used as 

the partners and even the sources of theology. The various liberation theologies, however, 

whether feminist, black, or Third World, draw heavily on the insights of behavioral science, 

especially sociology. 

5. Globalization is very evident. In the past, theology has been written predominantly by 

Europeans and North Americans. Their insights were considered universal. With increasing 

contact with other nations and populations, and with the increasing vitality of Christianity in the 

Third World, the perspectives of the theology written in the past are seen as somewhat limited. It 

is important to hear what other, non-Western voices are saying and to incorporate their valid 

insights into our theology. 

One of the lessons that 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 the chapters that 

follow discuss the matter of contemporizing 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. A mechanical analogy may help here. It is good not to have 

too much looseness in a mechanical device, since this leads to excessive wear. But if the 

mechanism is tightened too much, there may not be enough play to allow for normal movement 

of the parts, and they may snap. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Essentials of Evangelical Theology, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); Dale Moody, The Word of 

Truth: A Summary of Christian Doctrine Based on Biblical Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981); 

Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987–

94); Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1994). 

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

10 Anthony Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980). 
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The theology to be developed within this work 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 

elements found in the Bible normative for its basic structure. In this 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‘ 

characterization of Louis Berkhof‘s Systematic Theology as a ―repristination of seventeenth 

century dogmatics.‖
11

 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. Kirsopp Lake, 

himself not a conservative, acknowledged this point: 

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 Scripture? A few perhaps, but 

very few. No, the fundamentalist may be wrong; I think that he is. But it is we who have departed 

from the tradition, not he; and I 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 that 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 that 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 readily 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 integrate 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 importance of maintaining a 

degree of independence in one‘s approach to doing theology. There is a tendency to simply adopt 

a theological giant‘s treatment of a particular doctrine. But the result of unreserved commitment 

to another person‘s system of thought is that one becomes a disciple in the worst sense of that 

term, merely repeating what has been 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 on it. 

The Process of Doing Theology 

                                                           
11 Childs, Biblical Theology, p. 20. 

12 Kirsopp Lake, The Religion of Yesterday and Tomorrow (Boston: Houghton, 1926), p. 61. 
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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 steps outlined here 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 sequence 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. 

Before we can get at the meaning of the biblical passages, however, we should give attention 

to the procedures of exegesis. Sometimes we tend to assume that we are working with neutral 

methods. In actuality, however, there are interpretative factors inherent within the methodology 

itself; therefore, careful and continued scrutiny and refinement 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 the tools and methods employed are harmonious 

with those of the exegete. Exegesis 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‖).
13

 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.
14

 The theologian will insist, as part of the preexegetical task, on investigating the 

presuppositions of the authors consulted, or, at the very least, on being alert to the presence of 

factors that might influence what is said. Inquiry into the intellectual biography and pedigree of 

even these authors should sensitize the exegete to the possible presence of unacceptable 

presuppositions. 

Not only the tools but the methods of exegesis as well must be scrutinized. Here one must 

insist that the method not preclude anything which, at least on a surface examination, the 

documents seem to assume. Since the Bible reports the occurrence of miracles, a methodology 

that virtually assumes that everything can be explained without resorting to supernatural 

concepts or causes will result in an interpretation 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 accounted for simply by tracing the history of the formation of the 

                                                           
13 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, trans. 

Geoffrey W. Bromiley, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–76). 

14 James Barr, Semantics of Biblical Language (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), pp. 206–62; 

Gerhard Kittel, Lexicographia Sacra, Theology Occasional Papers 7 (London: SPCK, 1938)—German 

version in Deutsche Theologie 5 (1938): 91–109. 
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tradition, 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. 

We are suggesting an approach that 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, we should assume that it may or may not have happened, the 

objective being 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 interpreter.
15

 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 original 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 certain conclusions at the very beginning. Interpretation 

is in many ways like navigation. In dead reckoning, a pilot works with the information that the 

ship or aircraft begins from a given point and proceeds 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 correctness of the course will depend 

on 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, theologians should self-consciously scrutinize their methodology and 

carefully determine their starting point. 

Once the theologian has carefully defined the methodology to be used, 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 on a careful examination of the numerous 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 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. Particular significance should be attached 

to those passages where the subject is afforded a thorough, systematic treatment, rather than a 

mere incidental 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 on the issue, not so much in defining 

                                                           
15 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (London: Sheed & Ward, 1975), pp. 270–73. 
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or explaining the concept, as in illustrating and thus illuminating it. Here we see the doctrinal 

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 its 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 Gospels and interpret the rest in that light. We will treat any apparent discrepancies 

as differing and complementary interpretations rather than contradictions. Even without undue or 

strained effort, if we expect harmony, 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 attempting 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 that 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 analogy 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. 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?‖ 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 that evoke a particular reaction on the basis of a conditioned response. Once 

beyond that closed circle in which people share the same experience, however, communication 

may be difficult. And difficulty making something clear to someone else may be an indication 

that we ourselves do not really understand what we mean. 

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 
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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 compounded. 

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 appropriate point. In chapter 1 we 

discussed some of the roles that historical theology plays in the doing of systematic theology. A 

key role is to help us isolate the essence of the doctrine under consideration (the next step in our 

methodological process). At the very least, the examination of these various interpretations 

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 constructing our own expressions of theology. 

By studying a period very similar to our own, we may find models that can be adapted for 

modern doctrinal formulations. Or we may find that some current expressions are but variations 

of earlier instances of the same basic view. We may then see what the implications were, at least 

in terms of the historical consequences. 

5. Consultation of Other Cultural Perspectives 

We noted earlier the phenomenon of globalization and the benefits of consulting other 

cultural perspectives. We may have been blinded to our own cultural perspective to the point 

where we identify it with the essence of the doctrine. For example, one Japanese Baptist pastor 

told a Baptist theology professor from the United States, ―Your view of the priesthood of the 

believer is based more on the American Constitution and Bill of Rights than it is on the New 

Testament.‖ Was he right? That is not the point. Perhaps his view is based more on the Japanese 

form of government than on the New Testament, but the point to be borne in mind is that we may 

unconsciously read our own experience into the Scriptures. Interaction with other cultural 

perspectives will help us distinguish the essence of the biblical teaching from one cultural 

expression of it.
16

 

6. 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. 

                                                           
16 There are various ways in which this can be done. One essential approach is reading theology written 

by those from different cultures. Even better is personal interaction with such Christians and 

theologians. I have personally found that serving on the Commission on Baptist Doctrine and 

Interchurch Cooperation of the Baptist World Alliance for almost twenty years and serving multiracial 

congregations periodically has been of great help. Interaction with Christians from many other countries 

and cultures, while sometimes uncomfortable, is a good sensitizing process. 
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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 

restricted 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—lambs, 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. 

7. Illumination from Extrabiblical Sources 

While the Bible is systematic theology‘s major source, it is not the only one. Although the 

use of other sources must be very carefully limited, it is a significant part of the process. Some 

Christians, noting the excesses to which natural theology has gone in constructing 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 God‘s creation. General revelation will be of 

value when it sheds light on the special revelation or fills it out at certain points where it does not 

speak. 

If, for instance, God has created human beings in his own image, as the Bible teaches, in 

what does this image of God consist? The Bible tells us little, but does seem to make clear that 

the image of God is what distinguishes humans from the rest of the creatures. 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 the human, 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 

presuppositions are harmonious with those of our biblical inquiry. If the presuppositions are 

harmonious, the behavioral sciences may be regarded 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 (particularly such aspects as conversion, regeneration, and sanctification) 

involves the human psychological makeup. Thus psychology, and particularly psychology of 

religion, should help illuminate this divine work. If, as we believe, God is at work 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 that moved theologians to observe that, of the 

various possible meanings of the Hebrew word יֹום (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 disciplines, however. While 

the special revelation (preserved for us in the Bible) and the general revelation are ultimately in 
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harmony with one another, that harmony is apparent only as each is fully understood and 

correctly interpreted. In practice, we never have a complete understanding of either of these 

sources of God‘s truth, so some friction between the two may well occur. 

8. 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 Paul Tillich‘s method of correlation. 

Tillich characterized his theology as an apologetic or answering theology.
17

 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 predicament of individuals or a temporary facet of this 

year‘s headlines. 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 the culture is asking, either explicitly or 

implicitly. Such an analysis, 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! I have an 

answer! Who has the question?‖ Rather, an analysis of the situation, that is, of the questions 

being asked, will give a general cast, an orientation, to the message. 

It is necessary to emphasize again that the questions influence only the form of the answer, 

not the content. One problem of theological 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 modernism 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 examples, 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 on the 

irrational, the volitional. The popular conception appears to be that meaning is not discovered, 

but created by willing. This emphasis has been especially true of existentialism. But in actuality, 

Schaeffer says, society has a deep need for and is asking for a rational interpretation of reality.
18

 

On the other hand, Langdon Gilkey has pointed out that on the surface modern secularism seems 

                                                           
17 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), vol. 1, pp. 1–8. 

18 Francis Schaeffer, The God Who Is There (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity 1968), pp. 87–115. 
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to present a philosophy in which the human is seen as completely in control of things, and as 

having lost any sense of mystery or of need of outside help. Actually, Gilkey argues, there are 

within modern secular persons‘ experiences definite ―dimensions of ultimacy‖ to which the 

Christian message can be addressed.
19

 

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 contemporary context. A model is an analogy or 

image used to represent and clarify the truth that 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 that will always be what Paul called a ―stumbling block‖ 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 in what age we live. 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 exploration as we seek to 

formulate a contemporary expression of the message. Although our age seems to be increasingly 

characterized by depersonalization 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 

awareness that the problems are much larger and more frightening than realized and that the 

human race is its own greatest problem. Against this backdrop God‘s power and providence have 

a new pertinence. In addition, giving a different cast to our theology may enable us to make the 

world face questions that it does not want to ask, but must ask. 

Today it is popular to speak of ―contextualizing‖ the message.
20

 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 customary to observe the difference between East and West, 

and to note that Christianity, while preserving its essence, may take on somewhat different 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. 

                                                           
19 Langdon Gilkey, Naming the Whirlwind: The Renewal of God-Language (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 

1969), pp. 247–413. 

20 E. Ross-Hinsler “Mission and Context: The Current Debate About Contextualization,” Evangelical 

Missions Quarterly 14 (1978): 23–29. 
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We are becoming increasingly 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 and Latin America 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.
21

 

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 

compulsory reading for the large number of professional theologians who are one level below. 

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 themselves 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 can be expressed at each 

of these levels. Most persons in ministry will be called on 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. 

It is particularly important to bear in mind the practical nature of the issues to which lay 

people must relate their theology, as is also true of the theologian when not functioning purely as 

theologian. Kosuke Koyama has reminded us that in his country of Thailand, the people are 

primarily concerned with down-to-earth issues such as food and waterbuffalo.
22

 It is not just Thai 

people, however, whose major questions are of this type. The theologian will need to find ways 

to relate doctrine to such concerns. 

9. Development of a Central Interpretive Motif 

                                                           
21 For example, the modern missionary takes the particular culture into consideration when deciding 

which of the many complementary motifs of the Christian doctrine of the atonement to stress. In an 

African culture, where sin is viewed as oppressive, enslaving darkness, it might be wise to emphasize the 

power of God to overcome evil (what Gustaf Aulén has called the “classical view” of the atonement) as a 

beginning point leading to the other motifs in the doctrine. Examples of ways in which Christians have 

attempted to utilize cultural conceptions in expressing Christology in African contexts will be examined 

in chapter 34. See Henry Johannes Mugabe, “Christology in an African Context,” Review and Expositor 

88, no. 4 (Fall 1991): 343–55. Crucial to the task is determining which of these cultural themes can be 

employed without distorting the Christian message. 

22 Kosuke Koyama, Waterbuffalo Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1974), pp. vii–ix. 
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Each theologian must decide on a particular theme which, for her or 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 Aulén 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 the 

system, and thus power to the 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 one‘s 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 theological 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 interpretation 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‖ 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. Nevertheless, 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 part of the contextualization 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 the expression 

of one‘s theology somewhat differently in an antinomian than in a legalistic atmosphere. 

By basing our central motif on the broadest possible range of biblical materials rather than on 

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 comprehensive.
23

 Another 

                                                           
23 An integrative motif should be broad enough to account for the doctrine of creation, something that 

motifs which focus on redemption fail to do. Lewis and Demarest’s identification of God’s “eternal 

purposes revealed in promises to do gracious things for his redeemed people” is a recent evangelical 

example. Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1987), vol. 1, p. 26. 
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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. 

What we are advocating is a ―soft‖ integrative motif, which remains implicit in the theology, 

rather than a ―hard‖ integrative motif, which is constantly explicitly related to each topic. The 

latter conduces more to distortion of the material than does the former. 

The central motif around which theology will be developed in this work is the magnificence 

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 excellence and splendor of his moral nature. 

Theology as well as life needs to be centered on the great living God, rather than on the human 

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 associated with the expression ―the glory of God,‖ but without the connotation of self-

centeredness sometimes carried by that expression.)
24

 

10. 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 letter to subtopics, an arabic numeral to topics subordinate to 

the subtopics, and so on. We need to know what the major issues are. And we need to know what 

can be treated as subtopics, that is, which issues, while important, are not quite so crucial and 

indispensable as are the major divisions. For example, eschatology is a major area of doctrinal 

investigation. Within that area, the second coming is a major belief. Rather less crucial (and 

considerably less clearly taught in Scripture) 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 that are on the 

same level of the outline. While they have equal status, there are some that are more basic than 

others. For example, the doctrine of Scripture affects all other doctrines, since they are derived 

from the Scriptures. 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. 

                                                           
24 Stanley J. Grenz (Revisioning Evangelical Theology: A Fresh Agenda for the 21st Century [Downers 

Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1993], p. 138, n. 4) incorrectly identifies our integrative motif as the doctrine of 

Scripture. 
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Degrees of Authority of Theological Statements 

Our theology will consist of various types of theological statements that 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 statements, 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 probable, are somewhat less authoritative than direct 

implications. While 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 

pertinent references that could conceivably be considered increases. 

5. Conclusions inferred from the general revelation, which is less particularized and less 

explicit than the special revelation, must, accordingly, always be subject to the clearer and more 

explicit statements of the Bible. 

6. Outright speculations, which frequently include hypotheses based on 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 is being done. 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  4 

Chapter Objectives 

At the conclusion of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

 1. To identify and describe the various forms of criticism of biblical documents that have 

arisen since the Renaissance. 

 2. To examine and critique the methodology of the variety of forms of criticism. 
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 3. To compare modern conservative considerations in relating to the variety of forms of 

criticism of biblical texts and manuscripts. 

 4. To demonstrate how the varying forms of criticism affect our study of Scripture today. 

 5. To effectively evaluate critical methodologies. 

Chapter Summary 

After the Middle Ages, humanity began to question doctrines and institutions through critical 

study, including the Bible. This questioning process began with historical and textual criticism of 

the authorship of the books of the Bible. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, what came to 

be categorized as higher criticism developed. The three most influential types include form 

criticism, redaction criticism, and, most recently, reader–response criticism. Form criticism and 

redaction criticism focused on the origin of Scripture and oral traditions and how they developed 

into written form. Reader–response criticism focused on the reader and his or her response to the 

text rather than on the meaning of the text. As influential as these criticisms are, they are often 

based on natural presuppositions instead of supernatural ones. This can result in a 

misunderstanding of the biblical message. 

Study Questions 

• On which part of the Bible was the first type of criticism used? 

• Name and briefly explain the different forms of criticism. 

• What was possibly the first known use of historical criticism? 

• What is the most recent form of biblical criticism, and how has it affected biblical study 

today? 

• What is the German phrase used to describe a writer‘s environment, and what is its 

significance in the study of the biblical writers? 

• What values has the use of redaction criticism produced? Are there negative aspects to 

redaction criticism? 

Form Criticism 

Background 

Axioms 

Values of Form Criticism 

Criticism of Form Criticism 

Redaction Criticism 

Development and Nature of the Discipline 

Criticisms of Redaction Criticism 

Values of Redaction Criticism 

Structural Criticism 

Reader–Response Criticism 

Guidelines for Evaluating Critical Methods 

Of the many factors involved in the transition from the premodern to the modern period in 

theology, perhaps the most significant was 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 
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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, who dated creation at 4004 B.C. Harmonies of the Gospels were 

formulated, 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, attempts to ascertain the genuineness or spuriousness of certain documents. 

This method was used as early as 1440, when Laurentius Valla demonstrated that the ―Donation 

of Constantine,‖ used by the Roman Catholic Church to support its claims to temporal lordship 

over central Italy, was not authentic. 

It seemed reasonable to some biblical scholars that this method could also be applied to the 

books of the Bible. Did Moses actually write the five books traditionally credited to him? Did 

events actually occur as described there? Historical criticism was applied to the Pentateuch, and 

                                                           
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, Literary Criticism 
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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 Is Redaction Criticism? 

(1969); William G. Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity (1973); Daniel Patte, What Is Structural 

Exegesis? (1976). 
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viewpoint in Walter Kaufmann, Critique of Religion and 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, ed. Colin 

Brown (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1976), pp. 13–75. For a discussion of sources underlying Old 

Testament books, see Cyrus Gordon, “Higher Critics and Forbidden Fruit,” Christianity Today, November 

23, 1959, pp. 3–6. 

For conservative treatments of New Testament criticism, see George E. Ladd, The New Testament 

and Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), and Everett Harrison, Introduction to the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964). Discussions of the historicity of the New Testament may be found in 

two chapters in History, Criticism and Faith, ed. Colin Brown: F. F. Bruce, “Myth and History” pp. 79–100, 

and R. T. France, “The Authenticity of the Sayings of Jesus,” pp. 101–43. 
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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, 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 variations in vocabulary and 

style. 

 2. The Pentateuch was composed well after the time of Moses. 

 3. The historical accounts are in many cases inaccurate. Some portions are, in fact, clearly 

fictional and legendary. 

 4. According to some forms of the theory, later passages of the Pentateuch can be 

distinguished from earlier parts on the basis of an evolutionary development of religion 

which is believed to have taken place. 

If this hypothesis were in any sense true, the Bible could not simply be taken at face value 

and indiscriminately quoted from as being dependable. 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 biblical 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 literary sources on 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 history of the tradition, it is known as tradition criticism. 

 4. Redaction criticism is a study of the activity of 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 on the data 

of archaeology and of secular historical sources. It has as its aim the determination of the 

authorship and date of 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. 

 8. Reader–response criticism regards the locus of meaning not as the text, but the reader. 

The reader creates the meaning, rather than finding it there. Consequently, attention is 

concentrated on the reader rather than the text. 

The view of faith and reason espoused in this text will not permit the question of the 

relationship between the contents of the Bible and historical reality to be ignored or settled by 

presumption. We must, then, examine these critical methods carefully. Yet there have sometimes 
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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 on 

the theological conclusions. 

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 concentrate on some recent types of criticism, 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 illustrate 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 that lies behind our citation of 

those texts. 

Form Criticism 

Form criticism was in many ways a logical outgrowth of source criticism, 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 Testament as well. 

Background 

By 1900, source critics had reached something of a consensus regarding the Gospels. Mark 

was believed to have been written first, and Matthew and Luke were thought to have depended in 

their writing on Mark and another source referred to as ―Q‖ (from the German word Quelle, 

meaning source), believed to have been made up, to a large extent, of Jesus‘ sayings. In addition, 

Matthew and Luke were each thought to have relied on 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 Formgeschichte or ―form-

history.‖
2
 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 

understanding of the development of the forms lying behind the Bible. 

Axioms 

1. Jesus‘ stories and sayings were first circulated in small independent units.
3
 When one 

looks carefully, the chronological and geographical transitions between many of the stories in the 
                                                           
2 Basil Redlich, Form Criticism: Its 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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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 εὐθέως (eutheōs—―immediately‖). 

Matthew and Luke have done somewhat more skillful editing, thus obscuring the type of loose 

transitions that are so apparent in Mark. The Gospels also present some of the same incidents in 

different settings. This bears out the view that the Evangelists had stories before them ―like a 

heap of unstrung pearls.‖ Mark took this heap of pearls and strung them together in a way that 

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 on 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 fulfill 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 stratified. 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. 

Form criticism assumes that the process by which the church handed down the Gospel 

materials followed the same rules of development that govern the transmission of other oral 

materials, including popular 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. 

A comic strip appearing in a college newspaper began with one student telling another, ―The 

president is wearing a red tie today.‖ In the 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 fifth 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 

                                                           
4 Ibid., p. 20. 

5 Ibid., pp. 21–23. 

6 Redlich, Form Criticism, pp. 73–77. 
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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 parables; the moralizing conclusions often 

provided are secondary additions.
7
 The parables themselves are likelier to go back to Jesus‘ own 

sayings than are the explanations and moralizing applications that 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 the Hellenistic interest of a later period when there were Greek influences on 

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 determined.
9
 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). 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 historicity of the Gospel 

accounts; and since the 1950s there has even been a new search for the historical Jesus that takes 

into account the insights and conclusions of form criticism. In the view of a large number of 

form critics, however, the sayings of Jesus may well be authentic, but there is a grave question 

about the framework 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, out of a desire 

                                                           
7 Rudolf Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (New York: Harper & 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. 

10 Bultmann, “Study of the Synoptic Gospels,” p. 61. 

11 Ibid., p. 43. 
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to influence others to faith in this same Jesus.
12

 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 question, 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 form criticism‘s positive contributions. Some of these have been ignored at 

times, partly because of the extreme claims of some early practitioners of form criticism. Some 

early reactions to form criticism were similarly extreme, regarding it as a totally negative and 

ephemeral method. Part 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 methodology with his demythologization, 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 that 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.
13

 Perhaps the clearest statement of this was made by John: ―These [things] 

are written that you may believe‖ (John 20:31). 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 important to obey Jesus‘ 

words. 

It is also apparent that the Gospel writers were not concerned to dwell on any aspects of 

Jesus that were not of significance for faith. For example, we are told nothing about the bodily 

build of Jesus, the color of his eyes or hair (although we may make some surmises on the basis of 

his nationality), the quality of his voice, its pitch, his rate of speech or his gestures. These details 

have nothing to do with the purposes for which the Gospels were written. One‘s faith is not 

affected by whether the message was delivered rapidly or slowly, but by its content. It is obvious 

that a selection was made out of everything Jesus said and did. John makes very clear (John 

21:25) that he made his selection on the basis of his evangelistic concern. 

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, leading to skepticism, the opposite is actually the 

case.
14

 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, 

rather than merely private interpretation. 

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 

                                                           
12 Martin Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel (New York: Scribner, 1935), p. 31. 
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the material they chose to emphasize.
15

 Certainly the Holy Spirit inspired the recording of 

matters he knew would be of importance to the church at later times. Nonetheless, because the 

revelation did come in what we will later describe as anthropic form, it related particularly to 

situations the church was facing at that time. 

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. For 

example, at one point in the development of the method, form critics believed that when the 

earlier strata of tradition were identified, a rather nonsupernatural Jesus would emerge, 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.
16

 

Criticism of Form Criticism 

Yet there are a number of points at which caution must be exercised, relating to both the 

presuppositions and the application of form criticism. It will be apparent that there are limitations 

on 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.
17

 The crucifixion and resurrection, for example, were very significant 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 

significant because in it God had actually spoken and revealed his will at definite points in 

history. The early Christians believed that the events occurring in their own time were a 

continuation and completion of God‘s great redemptive working in history. 

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.
18

 

And why, by comparison, should the second-generation believers then have had such a strong 

interest in historical events? A possible explanation 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. Form criticism assumes that the Gospel writers were not persons of historical ability and 

dependability. But is this assumption justified? There are several problems, however, with the 

idea that the historical references were created for the occasion, to give a skeletal framework on 

                                                           
15 Redlich, Form Criticism, p. 79. 
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which to hang Jesus‘ sayings. 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.
19

 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 

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 falsification is not a tenable suggestion.
20

 And the 

Scandinavian school has pointed out that the words of a rabbi were regarded as holy, and to be 

preserved in every detail by the pupil.
21

 

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.
22

 On the one hand, there is ―repeated reproduction‖—people reiterate what they 

themselves have seen or heard. 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. To this day, there are 

storytellers in nonliterate societies who can recite from memory for several days at a time.
23

 And 

even if we are dealing with the serial-remembering variety of oral transmission, eyewitnesses 

were still presumably present to serve as checks on the accuracy of the Gospels, in light of the 

relatively short time elapsing between the events and the writing.
24

 

3. The effort to stratify the forms tends to break down. The entire system depends on this 

step, yet there are some forms that defy such analysis, and at other points considerable 

artificiality enters the endeavor.
25

 The classification of some items as Judaic and therefore early, 
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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. Some critics assume a rather 

radical dissimilarity between the Jewish and Hellenistic mentalities, even a radical distortion of 

the tradition in the Hellenistic church. Yet there is a prevailing Semitic character throughout the 

Synoptic tradition. 

Some assumptions operative within form criticism 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. These 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. But comparing the Gospels with the known Sitz im Leben of the church at certain points in 

its early period yields 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 that we would not expect the church to have 

included. In a period in which the apostolic authority was being established, one would not 

expect to find references that cast the leaders of the early church in an unfavorable light. Yet 

incidents are recounted that 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! You do not have in mind 

the things of God, but the things 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.
26

 The other 

possibility is that what was included and what was 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 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 parallels 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 F. F. Bruce points out, this is a standard 

of authenticity that ―would not be countenanced by historical critics working in other fields.‖
27

 

6. Form criticism seems to make little allowance for the possibility of inspiration. It allows 

no room for the 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 received materials. The possibility 
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of the Holy Spirit so guiding the writer supernaturally that the traditional material was 

supplemented or abrogated 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 recordkeeping. Edgar Goodspeed discussed this very possibility in his treatise 

Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist.
28

 Would it not be strange if not one of the twelve disciples had 

kept a diary of some sort? 

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 a further 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.
29

 On one occasion, 

Grant Osborne refers to both tradition criticism and redaction criticism as stepchildren of form 

criticism;
30

 at another time he speaks of tradition criticism as the critical side of redaction 

research.
31

 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 authors‘ relationship to the written sources. 

Literary-source criticism envisions the writers as rather passively compiling the written sources 

into the final product. Redaction criticism sees their writing as much more creative. Noting 

differences in the way the Synoptic Gospels handle and report the same incidents, redaction 

criticism finds them to have been genuine authors, not mere reporters or chroniclers on one hand, 

or editors on another. It rests on the assumption that the Gospels grew out of a theological 
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concern which each of the Gospel writers had. These authors were, in a real sense, more 

theologians than historians. 

The discipline that came to be known as redaction criticism developed and flowered 

following World War II. 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,
32

 Hans 

Conzelmann on Luke,
33

 and Willi Marxsen on Mark.
34

 Marxsen gave the method the name 

Redaktionsgeschichte. In many ways, however, Conzelmann‘s work had the most important 

impact on biblical scholarship, in large part because of the status and importance of Luke. 

Luke was widely considered the model of historical concern, competence, and exactness, in 

light of 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. 

Under Conzelmann‘s scrutiny, however, a different facet of Luke emerges, as a self-conscious 

theologian who modified the tradition with which he was working in keeping with his 

theological motivation, rather than a desire to exercise historical accuracy. As an example, Luke 

places the postresurrection appearances of Jesus in Jerusalem, whereas other New Testament 

testimony depicts them as occurring mostly in Galilee. 

The other Synoptics 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 

early church in the conduct of its ministry; and (3) the situation of the Gospel writer in his work 

and purpose.
35

 

While form criticism concentrates more on the independent individual units of material, 

redaction criticism 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 theological 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 historical 

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 contrived criteria for authenticity.
36 
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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 on 

the person who assumes the reported words are authentic. Consider Ernst Käsemann‘s comment: 

―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.‖
37

 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.‖
38

 

In the hands of the more radical redaction critics, 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 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 Evangelists 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.
39

 His criteria include both 

functional and linguistic factors. Those passages may be considered redactional which (1) 

explain, interpret, or otherwise comment on the accompanying material; (2) provide condensed 

summaries of some general feature of Jesus‘ preaching, teaching, healing, or fame; (3) 

foreshadow or anticipate events to be related later in the Gospel; (4) introduce collections of 

sayings or narrative material; (5) provide brief indications of time, place, or circumstance. 

Significant linguistic phenomena 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:
40

 

1. Redaction criticism seems to credit the Evangelists with a remarkable 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 
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view. While this is true of 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 τότε (tote), meaning ―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 material 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 Evangelists‘ 

situation and purpose. It does not raise questions about the historicity of the material recorded in 

their works. Redaction critics have a tendency to follow the Geschichte–Historie distinction 

found in form criticism. The Gospel writers were supposedly 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 that motivated the 

Evangelists.
41

 

Values of Redaction Criticism 

Are there not values in a careful use of redaction criticism if the criteria of authenticity are 

made more reasonable and some of the more subjective methodological assumptions are 

eliminated or restrained? 

There are at least two meanings of redaction criticism, a wider and a narrower sense.
42

 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 Evangelists 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 simply attempted to see the distinctive ways in which each 

author adapted and applied the material which he had received. 

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 techniques, but on the foundation of presuppositions harmonious with the Bible‘s 

own claims. 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:
43
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 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 determining the particular 

emphases of the Evangelists. 

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

To these I 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 that we encounter.
44

 

The Evangelists‘ activity, then, included interpretation. They were taking Jesus‘ statements 

and paraphrasing them, expanding them, condensing them. They were, however, remaining true 

to Jesus‘ original teaching. 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 tradition. And the idea that they actually created sayings of 

Jesus, putting 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 evangelists and their 

predecessors adapted, selected, and reshaped the material 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 followers attributing their own teaching to 

him.
45 

What we have, then, is not ipsissima verba, but the ipsissima vox. We do not have exactly the 

words that 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 the Evangelist was addressing. Thus the Gospel 

writers cannot be accused of misrepresenting or misconstruing 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 savings 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.
46 
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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 positions are possible, for example, with respect to the origin of a saying of Jesus 

that is found in one of the Gospels but not in the tradition. One position is that this saying must 

represent a creation on the writer‘s part, an imposition, as it were, of his own view on Jesus.
47

 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 experience 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.
48

 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.
49

 A fourth possibility is that the 

saying was actually uttered by Jesus during his earthly ministry, but not preserved 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.
50

 Only in the case of the first two 

positions would there seem to be a question about the truthfulness of 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.
51

 

Structural Criticism 

A new turn to critical study of the Bible was signaled with the application of the categories and 

methods of structuralism in literary study to the study of the Bible. To some extent, this can be 

regarded as an attempt to apply new categories to the analysis of Scripture, with the hope that 

these will prove fruitful in ways which the older methods had not. 

Structuralism began with the work of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, and was applied to 

anthropology by Claude Lévi-Strauss. As the name would indicate, this structuralism 

emphasized not the external reference of the categories, but the form or structure of them. Daniel 

Patte has pointed out that while it is in some ways natural to understand structural exegesis as 

simply another in a series of critical methodologies, it actually represents a different paradigm. 

All of those presuppose a historical paradigm, treating the biblical texts as a means for getting at 

some sort of historical process. Structuralism, however, presupposes a literary paradigm. By that 
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Patte means ―that expression in language is to be taken as a fundamental category and not as an 

access to something else, e.g., history.‖
52

 

One analogy that has caught on and served well for the purposes of the structuralist was 

proposed by literary critic Murray Krieger. He uses an allegory to distinguish between windows 

and mirrors, and the fact that words may function as either. Traditionally, poetical language was 

thought of as windows by which one looks out on the external world at objects contained there. 

They may also, however, serve as an enclosed set of endlessly faceted mirrors, reflecting a maze 

of reflections, but ultimately shut up within themselves.
53

 

One reason structuralism came to be applied to biblical studies was the collapse of the 

―Biblical Theology movement.‖ This was an attempt to describe the content of the Bible simply 

using its own categories without recourse to philosophical categories.
54

 James Barr, however, 

contended that biblical theology had failed in its attempt to give an objective, philosophically 

sterile description of the thought content of the Bible taking the Bible itself seriously. Its 

emphasis on history had distorted the biblical content by applying an abstraction that works on 

only part of its content.
55

 

The other difficulty with earlier methodology came from the recognition of the historically 

conditioned nature of the historical-critical method itself. The method was seen to be tied to 

certain assumptions of the modern period, which made natural science the preferred paradigm of 

intellectual inquiry. Yet this in itself assumed that human action, rather than some grand plan of 

God, was the basis of history. In other words, this methodology was at root fundamentally 

naturalistic, thus yielding results that were quite different from the apparent belief that the Bible 

was somehow God‘s revelation to humans.
56

 

Structuralism then represents an attempt at a different approach to biblical studies. Instead of 

looking for the external referent to which the biblical text directs us, this method looks within, to 

the structure of the text itself. Earlier historical criticism had been diachronic, attempting to get 

back in history to the period described by the documents, to determine what had really occurred 

there. Structuralism, on the other hand, is synchronic. It looks, not horizontally, to the past, but 

vertically, to different depths of structures within the text. 

Patte points out that the structuralists assume that the methodological presuppositions or 

preunderstandings with which the exegete works must be those of the exegete‘s culture.
57

 It is in 
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this sense that structural exegesis is a postmodern endeavor. It does not assume that the past can 

simply be assimilated by scientific historiography. 

Structural exegesis has a very different understanding of its semantic concern than did the 

traditional approach. Rather than seeking to get at the author‘s intended meaning, it focuses on 

the linguistic, narrative, or mythical structures of the text under consideration. Whereas 

traditional exegesis looked for a single meaning, that intended by the author, this approach 

expects to find a plurality of meanings, a variety of kinds of structure.
58

 This represents the 

application of de Saussre‘s distinction between speech and language. Speech is what the writer 

or speaker actually presents to us; yet he or she uses, and indeed must use, the language available 

to him or her. ―Language is a not a function of the speaker; it is a product that is passively 

assimilated by the individual. It never requires premeditation, and reflection enters in only for the 

purpose of classification.‖
59

 Patte uses the illustration of a hand-woven blanket. While the 

meaning effect is in part consciously intended by the weaver, in the choice of color 

combinations, it is also determined by the inherent limitations of the loom and the available 

colored threads. These structures therefore serve as limitations on the weaver‘s creativity. 

Similarly, an author expresses the intended meaning within the limitations imposed by the 

received structures.
60

 Thus the meaning effect, that which presents itself to us, is the result of the 

interaction of three types of constraints:
61

 

 1. The author‘s concrete situation, or Sitz im Leben. Patte terms these structures of the 

enunciation. 

 2. The constraints of cultural structures or cultural codes. 

 3. The deep structures, the constraints that impose themselves on any author or speaker. 

While traditional exegesis deals with the first two, structural exegesis primarily concerns itself 

with the third, the deep structures, of which there are two types. One is narrative structures. A. J. 

Greimas has proposed a model on the basis of V. Propp‘s study of Russian folk tales. His model 

includes six elements: sequence, syntagm, statement, actantial model, function, and actant. Patte 

applies this to the parable of the Good Samaritan. He hopes by the use of this method to 

distinguish various narrative subgenres, such as evangelical parables, miracle stories, Jewish 

parables, and Hellenistic parables.
62

 There also are mythical structures, which interact with the 

narrative structures, since myths are frequently expressed in the form of a narrative. The 

mythical structure as a whole interrelates the various mythemes (or basic mythical units). This 

structure often follows what Lévi-Strauss calls ―mythical logic,‖ in which there is resolution of 

oppositions.
63
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Structuralism, however, has proved not to be a basically stable view. It has yielded to 

successors in two directions: semiotic and reader–response criticism. Structuralism‘s 

shortcomings, which have led to what Anthony Thiselton terms the demise of structuralism in 

biblical studies,
64

 include the following: 

1. In its early days there was a quasi-objectivism about structuralism. This optimism was 

based on the use of methodology from the social sciences. There has been a turning from 

confidence in the human subject, hastened at least in part by post-Freudian psychoanalytic 

approaches to the text, which heighten the capacity of the self for self-deception.
65

 

2. There has been a lack of clarity regarding what would count as verification of the results of 

this procedure, as well as questions about the usefulness of the results, relative to the amounts of 

effort invested in the structuralist endeavor.
66

 

3. There has been so much modification of the earlier objectivist ideas of structure that it is 

questionable how appropriate the designation of structuralism is for the later work. It has tended 

to slide into reader-oriented forms of criticism.
67

 

Reader–Response Criticism 

Structuralism was an approach of mutuality between the text and the reader. Each was expected 

to transform the other. Since the late 1960s, however, biblical criticism moved increasingly in 

the direction of the supremacy of the reader over the text. This is particularly true of the complex 

of approaches known broadly as reader–response criticism. Thus, various types of hermeneutics 

and critical methodologies have arisen, whether known as poststructuralism, reader–response 

theories, or deconstruction. For our purposes, we refer herein to reader-response criticism as 

representative of the group, although there are many other types of subjective view and many 

varieties of view that go by this general name. In many ways, it comes very close to 

deconstruction, as being a sequel to and in some ways a reaction against structuralism. 

These various postmodern types of criticism are often thought of as opposed to historical 

criticism. In actuality, many advocates see them as supplements to rather than successors of the 

historical method. Fred Burnett, however, probably speaks correctly when he characterizes 

historical criticism as seeking an acceptable range of determinate meanings of a text, whereas 

postmodern reading styles emphasize ―indeterminacy, the production of meaning by the reader, 

and, in many cases, the refusal to appeal to consensual criteria in order to adjudicate between 
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different readings.‖ He contends that historical criticism can accommodate reader-centered 

approaches and survive, but that both the critic and method will require metamorphosis.
68

 

Stanley Fish, probably the most radical of the reader–response critics, is not usually 

associated with the deconstructive school of Derrida, Foucault, and the Yale critics but his view 

strongly resembles theirs. He is generally seen as the most influential of the reader–response 

critics, which Burnett says ―has become the last ‗decompression chamber‘ for many redaction 

critics before they surface into (post)-modern criticism.‖
69

 Fish argues vigorously against the 

idea that meaning is embedded in the text and that the task of the reader is to get it out. The early 

Fish had held the general reader–response position that meaning emerges in the dialectical 

relationship between the text, as object, and the reader, as subject. He later came to the 

conclusion that this was an equivocation.
70

 By 1980, he had come to ―see through‖ the illusion 

that there was any meaning residing in the text at all. He says of his earlier view: ―I did what 

critics always do: I ‗saw‘ what my interpretive principles permitted or directed me to see, and 

then I turned around and attributed what I had ‗seen‘ to a text and an intention. What my 

principles direct me to ‗see‘ are readers performing acts.‖
71

 He states his new position very 

directly: ―The reader‘s response is not to the meaning; it is the meaning.‖
72

 

The subjectivity of this approach is indicated in a lengthy quotation from Fish‘s major work: 

The extent to which this is a decisive break from formalism is evident in my unqualified 

conclusion that formal units are always a function of the interpretive model one brings to bear 

(they are not ―in the text‖). Indeed, the text as an entity independent of interpretation and (ideally) 

responsible for its career drops out and is replaced by the texts that emerge as the consequence of 

our interpretive activities. There are still formal patterns, but they do not lie innocently in the 

world; rather, they are themselves constituted by an interpretive act. The facts one points to are 

still there … but only as a consequence of the interpretive (man-made) model that has called them 

into being. The relationship between interpretation and text is thus reversed: interpretive 

strategies are not put into execution after reading; they are the shape of reading, and because they 

are the shape of reading, they give texts their shape, making them rather than, as is usually 

assumed, arising from them.
73 

Fish, however, introduces what he believes to be an objectifying factor in the presence of the 

community. An individual reader is not free to find just anything within the text, being 

constrained by the community of which the reader is a part. He says, ―they [meanings] will not 

be subjective because that point of view will always be social or institutional.‖
74
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Most biblical critics and hermeneuts have not gone as far as Fish in their approach to the text. 

A number of them have utilized elements of reader–response theory, but have followed more 

closely the approach of Wolfgang Iser, whom Fish has criticized very sharply.
75

 Among these are 

Susan Wittig,
76

 James L. Resseguie,
77

 Robert Fowler,
78

 Jouette M. Bassler,
79

 and Alan 

Culpepper.
80

 In some cases, such as the work of Culpepper, the reader–response approach is one 

of several elements in the interpretive methodology. 

Some New Testament scholars have begun to place more credence in the more radical 

reader–response criticism of Fish and others such as Jeffrey Stout.
81

 One of these is Stephen 

Fowl. He notes that the usual approach in biblical interpretation is to find the meaning of the 

text. Drawing on the thought of Fish and Stout, he believes that the search for meaning in texts is 

fundamentally nonproductive, because the idea of what counts for meaning varies tremendously, 

in part dependent on where one does one‘s work. He agrees with Stout that there is no way of 

adjudicating between competing conceptions of the meaning of the text, let alone an adequate 

theory of interpretation.
82

 He therefore advocates that those in biblical studies ―give up 

discussions of meaning and adopt Stout‘s position of dissolving disputes about meaning by 

explicating these disputes in terms of interpretative interests.‖
83

 

Another who shares this general orientation is Stanley Porter, who bemoans the seeming lack 

of utilization of reader–response methodology by New Testament scholars. He shares Fish‘s 

view that seeking some extralinguistic context relating to situations behind the text is 

inconsistent and therefore disappointing.
84

 He criticizes Petersen, Fowler, Resseguie, Staley, and 
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Culpepper, concluding that ―reader–response criticism … in New Testament Studies … is 

definitely lagging behind developments in the secular literary field.‖
85

 In light of these voices 

being raised, and the growing influence of even more radical forms of interpretation, such as 

deconstruction, we may anticipate that the strength of more radical reader-response criticism will 

grow in the years ahead. Indeed, it appears that this has already been occurring since Porter‘s 

plaintive essay. 

Some of the issues of evaluation of this shift from placing meaning in the text to locating it in 

the reader are dealt with in connection with the discussions of deconstruction and postmodernism 

in chapters 2 and 7. We do need to note some of the implications of this view here, however. The 

reader–response critics have commendably called attention to what actually is often the case, that 

the interests of the reader affect the understanding of what the text says. Rather than asking how 

this may be neutralized or reduced, however, these interpreters work from that diversity as a 

given and shift the very locus of meaning. Several problems emerge, however. 

1. The question of meaning applies not only to the biblical text, but to all texts, including the 

reader–response critic‘s discussion of meaning and the biblical text. 

2. This approach seems to divide theories of meaning into either formalist or contextual-

pragmatic. Yet Wittgenstein, in rejecting the absoluteness of formalism, does not find it 

necessary to move all the way to a position like that of Fish. He says, ―Don‘t say: ‗There must be 

… ‘ but look and see whether there is.‖
86

 In other words, Fish appears to be guilty of the same 

prescriptive approach to language that characterized logical positivism. 

3. The appeal to communities does not solve the seemingly inherent tendencies to 

subjectivism. The community is merely a larger version of the individual. Indeed, as 

Wittgenstein points out, on one level of sophistication the individual must evaluate and choose 

the community of which to be a part. In fact, not being a citizen of any community of ideas is 

what makes a philosopher a philosopher.
87

 

4. If taken seriously, this philosophy, which Thiselton calls ―socio-pragmatic philosophy,‖ 

could never be more than a narrative philosophy, telling the story of a particular philosophical 

tradition. In theory, this approach is merely one story among many. Yet, as Christopher Norris 

has pointed out, there is a rejection of other stories of a more definitive or restrictive nature: 

―Under cover of its liberal-pluralist credentials, this narrative very neatly closes all exits except 

the one marked ‗James and Dewey.‘ ‖
88

 

Guidelines for Evaluating Critical Methods 

There are some guidelines that will help preserve us from overestimating the utility and 

conclusiveness of critical methodologies, and from adopting inappropriate forms of them. 
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1. We need to be on guard against assumptions that are antisupernatural in import. For 

example, if the miraculous (particularly, the resurrection of Jesus) is considered unhistorical 

because it contradicts our uniform experience of today, we ought to be aware that something 

such as Bultmann‘s ―closed continuum,‖ according to which all events are bound in a causal 

network, is present. 

2. We need to detect the presence of circular reasoning. 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 

explain the origin of these same stories, are guilty of this.
89

 

3. We should be watchful for unwarranted inferences. A similarity of thought is sometimes 

understood to indicate a common origin or a 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‖
90

 and Reginald Fuller calls ―distinctiveness‖
91

) is 

regarded as the criterion of authenticity. 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 Sitz 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 

writings 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.
92

 

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.
93

 This seems to suggest that there is a conflict between theological 

motivation (faith) and historical interest and concern. This apparent conflict is reflected in the 

rather sharp distinction between Historie and Geschichte. And this in turn goes back to Søren 

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

90 Perrin, Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus, pp. 15–49. 

91 Reginald H. Fuller, A Critical Introduction to the New Testament (Naperville, Ill.: Alec R. Allenson, 

1966), pp. 91–104. 

92 C. S. Lewis, “Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism,” in Christian Reflections (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1974), pp. 159–62. See also 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, Kaufmann’s criticism is even more impressive than Lewis’s. 

93 Perrin, What Is Redaction Criticism? p. 40. 



 
297 

Kierkegaard‘s distinction between objective and subjective thinking; he asserted that the amount 

of inward passion or subjectivity is inversely proportional to the amount of objective evidence or 

certainty.
94

 This view of faith and reason may be correct (although I 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 on one another there is a cumulative effect on the 

conclusion. For example, if we work with a premise that has a probability of 75 percent, 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 

redaction criticism there is a whole series of such premises, each depending on the preceding 

one, and with a correspondingly declining probability. This should be kept in mind when 

evaluating the conclusions of redaction 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 Gospels 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 demonstrated.‖
95

 This of course rests on 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 on 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 authenticity to 

be accepted as dependable, when it does satisfy those standards, we have additional confirmation 

of its reliability. 

Contemporizing the Christian Message  5 

Chapter Objectives 

After completing this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 
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 1. To develop an appreciation of the changes in culture, which have accelerated in recent 

years. 

 2. To analyze and describe the elements of Christianity that are eternal and unchanging and 

contrast them to the temporal expressions. 

 3. To compare and contrast different approaches to contemporizing theology and 

differentiate among the values of each. 

 4. To determine that the essential goal of theology is the identification of core truths and 

doctrines as essential to Christianity and to place them in their cultural context. 

Chapter Summary 

The world of the Bible and this present world are very different. It is important to state the 

gospel message in terms that will be understood in today‘s world. Many theologians have tried to 

do this in order to make the message palatable to the modern mind. Some theologians have not 

merely changed the form of expression, but the substance as well. The goal for contemporizing 

the Christian message is to retain the content and biblical doctrine while making the message 

more understandable today. Five criteria are presented to assess the integrity of the message. 

Study Questions 

• How would you respond to Rudolf Bultmann‘s attempt to demythologize Christianity in 

the modern world? 

• Name and briefly describe the permanent elements of Christianity that the author 

mentions and explain what makes them essential to Christianity. 

• Compare and contrast the transformer‘s view with the translator‘s view of 

contemporizing theology today. 

• What criteria are used to identify the essence of a doctrine? 

The Challenge of Obsolescence 

The Locus of Permanence in Christianity 

An Institution 

Acts of God 

Experiences 

Doctrines 

A Way of Life 

Two Approaches to Contemporizing Theology 

Transformers 

Translators 

Criteria of Permanence 

Constancy Across Cultures 

Universal Setting 

A Recognized Permanent Factor as a Base 

Indissoluble Link with an Experience Regarded as Essential 

Final Position Within Progressive Revelation 

The Challenge of Obsolescence 
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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 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.‖
1
 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 humans, 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 human beings, creating illnesses and other woes, and even taking 

possession of them on occasion. God may inspire the thoughts of humans or guide their actions. 

He may give them heavenly visions. He may give them 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 soon coming when this battle 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 everyone will enter the 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 untenable 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 Copernicus himself. For the vast majority of persons living today, it is not 

possible 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 undoubtedly expect it to happen through some form of 

catastrophe, such as a nuclear holocaust, rather than through the mythical event of the return of 
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Christ. It is impossible to take these myths literally. What Bultmann suggests is a reinterpretation 

of them.
5
 

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 different worlds. On Sunday morning, from eleven o‘clock to noon, such a 

person 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 technology, the application of modern scientific discoveries, is the norm. The 

believer drives away from church in a modern automobile, with automatic transmission, power 

steering, power brakes, AM-FM stereo radio, air conditioning, and other gadgets, to a home with 

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, but in this secular world, however, they 

go to the doctor. For how long can this kind of schizophrenia be maintained? 

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? Different theologians and 

segments of Christianity have suggested various 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 institutional. 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 revelation, but declaring or 

defining what has been revealed. It adds new dogmas, but not new revelation. The church, as 

successor of the apostles, to whom the truth was entrusted, has the authority to promulgate these 

new dogmas by expounding them and interpreting them infallibly. Consequently, the church is 

the constant factor. The truth to be believed is the church‘s current teaching. While dogma may 

grow and modify, the church remains constant.
6
 

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 
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theology‖ or ―Heilsgeschichte‖ school of thought.
7
 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 interpretations 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‘ interpretations of their past as based on 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. Similarly, the postexodus accounts are to be 

understood as their interpretation 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 distinction between biblical theology, as what the 

Hebrews believed, and systematic theology, as what we believe, becomes crucial. Gilkey sees 

this approach as a view that 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 that 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 

existence, it is not surprising that people hoped for a restoration to the earth, a resurrection from 
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Sheol.
10

 Added to this was the influence of Zoroastrianism, which during the exile became the 

mold into which the 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 resurrection 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.
11

 

Fosdick finds the idea of a bodily resurrection grossly materialistic. In his view it is not 

necessary to preserve this particular doctrine, but rather to retain the abiding experience out of 

which it arose, and which it satisfies. This experience is the expectation of future life, which 

expectation can be retained within a different ―mental framework.‖ Fosdick is aware that he is 

changing doctrinal or conceptual understandings, but this is of no consequence to him, since they 

are merely transient phrasings of permanent convictions and experiences.
12

 The hope of 

immortality can be preserved while a different doctrinal understanding is substituted for the idea 

of bodily resurrection. The new understanding 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, rendered 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 contemporary 

Christians.
13

 

Doctrines 

Some have contended that the permanent and unchanging in Christianity consists of certain 

doctrines presented in biblical times and continuing 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 that 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 theory, however, has proved unsustainable.
14

 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 that is to characterize the citizens of the kingdom, there 

is a peculiar approach. Whereas the prophets said, ―Thus says the Lord,‖ Jesus announced, ―I say 
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to you.‖ He evidently regarded himself as someone having the right to supersede the law and on 

his own authority at that.
15

 

Let us for the moment bypass such considerations, says Machen, and see what happens if we 

construct a Christianity that retains and practices only the ethical teachings of Jesus. 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 presupposes a transformation and an infusion of spiritual power. The 

ethical teaching is insufficient without the reality that is spoken of by the doctrine lying behind 

the Golden Rule.
16

 Nor are the experiences of which Fosdick speaks so glowingly really possible 

without the doctrinal truths that guarantee them. 

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, Rauschenbusch 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. What 

Rauschenbusch is calling for is a renewal of Jesus‘ own spirit and aims.
17

 

Jesus‘ teaching regarding the reign of God in human hearts was not something novel and 

unprecedented, according to Rauschenbusch. Rather, he was simply continuing and elaborating 

the prophets‘ emphasis on personal and social righteousness.
18

 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.
19

 This concern for 
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righteousness, justice, social equality, and democracy was the core of Jesus‘ teaching and 

practice and 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 a major component of Christianity, and is therefore to be preserved. For our purposes 

in this volume, it will be regarded as the most important permanent element, a necessary but not 

sufficient component of Christianity. But if we are to maintain the pertinence of the Christian 

religion, we 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 classification 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 transformers, 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 

Transformers are convinced that the world has undergone a serious change since biblical 

times. Whether they are thinking of the technological transformations of the past 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 worldview that they cannot be maintained independently of it. 

In other words, the beliefs are the dependent variable, the broader intellectual milieu the 

independent variable. There really is no possibility of retaining the beliefs by merely restating or 

modernizing them. 

Liberals espouse this position. While some have preferred 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 humanity has radically changed with the passage of time. 

Whereas at one point the message may have been suitable and helpful to humans in addition to 

being acceptable to them, they are now so different, their very nature so altered, that the message 

will fall on unresponsive or even rejecting ears.
21

 

Since truth is to a large extent considered relative, humanity today is the judge of what is 

right and wrong. In no real sense is there the idea of a revelation from God that somehow is the 
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source and criterion of truth. Thus, there is nothing normative outside human experience, nothing 

that could sit in judgment on human ideas. If there is to be any alteration to produce consistency 

between traditional Christianity and present-day people‘s thinking, it is Christian doctrine that 

must change, not the human. Relevance is the key word, rather than authoritativeness. The 

sources from which the content of Christianity is drawn will thus be considerably broader than in 

traditional Christianity. 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 theology, 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 

representatives of the movement were Thomas J. J. Altizer, William Hamilton, and Paul Van 

Buren. The very name of the movement indicates how radically these men were willing to carry 

out their objective of transforming the Christian message. They would even give up the 

traditional belief in God if necessary. 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 philosophy, 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 theologians 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 people, 

but through and in his special personal encounter with the human. 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 people. Some Christians find God 

meaningfully within certain settings. A quiet sanctuary, stained-glass windows, an organ playing 

certain types of music evoke religious feelings for many people, simply because of their 

conditioned 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 explained as caused by God. This led to the expression the ―god of the gaps‖—

the gaps being lacunae in human knowledge. As knowledge has grown, however, the place of 

God as an explanatory principle has correspondingly 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 
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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, persons prayed to God to send rain, and it rained. 

Today, the scientist finds a cloud containing some moisture, flies over it and seeds it with silver 

iodide or something similar, and rain falls! God is, as it were, unemployed. The familiar place 

that 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 humans.
24

 

There is more to the problem, however. The contemporary human‘s difficulty is not merely 

the absence of the experience of God.
25

 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. Humans‘ cruelty 

and indifference to one another 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. 

Thomas Altizer comes to the problem 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 humankind. The process is now 

complete. The death of God is thus the suicide of the primordial God and the birth of an 

immanent one.
26

 

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 activity, such as involvement in the civil rights movement.
27

 

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 qualitatively unique place for Jesus Christ, scarcely seems worthy of being 

called Christianity any longer. The translators share with the 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 
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27 Hamilton, “The Death of God Theologies Today,” pp. 37–42. 
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drawn from contemporary experience. The translators attempt to say what the Bible would say if 

it were being written to us in our present situation.
28

 

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 paraphrases 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 the human is not the measure of what is true. It is God who 

speaks and human beings who are on trial, not vice versa. If transformation is needed, it is the 

human, not the message, that must be transformed. While translators aim to make the message 

intelligible or understandable, they do not expect to make it acceptable on contemporary 

humans‘ own grounds. There is a built-in dimension of the message that will always be a cause 

of offense to the non-Christian. The message must challenge the contemporary mind-set, not 

simply accommodate to it.
29

 Perhaps even more offensive than the belief structures of the Bible 

are its ethical teachings. These seem to call into question not merely what one believes, but also 

what one does and even what one is. Whether doctrinal or ethical in nature, a friction will be 

created by the biblical message, a friction that the theologian and the church should not attempt 

to remove. 

The translator must carefully distinguish the message from the interpretations and traditions 

that 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 message. To 

them, any attempt to restate the message seems to be a tampering with and a modification or 

abandonment of the message. They must be mindful, however, that the non-Christian may find a 

particular interpretation 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 

that 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 Testament give the normative form for all time, or 

are there only suggestions 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 contemporizing the message, are we to limit ourselves 

to the explicit statements of Scripture, or may we assume that the biblical writers, had they faced 
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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 humans 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, psychology, sociology, and numerous other disciplines pose 

new questions 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 that 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 providence 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 

shepherds caring for their 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 advocated 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 learning German are taught that der Stuhl = the chair. 

We memorize this equivalent. We look up a German word in the German-English dictionary 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. 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.
30

 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 involved takes on a different meaning, the expression of the truth becomes 

obsolete. 

There is another method of language teaching, one that is usable simultaneously with people 

who speak many different languages. Here the instructor does not say, ―Der Stuhl (or la chaise or 
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la silla) means the chair.‖ She simply points to or touches a chair and says ―der Stuhl.‖ (The 

class will usually understand by her inflections and her actions that they are to repeat the word 

after her.) She 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 discussion 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. Therefore 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 

expression, 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 that were common then. 

Criteria of Permanence 

It will be seen from the foregoing that the really crucial task of theology 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 LORD is good and his love endures forever; his 

faithfulness continues through all generations.‖ In other cases, the 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 progressive 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 centuries intervened between 

the writing of the first books of the Old Testament 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 teaching across several settings, we may well be in possession of a genuine cultural 
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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 sacrificial 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 regarding 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 cultures. Paul declared it in a Gentile setting to the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:31). 

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. Therefore go and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 

teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to 

the very end of the age‖ (Matt. 28:18–20). On several counts 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 that is presumably to 

carry on indefinitely. (2) The ―all nations‖ suggests a universality of place and culture (cf. the 

commission of Acts 1:8—―and you will be my witnesses … to the ends of the earth‖). (3) That 

Jesus would be with them always, even to the end of the age, suggests that this threefold 

commission 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 should wash one another‘s feet‖ (v. 14), nothing is said 

about the duration of the practice. While he said, ―I have set you an example, that you should do 

as I have done for 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 performed. 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 footwashing as such, 

is the permanent component in Christ‘s teaching. 

A Recognized Permanent Factor as a Base 

A particular teaching based on 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 permanent significance. From this, 

the permanent nature of the marriage relationship is deduced. Similarly the priesthood of all 

believers is based on the fact that our great High Priest has once for all ―gone through the 
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heavens.‖ We therefore can ―approach the throne of grace with confidence‖ (Heb. 4:14–16). 

Moreover, because Jesus is a priest 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 that we experience) is independent of the Historie (the question of 

whether Jesus actually was raised). But Paul asserts that the experience is dependent on Christ‘s 

resurrection. He says, ―If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins‖ 

(1 Cor. 15:17). If our experience of the resurrection is real and permanent, the resurrection of 

Christ must be factual, permanent, and universal. Replacing or changing this doctrine in any way 

will be accompanied by a similar change in the experience. 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 on 

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 on belief in progress, 

which requires a certain type of human effort and is accompanied by a corresponding degree of 

insecurity.
31

 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 redemption for humanity, revealing himself and his plan 

gradually, we will weight later developments more heavily than earlier ones. The assumption is 

that we have transient or anticipative forms in the earlier cases, and that the latest case is the final 

form. An example would be the sacrificial work of Christ. Whereas the Old Testament called for 

continual offerings of sacrifice in the court, twice-daily offerings 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 was said… , but I 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, Jesus elevated dramatically the status of women in society. 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, recognizing 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 
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baggage,‖ as some anthropologically oriented interpreters of the Bible say in our time. We are 

referring to finding the essential spiritual truth on 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 

frustrating. 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 

providentially in human history, a fact of which we will be acutely aware if we study that history 

and God‘s dealings with humans. These truths have meanings for our situations today. Similarly, 

the Old Testament rules of sanitation 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 for the real reason why a 

particular statement was spoken or written. 

In doing all of this, we must be careful to recognize that our understanding 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 changes. I 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 contrary, 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. 

Theology and Its Language  6 

Chapter Objectives 

Upon completion of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

 1. To become aware of meaning in the use of religious language. 

 2. To assess the value and importance of meaning in language and how it is operative 

specifically in religious language. 

 3. To identify and recognize the use of functional analysis when studying language. 
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 4. To inspect four responses to the accusation of meaninglessness, specifically relating to 

personal language, eschatological verification, metaphysical synthesis, and as a means to 

discernment and commitment. 

 5. To examine the speech-act theory of the third stage of the twentieth century and its 

implications for religious language. 

Chapter Summary 

Religious language often transcends sensory experience, causing its reality to be called into 

question. To the modern mind, which seeks empirical verification, this kind of language may 

seem unsatisfactory. It is true that religious language may not be subject to direct verification. 

Religious language can be cognitively meaningful, through a broad synthetic system. It functions 

somewhat like a scientific hypothesis to evoke understanding and commitment. 

Study Questions 

• Why do philosophers and theologians study language and meaning? 

• What does meaninglessness mean, and how does this relate to theological language? 

• What are ―language games‖ and how often do we use them? 

• What are the three elements involved in Ferré‘s general theory of signs? 

• What value does the speech-act theory hold for finding meaning in religious language 

and how can it be used? 

Theological Language and Verificational Analysis: The Accusation of 

Meaninglessness 

Theological Language and Functional Analysis 

Answers to the Accusation of Meaninglessness 

Theological Language as Personal Language 

Theological Language and Eschatological Verification 

Theological Language as Metaphysical Synthesis 

Theological Language as a Means to Discernment and Commitment 

Speech-Act Theory 

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 

function of theological language.
1
 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. 

Theological Language and Verificational Analysis: The Accusation of 
Meaninglessness 
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Early in the twentieth century, philosophers such as G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell 

engaged in the analysis of language.
2
 In part this was an offshoot of an interest in mathematics 

and symbolic logic. The rise of the movement known as logical positivism, however, added real 

momentum to this interest in language. Logical positivism began with a seminar led by Moritz 

Schlick at the University of Vienna in 1923.
3
 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 on 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.
4
 

The other type of statement is more interesting. These are the synthetic statements, in which 

there is something in the predicate that 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 

because they define terms. But what about synthetic, a posteriori (scientific-type) statements? 

The answer given by logical positivism is that such statements are meaningful because 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 I 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 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 possible 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 meaningless, just as lacking a telescope would not make 

statements about Saturn‘s rings meaningless. On the other hand, any statement that purports to be 
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synthetic (i.e., factually informative), but is not at least in principle verifiable by sense data, must 

be discarded as literally non-sense.
6
 

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 important 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.‖
7
 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 I know that the statement is true, I would be hard pressed to answer. Does it mean that if I 

removed the back of my watch, I would see the fairy all hunched up in there, happily working 

away? No, for this is an invisible fairy. Does it mean that I would not find the usual movement 

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 philosophy has traditionally 

attended to are now seen to be meaningless. The argument as to whether reality is basically 

mental or material is 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. Although they bear the form of 

valid synthetic statements, they are meaningless. 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 occasion 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 approach, ―God is a loving Father‖ is a non-

sense statement. It really has no meaning at all.
8
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7 William Hordern, Speaking of God (New York: Macmillan, 1964), p. 61. 
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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 issue quite succinctly in a parable.
9
 Two explorers once happened 

upon a clearing in the jungle. The clearing contained 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.‖
10

 That is, a position which requires 

constant qualifications in order to keep from being falsified (which is, in effect, not open to 

falsification) is meaningless. 

This is the situation of the major propositions of Christian theology. Christian and non-

Christian work with the same facts but disagree on their interpretation. Since Christians, whether 

theologians or not, cannot explicate the meaning of their propositions (prove their 

interpretations) by recourse to sensory data, these propositions must be regarded as meaningless. 

Logical positivism is an attempt to set up a definite standard of meaning by which to measure 

all language. On the basis of this standard, the only meaningful uses of language (what logical 

positivism labels representative language) are the mathematical-type or tautological language, 

and the scientific type, which meets the verifiability principle. But what of all the other 

propositions that appear within Christian theology? What is their status? 

Logical positivism recognizes a use of language other than the representative, namely, 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 

grammatical form and hence appearance of assertions, they are actually expressing the feelings, 

the mood, the attitudes of the speaker. They are more like ―Wow!‖ ―Hurray!‖ ―Ouch!‖ and 

similar expressions. They are not susceptible to verification and falsification. Most 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 language, they must be expressive. Theologians may 

think they are telling us something about how things are, but in reality they are merely giving 
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vent to their 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 

believers 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, however. There was a certain 

neatness to this approach by which all statements could be classified into one category or the 

other. Yet this very neatness appeared artificial. It virtually discarded many traditional uses of 

language 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 ―meaningless‖ and ―emotive‖ 

themselves involve emotive connotations.
13

 

There was another very basic and serious problem as well. It concerned the status of the 

verifiability principle. Is it an analytic statement? If so, it is merely a definition, that one could 

refute 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 meaningfulness. But what set of sensory data would 

verify or falsify this proposition? Since there is none, the proposition would seem both 

meaningless and self-contradictory. 

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.‖
14

 One must use 

these propositions and then surmount them. This hardly seemed satisfactory, however. Rudolf 

Carnap maintained that a good many of these propositions are meaningful, but did not specify in 

what way.
15

 A. J. Ayer claimed that the verifiability principle is really a definition.
16

 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 
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Analytical philosophy thus moved to another stage. The earlier form, which Frederick Ferré has 

referred to as ―verificational analysis,‖ attempted to prescribe how language should be used. The 

later form, which he calls ―functional analysis,‖ attempted instead to describe how language 

actually is used.
17

 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 mind-set 

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 Philosophical 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 ―language 

game‖ to point up the fact that language is an activity. The problem with the verifiability 

principle does not lie in the criterion it sets for the empirical type of sentence. The problem 

consists in failure to recognize 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.‖
19

 

―The 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 involves 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 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.
21

 

The other technique, significant comparison, involves comparing a particular phrase with 

other forms of language or even nonverbal activities that do the same work. Ferré uses the 

example of a mayor who says, ―I 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, 
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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 I became hot under the collar.‖ Someone who fails to observe the 

change may regard the expression ―hot under the collar‖ as a description 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 transgression. 

It leads to confusion and constitutes a misuse of language.
23

 

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 possible 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 on 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 described the problem posed by logical empiricism (or 

logical positivism) in terms of a syllogism: 

 1. All cognitively meaningful language is either definitional or empirical in nature. 

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

 3. No religious language is cognitively meaningful language.
24

 

There are, according to Gill, three main responses theologians have made to this syllogism 

(of course those who accept its conclusion without qualification dismiss religious language as 

non-sense): 
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 1. Some accept the premises and the conclusion, but maintain that while religious language 

is not cognitively meaningful, it is nonetheless 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

 

Theological Language as Personal Language 

William Hordern, after reviewing the various kinds of language games, 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.‖
26

 Hordern 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. 

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 

revelation of himself. It is God‘s acts in history and words given through the prophets that 

constitute his self-manifestation. 

Hordern‘s statement has built on 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 that 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 knowledge of human persons to break 

down. We have knowledge of other human persons, but it comes through sense experience of the 

other. I can know something about you without your telling me any propositions about yourself. 

I can observe you, note your physical characteristics, and see 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 Hordern 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 on which the 

analogy depends breaks down. Hordern‘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, moving 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 humanity, about the church, about God‘s creation? How are these 

derived from the relationship? For that matter, what of some of the aspects (attributes) of God‘s 
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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 

meaningful? 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 

John Hick accepted the verifiability principle, and sought to retain meaningfulness for the 

language of Christianity, introducing the concept of ―eschatological verification.‖ Although we 

do not currently have verification of our theological propositions, we will one day. If there is life 

after death, we will experience it. Thus theological propositions are in principle verifiable 

empirically and hence meaningful. All that is necessary to verify them is death, if we are willing 

to take that step.
27

 Hick, it must be admitted, 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 preferable 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 metaphysical synthesis; the other concerns it as a 

means to discernment and commitment. Together they are of great help in answering the 

accusation that theological language is not empirical and therefore not cognitively 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 theology‘s symbols is to metaphysical fact of some kind. The nature of 

metaphysics is conceptual synthesis.
28

 And a metaphysical fact, then, is a concept that plays a 

key role within that system. 

A further word of explanation is in order. A metaphysic is a worldview. And everyone has a 

worldview, for everyone has an idea of what reality is about. A worldview is a scheme that ties 

together the varied experiences we have. It is the frame of reference that 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. 
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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 

happening? 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. But there is an explanation that 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 

that will enable the person to function in a reasonable fashion, to understand what is going on 

and act accordingly. Consciously or unconsciously, in crude or sophisticated fashion, everyone 

has some sort of worldview. And Ferré 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 suggests criteria for evaluating the way in which a 

synthesis relates to the facts that it synthesizes. 

Ferré develops a general theory of signs (in this case, the units of language that compose the 

synthesis), following and at points adapting the scheme of Charles W. Morris.
29

 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 Ferré terms it, interpretics.
30

 (Morris had used the term pragmatics, which I find preferable.
31

) 

In dealing with Christian theology as a metaphysical conceptual synthesis, Ferré is referring to 

its semantic dimension. In evaluating its semantic sufficiency, however, the other two 

dimensions enter in as well. 

It is probably appropriate that Ferré speaks of ―grading‖ metaphysical systems, reflecting the 

mentality he brings to the task.
32

 Older metaphysical endeavors frequently sought to prove the 

truth of their system and refute the competitors. Ferré sees the task as less clear-cut, the 

preferences not so categorical. Every metaphysical system with any cogency and appeal has 

some points of strength, and all have weaknesses. The question is which has more strengths and 

fewer weaknesses than the others. 
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Ferré suggests two classes of criteria, with two criteria in each class. There are the classes of 

internal criteria and external criteria.
33

 The former relate particularly to the syntactic dimension, 

the relationships among the signs, whereas the latter pertain to the more strictly semantic. 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 Ferré 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 logic of 

obedience.‖
34

 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 contradictory 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 it is. 

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 morning; 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, the twentieth-century conservative 

Christian philosopher Gordon Haddon Clark.
35

 Yet if Christianity is indeed to be judged as 

empirically meaningful it must meet the external criteria as well. Otherwise 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.
36

 

The first external criterion is applicability. The synthesis ―must be capable of illuminating 

some experience naturally and without distortion.‖ It must ―ring true‖ to life, as it were.
37

 It must 

correspond with and serve to explain some reality. What it describes, it must describe accurately. 
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For example, inclusion (within one‘s worldview) of an understanding of the human as a 

psychosomatic unity must reflect what one actually finds happening to one‘s emotions when 

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 worldview is intended to be a conceptual 

synthesis, it must in theory be capable of accounting for all possible experience. A view that 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 behaviorist 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 the feeling of becoming a parent for the first 

time. As Ferré puts it, an adequate worldview will be able, on the basis of its key concepts, to 

interpret all experience—―without oversight, distortion, or explaining away.‖
38

 

If these criteria are fulfilled by a particular worldview, then may we not claim truth for the 

system? If it serves more effectively than alternative models to cast light on 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 theoretical 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 Christian 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.
39

 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 something 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 referent 

will not always be obvious.
40

 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 individually in isolation from the system, or to verify each proposition 

independently. But to the extent that the whole is shown to be meaningful and each proposition 

coheres with the whole, each of the parts is meaningful also.
41

 

In recent years, one criticism raised against this type of approach is that it assumes certain 

universally accepted, or objective, criteria. Rather, say the objectors, it is not possible to find any 

neutral, nonperspective point from which to make such an assessment. While space does not 

permit a complete argument here, we would contend that in practice, even on a prereflective 
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level, these sorts of criteria are rather widely employed by those who care about truth issues. 

They may be similar to what David Ray Griffin terms ―hard-core commonsense notions.‖
42

 

Our contention here, then, is that the language of Christian theology is cognitively 

meaningful, for its truth status is that of a metaphysical 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. 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 implication, 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 metaphysical synthesis. But the problem of the meaning 

of individual religious propositions remains. While the meaning of these propositions depends on 

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.
43

 

Ian Ramsey notes that religious language is not a set of labels for a group of hard, objective 

facts whose complete meaning can be immediately perceived by passive observers.
44

 There are, 

in fact, two levels of meaning. One is the empirical reference that lies on the surface and is 

quickly understood. The other is a deeper meaning that is also objectively there, but must be 

drawn out. 

Ramsey gives numerous examples of what he calls ―the penny dropping,‖ ―the light 

dawning,‖ or ―the ice breaking.‖
45

 He is referring to situations in which a second level of 

meaning becomes apparent as one‘s perspective changes. A tongue-in-cheek illustration is drawn 

from Gestalt psychology.
46

 

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 
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(see Figure 3).
47

 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 discernment 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 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 that 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 written language successfully 

accomplishes the author‘s 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.
48

 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 on empirical referents, but 

will employ odd methods to bring the readers or hearers to an understanding of the full meaning. 

It will commit whatever 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 grammar, 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.
49
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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 on, 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.
50

 Here we find a common element present in the thought of Ferré and many 

others.
51

 Religious language, at least that of the Christian religion, is not merely informative. 

True Christianity is present only when commitment is present, and a total 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 meaningfulness 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 human beings), 

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. With Ramsey we hold that 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 propositions of religious language are cognitively meaningful, not as 

isolated statements of fact concerning sense experience, but as parts of a broad metaphysical 

synthesis. 

Speech-Act Theory 

The third stage of the twentieth-century philosophical treatment of the meaning of language, 

speech-act theory, owes its genesis to John Austin. He began by questioning the long-standing 

assumption in philosophy that to say something, at least in all cases worth considering, is to state 

something.
52

 Consequently, Austin sought to examine certain forms of speech that did not fit into 

the categories developed by analytical philosophers up to this point. He concentrated initially on 

utterances that he termed performative, such as taking marriage vows, making a bet, naming 

something, or making a bequest. These were to be distinguished from constative utterances, 

which declared something to be true or false.
53

 This distinction soon proved insufficient, 

however. It could not really be maintained, so that the idea that utterances can be thought of as 

acts was extended from performatives to all utterances, which are to be thought of as actions and 

analyzed in terms of what type of acts they are. 

John Searle has taken this analysis even further. He declares: ―The unit of linguistic 

communication is not, as has generally been supposed, the symbol, word or sentence, or even the 

token of the word, symbol or sentence, but rather the production or issuance of the symbol or 
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word or sentence in the performance of the speech-act.‖
54

 Austin had classified speech-acts into 

three groups: 

 1. Locutionary: ―roughly equivalent to uttering a certain sentence with a certain sense and 

reference, which again is roughly equivalent to ‗meaning‘ in the traditional sense.‖ 

 2. Illocutionary: ―acts such as informing, ordering, warning, undertaking, etc., i.e., 

utterances which have a certain (conventional) force.‖ 

 3. Perlocutionary: ―what we bring about or achieve by saying something, such as 

convincing, persuading, deterring.‖
55

 

Searle modified this listing somewhat. His grouping of types of speech-acts was: 

 1. Utterance acts: uttering words 

 2. Propositional acts: referring, predicating 

 3. Illocutionary acts: stating, questioning, commanding, promising, and the like.
56

 

In these schemes, as well as those devised by Recanati and others, the emphasis is on what 

the sounds spoken are intended to accomplish. Searle also distinguished types of utterances in 

terms of their direction of fit of words and world. Some, such as assertions, have as their aim to 

get the words to fit the world. Others, such as promises and commands, aim to get the world to 

fit the words.
57

 Something similar was also involved in Austin‘s distinction between the meaning 

and the force of an utterance. 

This type of classification leads to broader grounds for assessment of a speech-act than 

simply true or false. Austin uses the idea of felicitous or infelicitous. There are, in his judgment, 

six rules that govern speech-acts, and an utterance may ―misfire‖ or ―go wrong‖ by failing to 

satisfy any one or more of these rules. For example, ―a certain accepted conventional procedure 

having a certain conventional effect‖ must exist, and the procedure must be used with 

appropriate persons and in appropriate circumstances. To fail at any of these points is an 

infelicity. One may thus speak of ―happy‖ or ―unhappy‖ outcomes of utterances.
58

 

Does this view give promise of helpfulness in dealing with religious language, however? A 

number of theologians and hermeneuts have found it useful, including adapting its use to written 

language, as found in the Bible. Perhaps the most extensive use thus far is by James McClendon 

and James Smith. They sum up their central thesis as follows: ―saying something, talking, speech 

in the full sense that saying something is a way of acting meaningfully, is to be understood in 

terms of the crucial significance of the speech-act (Austin‘s ‗illocutionary act‖), rather than in 
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terms of the sentential act or the perlocutionary act.‘
59

 They lay down certain principles: (1) 

Their starting point is what members of religious communities say, especially to one another. (2) 

In determining the meaning of these speech-acts, the crucial evidence is the community‘s 

testimony, as embodied in its practices, especially linguistic. (3) The categories of assessment 

used are dictated by the kind of utterances these are within a given community. (4) These 

standards appropriate in one community are necessarily appropriate in another.
60

 

McClendon and Smith are then faced with the problem of whether there are any criteria that 

can be utilized to evaluate statements across religious communities, thus avoiding the possibility 

of mere relativism. This requires them to search for such. They hold that there is no 

nonperspectival reason. All reasoning is done from a convictional position. After rejecting the 

traditional types of proof, they suggest that while an apologetic cannot be offered for one‘s 

convictions, there is a process of justification of convictions, and certain loci of justification can 

be identified. These include such loci as beauty, peace, love, justice, and holiness. They illustrate 

the process with respect to one of these loci, truth. While it is only contingent that humans agree 

as much as they do, these general agreements, such as being dissatisfied with overt 

inconsistency, at least as a practical matter, do become grounds for justification, even if not 

necessary grounds.
61

 If, however, the speech-act they are attempting has as its illocution the 

attempt to defuse religious relativism, the rather vague and continuously qualified effort appears 

to be infelicitous. 

Anthony Thiselton has especially applied speech-act theory to the practice of hermeneutics. 

He picks up on the idea of the illocutionary function of language, and relates it particularly to the 

role of promise in shaping the world to fit the word. He notes of such uses of language directives, 

thanksgiving, and other performative utterances, that they leave neither the speaker nor the 

hearer uninvolved and unchanged. He believes that the use of speech-act theory enables us to 

unlock the real meaning of a number of otherwise puzzling passages of Scripture.
62

 

Finally, we should examine briefly Kevin van Hoozer‘s treatment of speech-act theory. 

Modifying Searle‘s categories, he analyzes speech-acts in terms of four factors: 

 1. Proposition—Fact—Issue 

 2. Purpose—Function—Intention 

 3. Presence—Form—Incarnation 

 4. Power—Force—Illocution 

This means that: 

 1. Every text is about something, proposes something for consideration. 

 2. There is usually an intention to communicate something. 

 3. An author then seeks to express this in a form appropriate to his or her purpose. 
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 4. The power or force of the text depends on these three preceding factors.
63

 

A number of theological implications follow from these considerations. God reveals himself 

in the Bible through inscribed discourse acts, and one should not make a priori judgments about 

what sort of genres he must or did use. Scripture does many things, so that its authority is 

multifaceted. This means that we need not restrict the idea conveyed by the word inerrancy to 

merely assertive speech-acts. Making inerrancy a subset of the word infallible, which he believes 

historically meant what inerrancy now does, he argues for the infallibility of all divine speech-

acts, meaning that whatever their purpose, they do not fail to achieve that. This does not mean 

that the response is always positive, but that the communication is felicitous, or meets the 

conditions for a proper speech-act, whatever the illocution. This, however, is not merely equating 

infallibility with what some have termed the ―inerrancy of purpose.‖ In this case, the infallibility 

of illocutionary speech-acts depends on something being true.
64

 

It appears that speech-act theory can be of valuable assistance to us, by reminding us of the 

variety of genres in the Bible, their differing purposes, and the several elements that go into 

communication. To the extent that it does not fall into the trap of making all meaning relative to 

the conventions of a particular community, it is quite compatible with an evangelical 

understanding of the nature of theology and of biblical authority. 

Postmodernity and Theology  7 

Chapter Objectives 

Upon completion of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

 1. To review the two time periods immediately preceding the postmodern period. 

 2. To compare and contrast the postmodern period with the two preceding periods and 

describe the significance of the postmodern period. 

 3. To identify and explain theologies that respond to a postmodern society and evaluate the 

importance of each. 

 4. To recognize that postmodern culture and thought will eventually be modified and will 

need to continue to be addressed by future theology. 

Chapter Summary 
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Modernism, with its ―belief in the rationality of the universe,‖ has been the hallmark of the 

twentieth century. Today, however, there has been growing dissatisfaction with the modern view. 

The result has been the emergence of the postmodern movement, which is affecting every area of 

intellectual endeavor, including theology. It is important for Christians to understand 

postmodernism and to construct a theology to evidence awareness of and response to it. Some 

aspects of postmodernism are compatible with and supportive of biblical Christian theology, 

while other parts are antagonistic. Christian theology needs to support and use the former while 

rejecting the latter. 

Study Questions 

• What does the word teleological mean, and what is its importance? 

• Reviewing the characteristics of modernity, how did they influence and affect theology 

during the period characterized as ―modern‖? 

• In comparison to thoughts and ideals of scientists and philosophers of the modern period, 

what changes in perspective have occurred in the postmodern period? 

• Considering the values and morals of the postmodern age, what do you believe the 

theologians of the ―postpostmodernist‖ age will have to contend with? 

• How should we construct a responsible criticism of radical postmodernism? 

Defining Postmodernism 

Premodernism 

Modernism 

Dissatisfaction with Modernism 

Radical Postmodernism 

Types of Postmodern Theology 

Doing Theology in the Postmodern Age 

Criticism of Radical Postmodernism 

Principles of Positive Postmodern Theology 

One question that has not ordinarily been asked in theology is the degree to which it is, or should 

be, postmodern. A similar question has been asked in a somewhat different form, however. This 

is due to an unusual development. It has been customary to use the adjective modern as virtually 

a synonym for contemporary. Thus, modern meant that which is most recent. While what was 

modern might change, modernity still remained that which was most current. In a sense, 

modernity could not pass; it could only change its content. 

Defining Postmodernism 

More recently, however, a change has taken place even in what the word modern means. Rather 

than designating the most recent and even the current, it has come to mean a particular time 

period and the particular ideology associated with it. Thus, for example, Thomas Oden dates the 

modern period in a rather specific and precise fashion: it is the period from 1789 to 1989, from 

the fall of the French Bastille to the fall of the Berlin Wall.
1
 There is widespread agreement that 
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this period intellectually could be characterized by a number of qualities. There is also agreement 

that this period and this ideology, at least in its more extreme and purest forms, is passing from 

dominance and may already be passé. Postmodernism, on this analysis, is that which succeeds it, 

both in terms of chronological sequence and of intellectual dominance. 

If we would understand postmodernism, then, we must first understand the two periods that 

preceded it, namely, the premodern and the modern. These two periods have certain points in 

common, but also radically disagree at a number of points. 

Premodernism 

The premodern period was characterized by a belief in the rationality of the universe.
2
 It was 

generally thought of as a dualistic universe, or in some senses, supernatural or at least 

extranatural. Reality was not restricted to the observable system known as nature. Frequently this 

belief took the form of a religious supernaturalism: the world has been created and sustained by a 

God, as in the Christian tradition, or at least there are behind and beyond nature some sort of 

spiritual beings, as in some polytheisms and pantheisms. In any event, there is more to reality 

than nature. In nonreligious varieties, there is still something beyond observable phenomena. The 

most prominent such view was Plato‘s hylomorphism, in which the most real is the unseen, 

specifically, the Ideas or Forms, from which all particular things draw their existence and reality 

by participation in them. 

Further, the premodern view was teleological.
3
 There was belief in purpose within the 

universe. The entire creation, humans included, existed because there was some purpose that 

their existence fulfilled. In the Western religious tradition this was a belief that God has purposes 

that he is working out within his creation and that we and everything else are means to 

fulfillment of those ends. There had to be reasons for things, and these were not simply in terms 

of ―because‖ (efficient causes), but in terms of ―so that‖ or ―in order that‖ (final causes). 

History also was believed to follow some sort of orderly pattern. The story of life in the 

world was indeed a story, because it was going somewhere. That pattern was believed to be 

present because a purpose or direction was instilled into history from outside, in the case of 

Christianity, by the will of God. It was moving toward some goal outside itself, and one could 

therefore make sense of life by discerning that will or goal or pattern and by then aligning one‘s 

personal life and actions with it.
4
 

A number of metaphysical and epistemological conceptions were involved in premodernism. 

One was a basic realism, by which is meant the objective existence of the physical world. The 

world exists independently of its being perceived by anyone. Further, there is a correspondence 

theory of truth. That is, propositions are true if they correctly describe the realities they purport 

to describe, false if they do not. This is closely wrapped up with a referential understanding of 

language. Language does not simply refer to other language, but to something extralinguistic. 

Modernism 
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The modern period had certain points in agreement with this premodern approach, but also 

several significant differences. It shared the belief in the objective reality of the physical world, 

in the referential nature of language, and in the correspondence theory of truth. History was 

believed to have a sensible pattern to it, which could be discerned through careful study. It is, 

however, when the reason or explanation for these conceptions is asked that the differences 

between the two views emerge. Although the transition between the two ideologies was 

prolonged and gradual, these differences became increasingly apparent. Basically, modernism 

retained the conception of the world but removed its supernatural or at least extranatural basis. 

Thus, the vertical dualism was replaced by a horizontal dualism, in which the meaning or cause 

was found within or behind the natural world, rather than beyond or above it. The pattern of 

history is to be found within it rather than beyond it. Events are explained in terms of the social 

realities that cause them, rather than in terms of the purpose of a transcendent God. Similarly, 

causation is thought of as efficient rather than final. There are not purposes for the sake of which 

something exists or happens. There are only causes leading to its occurrence.
5
 

There is in modern thought a strong emphasis on rationality and certainty. This shows itself 

clearly in the thought of the man whom many consider the founder of modernism, René 

Descartes. A mathematician, Descartes sought for the same certainty in philosophy that can be 

found in mathematics. He resolved to doubt everything he could. He found that the one thing he 

could not doubt, however, was the fact of his own doubting. He thus had one rock-sure point of 

belief from which he proceeded to attempt to deduce other items of belief. Actually, critics have 

pointed out that he unintentionally smuggled something into his initial statement. Instead of 

saying, ―I doubt,‖ he should have said, ―Doubting is occurring.‖ The postulation of a self who 

was doing the doubting was an illegitimate step. This, however, is foundationalism, a common 

characteristic of modern thought: the basing of one‘s thinking on some indubitable or obvious 

principles, from which reasoning can then proceed. 

Another philosopher who contributed heavily to the modern view was Immanuel Kant. 

Inquiring into the nature of knowledge and how we acquire it, Kant concluded that there are two 

necessary elements in any theoretical knowledge. There must be sense experience, which 

supplies the data from which knowledge is made up. There must also, however, be the logical or 

rational structure of the mind, which gives organization to that data, supplying wholes for the 

complex of data and such connecting elements as sequence and cause. We never know the 

objects of knowledge as they really are in themselves (the noumena). We only know them as 

they appear to us (the phenomena). Thus, for the vertical dualism of the premodern period (a 

God or a realm of pure concepts above or beyond the tangible, visible world) Kant substituted a 

horizontal dualism (real objects behind our sensory experiences). Because we have no sensory 

experience of God, he cannot be the object of theoretical reason (or ―pure reason,‖ as Kant 

termed it). Yet he must be introduced as a practical necessity for morality. Practical reason 

requires God, but as an object of faith, not proven by reason. Thus, an epistemological dualism 

was also introduced, between reason (in science, history, and other intellectual disciplines) and 

faith (in religion). 

A third development was the rise of modern science, as related to the thought of Bacon and 

exemplified most fully in the thought of Newton. This involved the idea that real knowledge 

came from the process of empirical observation and testing that science developed to the fullest. 
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Part of the vindication for the scientific method came through technology, which is the 

application of the pure sciences to practical issues. The accomplishments here have been truly 

astounding. Communications, transportation, and medicine made huge leaps of progress. The 

benefits of this progress, in the multiplication of human wealth, the overcoming of disease, and 

the shrinking of the distances of separation among human beings, constituted a spectacular 

justification which theology and philosophy simply could not begin to match. The idea that 

nature is self-contained, so that it is unnecessary to appeal to anything outside nature to account 

for it, seemed to have borne bountiful results. 

One of the most insightful descriptions of the rise of the modern period is John Herman 

Randall‘s Making of the Modern Mind. We may draw from this book a number of characteristics 

of modernity.
6
 

1. Modernism has been essentially humanistic. The human being is the center of reality, and 

in a sense everything exists for the sake of the human. In an earlier period, God had been thought 

of as the central and supreme object of value. His will was what was to be done and also 

determined what happened. This was beyond the scope of human control, a concept that still 

persists in insurance companies‘ references to ―acts of God.‖ In the modern period, however, the 

human is central and autonomous. Humans are now able to control nature through the use of 

science, and they are the ones who determine what happens in history. One can see this gradual 

development by visiting an art museum that is arranged on a historical basis. The shift of subject 

matter from God, angels, and heavenly matters to humans is quite clear. 

2. Together with humanism is naturalism. Nature, as the habitat of the human, is strongly 

emphasized. Paralleling the shift from God to humanity is the shift from anything heavenly or 

ethereal to the earth. This earth is the stage on which the human drama is played out. In practice, 

the tendency increasingly has been to restrict reality to the observable universe, and to 

understand even humans in light of this system of nature. 

3. With this growing interest in nature, means of investigating and understanding it were 

developed and refined. This is the scientific method. From being regarded as the best means for 

gaining knowledge, the shift has gradually been in the direction of considering it to be virtually 

the only means of investigating truth. Thus, other disciplines increasingly have attempted to 

model themselves after the methods of natural science, adopting and applying empirical research, 

statistical methodology, and the like. 

4. Nature, rather than being thought of as passive and an object of human activity, is 

considered dynamic, and the sole and sufficient cause and explanation of all that occurs. Instead 

of human origin, for example, being thought of as an act of special creation by God, biological 

evolution is seen as the cause of the human. Humans are not as uniquely different from other 

living beings as was formerly thought. 

5. Determinism is a strong element in modernism. Science was possible because there were 

certain regularities within reality, which could be discovered and formulated into laws. This 

enabled humans both to predict and to control what happened. 

6. This scientific method also tended to be practiced in a reductionistic fashion. Objects of 

study were regarded as ―nothing but‖ something more basic. Thus, psychology tended to be 

reduced to biology, biology to chemistry, and chemistry to physics. 

                                                           
6 John Herman Randall Jr., The Making of the Modern Mind: A Survey of the Intellectual Background of 

the Present Age (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1940), chapters 11–15. 
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7. There was a strong tendency toward foundationalism. This, as we noted earlier, is the 

attempt to ground knowledge on some sure first principles. These may be taken as indubitable 

first principles, or something of that type. For Descartes, these are clear and distinct ideas, while 

for David Hume, an empiricist, it is sense experience. The logical positivists followed basically 

the empiricist route, seeking to get back to certain protocol sentences. This meant that knowledge 

was thought to be absolute and unqualified, whereas religion had to base itself on faith. 

8. There is a commitment to metaphysical realism. The objects of the inquiry in which 

science engages are objects external to the consciousness of the knower, existing independently 

of any perception of them. 

9. There is a representative view of language. In other words, language refers to real objects 

that are extralinguistic. 

10. There is a correspondence theory of truth. Truth is a measure of propositions and is 

present in those propositions, which correctly correspond to the states of affairs that they claim to 

present. 

In general, modernism was seeking for an explanation that would cover all things. So the 

great systems of the modern period were omni-explanatory. Darwinism accounted for everything 

in terms of biological evolution. Freudian psychology explained all human behavior in light of 

sexual energy, repression, and unconscious forces. Marxism interpreted all events of history in 

economic categories, with the forces of dialectical materialism moving history toward the 

inevitable classless society. These ideologies offered universal diagnoses as well as universal 

cures. 

Dissatisfaction with Modernism 

Gradually at first, but more rapidly of late, there has been a growing dissatisfaction with this 

modern way of viewing things. A sense has arisen that the modern approach has failed to 

accomplish that which it purported to do or that which needed to be done. There are more 

restrained and more radical forms of this abandonment of the modern view.
7
 Diogenes Allen has 

outlined four areas in which this breakdown of the modern synthesis has occurred, four pillars of 

Western society that are crumbling.
8
 

1. The idea of a self-contained universe is dissolving. This was a widely held premise of 

scientific thinking. It was possible to explain the universe without any appeal to God. While it 

was permissible to believe in God as a matter of personal and private faith, this belief was not 

necessary for an understanding of observable reality. 

This consensus has come under grave suspicion, however. The philosophical arguments that 

seemed to preclude theoretical or rational knowledge of God, as offered by David Hume and 

Immanuel Kant, have been seen to be failures. The developments in philosophy have been 

supported by those in cosmology, where the Big Bang theory has raised questions about why just 

                                                           
7 For a schematism for distinguishing postmodern from modern theologies, see Nancey Murphy and 

James William McClendon Jr., “Distinguishing Modern and Postmodern Theologies,” Modern Theology 5, 

no. 3 (April 1989): 191–214. 

8 Diogenes Allen, “Christian Values in a Post-Christian Context,” in Postmodern Theology: Christian Faith 

in a Pluralist World, pp. 21–25. 
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this universe has arisen. While these questions do not establish the existence of God by any 

means, they at least render pertinent the question of God. 

2. The second collapse is the failure of the modern world to find a basis for morality and 

society. The goal was to establish a rational ethic, to demonstrate by reason alone a universal 

morality and basis for society. This modernity has failed to do. The failure was not so evident as 

long as the members of society basically adhered to traditional values, based on Greek and 

Christian principles. With the abandonment of such values, however, a virtual chaos has resulted, 

similar to the time of the Old Testament judges, when everyone did what was right in his or her 

own sight. 

3. Optimism regarding inevitable progress has also been lost. This was based in large part on 

the idea that science and technology had solved so many problems that they could surely solve 

any others that remained. Progress was therefore inevitable. There is grave doubt, however, that 

education and social reform will be able to solve the problems we still face, and others that may 

yet arise. 

4. The fourth Enlightenment principle was the inherent goodness of knowledge. Experience 

has shown us, however, that knowledge is neutral, its moral value depending on those who 

possess and use it. So some of the major discoveries of our time have been used for great good, 

but there have also been applications that have resulted in great evil. 

All of these, in Allen‘s judgment, provided a great opportunity for Christian belief in our 

time, for they represent the removal of major obstacles or competitors to the Christian faith. 

A similar but somewhat different assessment has been made by Thomas Oden. He identifies 

four interrelated motifs of late modernity that have collapsed or are collapsing: autonomous 

individualism, narcissistic hedonism, reductive naturalism, and absolute moral relativism. Each 

of these has run its course and has now come to a painful conclusion. 

1. Individualism has led to intergenerational conflict, family decomposition, and ―gun battles 

between nine-year-old boys in ornate tennis shoes.‖ 

2. Narcissistic hedonism, epitomized in the sexual revolution, has led to AIDS, 300,000 

babies born each year with their mothers‘ drug addictions, and family entertainment filled with 

sex and violence. 

3. Reductive naturalism has depersonalized humans and led to the loss of human freedom. 

4. Absolute moral relativism has led to a new absolute dogmatism, which cannot be 

challenged. 

Oden also notes the failure of the historical-critical method,
9
 a method that assumes the 

virtually automatic identification of change and the new with good and the old with bad.
10

 

Radical Postmodernism 

We may observe that these are failures of the more extreme elements of the modern period, 

those elements which, whether intentionally or unintentionally, systematically excluded the 

possibility and need of God. Some versions of postmodernism take this revolution even further, 
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109–20. 

10 Ibid., pp. 41–42. 
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however, rejecting some of the basic tenets of rationality shared by both the premodern and 

modern periods. These have appeared across several disciplines. 

1. In literary criticism, the most conspicuous version of this radical view is deconstruction. 

Jacques Derrida, the best-known representative of this position, contrasted what he called writing 

with speaking. Speaking has been concerned with ―logocentrism,‖ the attempt to discover and 

identify what is ultimately real or rational. Writing, on the other hand, does not attempt to mirror 

some external reality. It deals with signs, which in turn refer to other signs, and each instance of 

writing supplements that about which it writes. Some deconstructionists have extended this 

criticism to all referents. So the ―Yale school‖ of literary criticism maintains that the literary 

critic alone, rather than the critic in conjunction with the work, determines the meaning of that 

work. 

2. In philosophy, a corresponding or parallel development is neopragmatism, which may be 

understood as a reaction against the correspondence view of truth. That approach is what Richard 

Rorty terms objectivism. Here persons seek to find meaning by placing their lives in the context 

of the impersonal, and these are what he calls ―truth-seekers.‖ The other way to find meaning is 

to place one‘s life in the context of a community, either one‘s own or an imaginary one. Truth, in 

this context, is what is good or useful for us to believe. 

3. In history, the new historicism is contrasted with the older views. Both premodern and 

modern history believed that history had a pattern or meaning. The premodern approach found 

this in some transcendental form, such as the will of God, while modern historicism found those 

patterns within historical events and sequences themselves. This approach, however, does not 

believe that meaning is there to be discovered; rather, the role of the interpreter is much more 

creative and imaginative. The historian does not simply seek to reproduce the past, but to interact 

with it, as one would in a conversation. Richard Dean indicates that the new historicism rejects 

foundationalism, metaphysical realism, and belief in any universal subjective characteristics. On 

the other hand, new historicists espouse radical pluralism rather than universal truths; a 

pragmatic, rather than a correspondence, view of truth; and the centrality of imaginative 

interpretation. This is, as the title of his book puts it, ―history making history.‖
11

 

This more radical form of postmodernism has come to be identified by many as being what 

postmodernism really is. Oden, however, maintains that this is really an extension of the 

extremes of late modernity, and that it should therefore be termed, not postmodernism, but 

ultramodernism.
12

 

Types of Postmodern Theology 

There are a number of theological responses to this postmodern phenomenon. These have been 

classified by David Ray Griffin in convenient categories. Some responses are more like 

reactions, and do not really merit the designation of postmodern theologies. Some simply ignore 

the phenomenon and proceed as if nothing has really changed. Others in effect call for a rejection 

of postmodernism. The work of evangelical David Wells could be regarded as an example of this 
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12 Oden, “The Death of Modernity and Postmodern Evangelical Spirituality,” pp. 26–27. 
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latter variety. Of those which claim to be genuinely postmodern theologies Griffin mentions the 

following:
13

 

1. Deconstructive or eliminative postmodern theology accepts the position of the more 

radical postmodernist philosophers, such as the deconstructionists Derrida, Lyotard, and 

Foucault. This theology eliminates or deconstructs such traditional doctrines as God. The 

theologian most frequently mentioned here is Mark C. Taylor, although Cornell West, in his own 

way, also fits in this classification. As widely differing theologians as Griffin and Thomas Oden 

believe that this type of approach should actually be considered ultramodern, since it takes the 

modernist conceptions to their logical conclusion.
14

 

2. Constructive or revisionary postmodern theology agrees that the traditional worldview 

cannot be held, but believes that a worldview can and must be constructed on different grounds 

and with revised concepts. Process theologians such as Griffin come to mind, but narrative 

theologians such as James McClendon also fit here. 

3. Liberationist postmodern theology is less concerned with the epistemological questions 

about the basis of the worldview than with the transformation of the structures of society. 

Numerous liberation theologians would fall into this category, as well as Harvey Cox. 

4. Conservative or restorative postmodern theology rejects many elements of modernism, 

such as relativism, subjectivism, and reductionism. It seeks, however, to retain realism, the 

correspondence theory of truth, the referential understanding of language, and other values found 

in the premodern period. In many ways it resembles premodern theology, but it accepts the 

legitimate insights and discoveries of the modern period. Griffin mentions Pope John Paul II and 

George William Rutler as Roman Catholic representatives of this approach. Although not 

mentioned by Griffin, Thomas Oden seems to be an outstanding representative of this approach. 

Having drunk deeply of the modern mind, he has come to the conclusion that it is bankrupt, and 

is now emphasizing the classical Christian tradition. 

Among conservative Protestant theologians, the difference in many cases parallels that 

between the translators and transformers mentioned in chapter 5. The issue is the extent to which 

the statement of evangelical theology must be modified to contextualize it to postmodern culture, 

versus actually changing the way of doing theology or the content of it. Examples of both can be 

found in the volume, Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern World. Roger Lundin represents 

the former variety,
15

 Philip Kenneson the latter.
16

 
                                                           
13 David Ray Griffin, “Introduction: Varieties of Postmodern Theology,” in Varieties of Postmodern 

Theology, ed. David Ray Griffin, William A. Beardslee, and Joe Holland (Albany: State University of New 

York Press, 1989), pp. 1–7 

14 David Ray Griffin, “Introduction to SUNY Series in Postmodern Thought,” in Varieties of Postmodern 

Theology, ed. David Ray Griffin, William A. Beardslee, and Joe Holland (Albany: State University of New 

York Press, 1989), p. xii; Oden, “The Death of Modernity and Postmodern Evangelical Spirituality,” pp. 

26–27. 

15 Roger Lundin, “The Pragmatics of Postmodernity,” in Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern World, 

ed. Timothy R. Phillips and Dennis L. Okholm (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1995), pp. 24–38. 

16 Philip D. Kenneson, “There’s No Such Thing as Objective Truth, and It’s a Good Thing, Too,” in 

Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern World, pp. 155–70. 
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Doing Theology in the Postmodern Age 

Whatever our exact description and assessment of the postmodern shift, we must acknowledge 

and admit that it is taking place and that the modern era is shifting or even passing away. If we 

intend to do theology in this age, we simply cannot ignore it. Yet let us bear in mind that 

postmodernism is not the final form of culture and thought that will occur. Sooner or later—and, 

based on the recent history of culture, probably sooner—it will also be displaced by what we 

may here call ―postpostmodernism,‖ whatever form that will take. We dare not tie ourselves too 

closely to what is also to be a passing form. The terminology used may deceive us. The term 

modern suggested that the final form had arrived, as contrasted to all premodern forms. Modern 

seems, by definition, to mean contemporary. Similarly, postmodern seems as if it would be even 

more contemporary. What we must do is ask ourselves what categories we use, what logic we 

employ, what language game we play, when we discuss different periods or ideologies. It 

appears that there are certain common elements of rationality to be found in both the premodern 

and modern approaches, and that these are also necessarily present in the presentation of 

postmodernist thought, even when the theory being presented seems to deny it. 

Let us note, first, that what we propose to do here is to prepare a genuinely postmodern view, 

not simply return to the premodern period. Although the content of our theology may not be 

greatly different from that of premoderns, we have gone through the modern period, and some of 

the changes it introduced cannot and should not be reversed. We are not prepared to trade in our 

computers and write with scroll and quill. Modern medical advances are to be celebrated. 

Technology‘s accomplishments include many valuable factors. 

Beyond this, there are certain ideological conceptions within the postmodern mentality that 

cannot, need not, and should not be rejected or resisted. For example, although Freudian 

psychology has largely been discredited, the insight that human personality includes a large area 

of the unconscious that strongly influences human behavior is an advance in understanding. 

Similarly, Einstein‘s theories of general and special relativity are not likely to be reversed to 

Newtonian understandings, although they certainly will be modified. We cannot and need not do 

our theology as if geology has not given us certain understandings of the age of the earth. 

Criticism of Radical Postmodernism 

At the same time, we must resist certain tenets of the more extreme variety of 

postmodernism. We have in mind here those elements that reject objective truth, an inclusive 

understanding of history, metaphysical realism, referential use of language, and a 

correspondence view of truth. There are inherent problems with some of these more subjective 

views, and it appears that the popularity of deconstruction is already on the wane. 

One of the central problems of deconstruction in literature, or of Rorty‘s anti-realism, is the 

difficulty of maintaining it with any consistency. Deconstruction has been used by various 

groups to advance their specific agenda. Thus, feminists have deconstructed what they 

considered paternalistic texts and Marxists have done the same with texts of oppression, but as 

James Sire points out, ―the ‗deconstruction‘ touted by Derrida and DeMan is in the last analysis 

universal. Depending on how it is interpreted, nihilism is either the legitimate father or legitimate 

child of ‗deconstruction.‘ … In any case, neither feminism nor Marxism can withstand its acids. 

If no text is privileged, no story more ‗true‘ than any other, then every ideology fails to be 
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grounded.‖
17

 What this means is that if deconstruction is correct, then it must also be 

deconstructed. If meaning is not resident within the text but created by the interpreter, if history 

is created by the historian, if truth is what proves good for one‘s community, then this must be 

applied to deconstruction, neo-pragmatism, and the new historicism as well. 

It is very difficult to be a deconstructionist and advocate deconstructionism. It may very well 

be possible to be a consistent deconstructionist and keep that to oneself. As soon as one attempts 

to communicate deconstruction to others and argue that they ought to accept it as true, one has 

denied in practice what one is professing in theory. This is because that act seems to assume that 

the meaning of what one is saying is the meaning the speaker or writer intends, and that there is 

some common point of reference to which another person can also give attention. 

This was brought out rather dramatically in the case of Derrida. John Searle wrote a response 

to an article of Derrida, challenging and criticizing several of his conceptions.
18

 Searle‘s article 

was ten pages in length. In his ninety-two-page reply, Derrida objected that Searle had been 

unfair to him and had at several points misunderstood and misstated his position. He even 

asserted at one point that what he had meant should have been clear and obvious to Searle.
19

 

John Ellis observes that some of Derrida‘s followers are embarrassed by this inconsistency 

between Derrida‘s profession and his actual practice in this article. Yet he maintains that those 

same disciples ―generally have also done exactly what embarrassed them when they saw Derrida 

doing it (i.e., they too routinely accuse Searle of misunderstanding, missing the point of, and 

misstating Derrida‘s position).‖
20

 Similarly, Frank Lentricchia accuses the ―Yale group‖ of 

misconstruing Derrida‘s writing by ―ignoring … an important part of the author‘s intention.‖
21

 If, 

however, the position of deconstruction is that the author‘s intention does not control the 

meaning of his or her text, then this would seem to be an inconsistent position. 

The response, of course, to this criticism can be that it assumes a logic that deconstruction 

does not adopt. Therefore, the objection is not legitimate. But the question that must be asked is, 

What kind of logic is employed when we discuss kinds of logic? In other words, does the very 

response assume a kind of logic that it seems to reject? It would appear that for the response to 

make any sort of sense, or to have the right to be taken seriously, requires the assumption of 

some sort of logic at least resembling in some way the logic here assumed, that is, that a cannot 

both mean x and not-x at the same time and in the same respect. 

Another way to put it is this. The postmodern rejection of the rationalism of the modern 

period, with its restriction of meaning and of the possible objects of inquiry is both legitimate 

and desirable. But this does not mean that all rationality must also necessarily be rejected. 

Indeed, it is impossible to do so and still engage in meaningful thought and communication. One 
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can most certainly reject the excesses of the modern period, the unique emphases that flowed 

from the Enlightenment, without also rejecting the emphasis on rationality that characterized 

both the premodern and the modern periods. 

One insight that a postmodern theology most certainly must accept and utilize is the fact that 

we do our investigation and our thinking from a particular perspective, and that this places 

certain limitations on the scope of our understanding. This is the insight that truth is not relative, 

but absolute. Our knowledge of that truth, however, is frequently relative, being restricted by our 

own limitations. This distinction between the truth and knowledge of the truth has frequently 

been neglected, with unfortunate results. Some, of a basically premodern and precritical mind, 

have assumed, because of their commitment to the objectivity of revealed truth, that their 

knowledge of that truth was equatable with the truth and therefore must also be absolute, while 

some holding a late modern or postmodern orientation have concluded that what was true of 

epistemology must also be true of ontology. If our knowledge is relative, then, this approach 

reasons, truth must be relative as well. This, however, eventually leads to some form of 

subjectivism. 

Principles of Positive Postmodern Theology 

How are we to avert this problem, or how are we to learn from the insights of 

postmodernism? Let us take for the moment the familiar story of the five blind men and the 

elephant. One, seizing a leg, concluded that the elephant was a tree; another, grasping the side, 

reasoned that the elephant was a wall, and so on. The advocate of pluralism would say that truth 

in this case is plural. The truth for the first man is that the elephant is like a tree; for the second, it 

is that the elephant is like a wall; and so on. Perspectival objectivists, however, would say all of 

these insights, each correct from its own perspective, are partial and therefore incomplete. What 

we must do is to draw on the insights of all of them. The truth is that what the elephant is like is a 

composite of all of these partial pieces of understanding. In reality, an elephant is like a tree, a 

rope, a hose, a wall, and so on. While the truth may not be reached in its entirety by combining 

these several insights, we come closer to the truth that way than we would otherwise. 

The alternative is true relativism, pluralism, and even subjectivism. One would have to say, 

―That the elephant is like a tree is the truth for you, but for me the truth is that an elephant is like 

a rope.‖ In theory, each has his or her own truth and there can be no disputing this. In practice, 

however, this does not always happen. In theory, in a modern university with a belief in 

relativism, each view would be regarded as true for the person who holds it, and there is no way 

to prove that one of these is more correct or true than another. Yet the fact of ―political 

correctness‖ and other forms of academic orthodoxy belies this idea. There is nothing new about 

political correctness. Something like it was present at the state university where I was an 

undergraduate many years ago. The philosophy department in which I majored was, with one 

exception (a Kierkegaardian existentialist), staffed entirely by logical positivists. The faculty of 

the psychology department in which I minored was, without exception, composed of 

behaviorists. No orthodox theological faculty ever guarded its students against deviant 

viewpoints more carefully than did these departments. Political correctness is a form of coercion, 

where, instead of the free competition of ideas, which is supposed to characterize a university, 

one position has been arbitrarily imposed. One of my former students had majored in English 

literature at a large state university in the late 1980s. He told me that every member of that 

department faculty was a deconstructionist, with the exception of one person, who was not 
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granted tenure. Thus, instead of relativism and pluralism, there is a tendency to introduce a new 

absolutism.
22

 

One attempt to deal with this apparent subjectivity has been introduced through the idea of 

community. For example, in Stanley Fish‘s later reader–response criticism, the idea of the 

interpretive community is appealed to as a check on the subjectivism of individual interpretation. 

The norms of the group become the standard of meaning.
23

 The problem really is not solved by 

this endeavor, however, for how does one arbitrate between different communities, which may 

have divergent interpretations? The problem is simply projected on a larger scale, but it is still 

there. Rather, what is needed is a metanarrative, something that will tie together the various petit 

narratives. 

This suggests that a certain degree of humility is in order in the way we hold our theology. 

We will also want to bear in mind the limitations of our own perspective, and recognize the need 

for correction when those limitations are distorting our understanding. It also means that 

globalization and multiculturalism are needed. It is important that we consult those of other 

countries, races, cultures, and genders. This is not to say that what is true theology for Americans 

is different from what is true theology for African Christians, or that masculine theology will be 

different from feminine theology. It is to say that one of these groups may see more clearly than 

does another an aspect of the truth, simply because of its perspective. All of these perspectives, 

like the testimonies of all the blind men, need to be taken into account in formulating a theology 

that is true for all Christians. A postmodern evangelical theology will not limit itself to the 

writings of Western white male theologians. 

This is not to say that a theology prepared especially for one subgroup of Christianity will not 

emphasize some aspects of the total picture more than another. This is what is involved in 

contextualizing the gospel. For example, in the context of African Christianity, with witchcraft 

surrounding Christians, the emphasis of the atonement on the triumph of Christ over the powers 

of evil (what Gustaf Aulén called the ―classic view‖ of the atonement)
24

 may carry special 

weight, but it is still one of the several themes in the manifold doctrine of the atonement. 

We have noted above that the appeal to community does not in itself guarantee the 

objectivity of what is held and said. This statement now needs to be qualified to some extent. In 

light of the limitations of our own position and perspective, it is important that we interact with 

as broad a community of persons as possible. This means that we need to learn from persons in 

all three dimensions of our proposal in the discussion of contextualizing: length, breadth, and 

height. We need to interact with believers from other historical periods than our own. This is 

where historical theology will be especially helpful to us. Further, we will want, horizontally, to 

converse with persons from different ecclesiastical and philosophical traditions and from 

different cultures. Finally, we will profit from dialogue with those working at more advanced or 

abstract theoretical levels than ours, but also at lower levels on the scale. Some of the most 

helpful insights I have gained have resulted from discussing theology with lay persons, and 
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formulating the expression of doctrine in relationship to the questions they present. 

Postmodernism is right in decrying the model of the lone scholar formulating truth in an 

independent fashion. The individual needs the insights, supplementations, and corrections that 

come only from interaction with others. 

Part of the difference that being postmodern will make to our theology will be in the way that 

theology is presented to nonbelievers, in other words, in the evangelistic or apologetic role, 

rather than the dogmatic or constructive dimension. The rejection of foundationalism, for 

example, may mean that rather than the foundationalist or evidentialist approach often made in 

the past, a more presuppositional approach will be needed. This will involve inviting one‘s 

dialogue partner to step into the assumptions we are making, and to view the relevant data from 

that perspective. Conversely, it will require that we step into the other person‘s ―shoes,‖ as it 

were, attempting to view reality as he or she does, from that particular perspective. 

The mode of presentation will also take into account the perceptual characteristics of one‘s 

audience. We need to understand, as we will note at greater length, that the locus of authority in 

the written Word of God is the proposition (the truth being expressed) rather than the sentence 

(the form in which it is expressed). So, for example, in certain postmodern settings, the use of 

narrative as a communication device may be especially helpful. One teaching assistant told the 

professor‘s seminary theology class that he had never seen anyone utilize more metaphors than 

that professor did, and a student in the class, a former practicing attorney, well acquainted with 

the case study method of teaching, characterized that professor‘s teaching style as teaching in 

parables. Note, however, that this is the use of narrative as a communicational tool, a means of 

expressing or conveying a truth. This contrasts with narrative as a hermeneutical device, in 

which the narrative portions of Scripture are treated as the key to the understanding of the whole. 

It is also quite different from using narrative as a heuristic device, in which by telling stories, 

even contemporary biographies, new truth is discovered.
256
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