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FIRST LESSONS IN THEOLOGY
Introductory Remarks
Theology is sometimes held in contempt. Even devout Christians, who should be its friends, may
dismiss is as hair-splitting; and some of them contrast dead orthodoxy with pulsating Christian life. Its
enemies are more severe. The Logical Positivists call it nonsense. Devotees of scientism call it bigotry.
Political leftists attack it as a reactionary hindrance to social advancement. But before anyone can
properly adjudge it as good or evil, he must know what the word theology means.

The English word comes from two Greek words: theos-logos. As bio-logy is the study,
knowledge, or science of bios, life; and as anthropo-logy is the study of anthropos, man; and as sociology
is the study of society, and physiology, geology, and the rest; so theo-logy is the study or knowledge of
God (Theos).
Theology is not the only strange word the student must learn. He must be willing to meet and
conquer federal headship, immediate imputation, premillennialism, and even Trinity. Some people are
afraid of long words; but not everyone. The people of Germany seem to like them.
One of their longest is Constantinopolitanischerdudelsachspfeiffenmachergesellschaft. It means a firm in
Constantinople that manufactures bagpipes. The longest English word I can think of, if you rule out
‘supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’
on
technical
lexicographical
grounds
is,
Antidisestablishmentarianism. It is even more useless than the German word.
Another technical term, though an easier one, is atheism. Atheists are people who assert that there
is no God to study. They may say that atoms in space make up the sum total of reality. Or in more modern
science the atoms may be analyzed into neutrons, or finally into energy. But whatever the analysis, these
people assert that there is nothing else. Physical reality is all there is.
It is not surprising that atheists deride theology. Since they deny that there is any God at all, they naturally
consider theology false, useless, and harmful. In this they are indubitably consistent. There is, however,
another group who also can consistently object to theology. These are religious people who really believe
in a God of some sort, but who are convinced that he cannot be known. Atheists deny God; mystics deny
knowledge. The religion of the latter is based on, and limited to trances, indescribable experiences, or
inexplicable emotions. In these experiences no knowledge is obtained. It is wholly a matter of subjective
feelings. There are indeed some semi-mystics who allow a theology. Schleiermacher, a German
theologian of the early nineteenth century, the founder of Modernism, constructed a “theology” based on
feeling. Strictly speaking, it was not theology; it was the psychology of religious experience. God himself
was not the object of study; feelings were. Emil Brunner, a Swiss theologian of the mid-twentieth century,
also wrote books on theology; but his “theology” is not knowledge of God. God and the medium of
conceptuality, are mutually exclusive. If we talk about God, he says, we are not talking about God. But he
does indeed formulate a theory of religion and tries to find some sort of use for it. Then, of course, there
are the purer and more consistent mystics who, though they may write literature, do not claim to write
theology. These two groups, atheists and mystics, are probably the only two groups that can consistently
object to theology. True Christians, because of immaturity and ignorance, may disparage theology, but
their antagonism is not consistent with the Christian faith.
Another group deserving mention, presents a puzzling appearance. They indeed assert the
existence of God and their theories can properly be called theology. They do not want to be known as
atheists or as irreligious, but they define God as all that exists. Spinoza used the phrase, Deus sive
Natura, God, that is, Nature. Some may use the term Pure Being, or Tillich’s phrase, the Ground of All
Being. Thus God is the universe itself. He is not its Creator. Since they say, God is the All, these people
are called Pantheists – another technical term.
Logically there is no difference between atheism and pantheism. To deny that there is a God and to
apply the name God to everything is conceptually identical. It is as though I should assert the existence of
cats and try to prove it by pointing to giraffes, stars, mountain ranges, and books: they are all cats, I would
say, and therefore cats exist. The pantheists point to giraffes, stars, and so on, and say, therefore God

exists. But this sort of argument has no more application to God than to cats – the small domestic animals
that cry meow. Those who deny God, atheists, and those who say God is everything, pantheists, are
asserting that nothing beyond the physical world is real. In Christian language, and in common languages
around the world, God is different from the universe as a cat is from a giraffe, and more so.
Other people are agnostics. They do not assert that there is a God; nor do they assert that there is
no God; they simply say they do not know. They claim ignorance. Ignorance, however, is not a theory that
one has to argue about. Ignorance is an individual state of mind. An ignorant
person is not required to prove by learned arguments that he is ignorant. He just does not know. Such a
person needs to be taught.
Probably most people in the United States today are atheists of a sort. If you should ask them, they
might say they believe in God. But they might as well not believe in God for all the good it does them.
Unless someone mentions God to them, they never think of him; they never pray to him; he does not enter
into their daily plans and calculations. Their lives are essentially no different from the lives of atheists
and agnostics. They are practicing atheists.
But do all these technical terms, and more to come, have anything to do with prayer and ‘heartfelt’ religion? Doesn’t Christianity consist in singing gospel choruses to rock music and electric guitars?
What good is theology, what good are pedantic terms anyway?
Young students are often impatient, and they unthinkingly brush aside even important matters. But
their question concerning the value of theology is proper, pertinent, and important. It has three answers.
The first is: God, if there be a God, is someone we should know. If we should know stars (astronomy)
simply because there are stars, and copper and iron (chemistry) simply because they are there and useful
to us, so too if God is there, and if he impinges on our life in any way, we ought to know him. This first
answer needs further elucidation; but before continuing with it, and before beginning the second answer,
the discussion will briefly consider how it might be possible to know God. Where do we find out about
God? What is the source of our knowledge? To these questions there are two answers. Some people
accept the first answer and reject the second; some people accept the second and reject the first; and some
use both.
The first method of finding out something about God, according to a large number of respectable
authors, is to study the growth of a plant, the motion of the planets, and the fall of a stone. Now, if it
should prove possible to learn something about God by this method, it nonetheless has two disadvantages.
First, it is a very hard method; and, second, not much can be learned this way. Suppose we can get a
microscope and examine the internal phloem of the lykopersikon esculentum (L.). Oh me, oh my, these
words are too long. Well, the study of botany is still longer; and it is not immediately clear what we can
find out about God in tomatoes. Or, you may observe the motion of the planets. If you look at them very
carefully, you will see that the squares of their periodic times are proportional to the mean distances from
the sun. But you have to look very closely. This is not easy. If we should succeed in getting this bit of
information, we may conclude that God is a great mathematician and that salvation depends on majoring
in
math. Such was essentially what the ancient Greek philosophical school of the Pythagoreans said. They
believed that a happy life after death was the reward for studying arithmetic and geometry. A somewhat
similar view is held by people today who think that all the problems of this world can be solved by
science. But unlike the Pythagoreans they do not believe in a life after death, nor do they think that the
laws of astronomy can prove there is a God. To convince them by deducing the existence of God from the
laws of science would be extremely difficult and perhaps impossible. If by some other method we first

know there is a God, the study of astronomy might show that he is a mathematician. But we would have to
know God first.
There is a second method, different from the science, by which we may learn about God. Where
the first method had two disadvantages, this second method has two points in its favor. Instead of being
hard, it is easy; and instead of providing only a little information, it furnishes us a great deal.
This second method consists of simply listening to what God tells us. If God should say to some
man, “I am the Almighty God, walk before me and be thou perfect” (as he said to Abraham in Genesis
17:1), then this man would know something about God and he could tell other men. Neither he nor the
others would have to study science or mathematics. All we would have to understand would be a few
short words, the longest of which is Almighty.
Each of these two ways of learning about God has its own name. The first is called natural
theology. Its contents are what we can know of God by studying nature. It is the hard way. It may be an
impossible way. However, the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle thought he could prove the existence
of God by this method; and the Roman Catholic theologian, Thomas Aquinas, copied him. But their
arguments are extremely complicated. Of course the Psalms say that the heavens declare the glory of God;
and the apostle makes the paradoxical statement that the invisible divine attribute of omnipotence is
clearly seen in the things that God has made. Such verses as these, however, do not guarantee that
Aristotle made no mistake. The apostle Paul does not so much say that men prove the existence of God by
studying the stars, as he says that the omnipotence of a God previously known to exist is displayed in the
stars. This omnipotence is manifest to men, not by means of a complicated argument, but because “God
hath showed it unto them.” At any rate, in contrast with Roman Catholicism, Reformation theology, as
found in Luther and Calvin, made no use of arguments from nature.
If the name of the first way to learn about God is natural theology, the name of the second is
special revelation. It is the easy way of simply listening to what God says. There is no point in trying to
prove God’s existence, for if he tells us something, he obviously exists. A non-existent nothing could not
tell us anything. What is more important, if God speaks to us, in addition to knowing that there is some
sort of God, we begin to learn what sort of God there is.
At first it may seem strange that knowledge of what God is, is more important than knowing there
is a God. It may seem strange that his existence is less important than his nature. Nevertheless, this is the
case, for two reasons. First, we have seen, a few pages back that pantheists identify God with the
universe. The mere fact that they use the name God for the universe and thus assert that “God” exists, is of
no help to Christianity. The late Professor Wieman insisted on the existence of God; but for him “God” is
not even all the universe – he or it is only some parts of the universe. Christians are not so much
interested in the existence of God as they are in what kind of God exists.
The second reason for not being much interested in the existence of God is somewhat similar to
the first. The idea of existence is an idea without content. Stars exist – but this tells us nothing about the
stars; mathematics exist – but this teaches us no mathematics; hallucinations exist too. A predicate, such as
existence, that can be attached to everything indiscriminately, tells us nothing about anything.
When God speaks, he tells us something about himself. He tells us what sort of God he is. If then
our knowledge of God does not come from mathematics and astronomy, but consists in what God has told
us about himself, theology as a formal study of God will be essentially a survey of what God has said. He
told Abraham that he was Almighty. Almighty means omnipotent. We are now no longer scared of long
words like omnipotent. It simply means that God can do anything. But God did not tell Abraham

everything about himself, either on that one occasion or on all the occasions taken together that God spoke
to Abraham. To find out what sort of God God is, a student must collect and summarize all that God has
told us about himself.
The mention of Abraham may lead us several paragraphs back to the question of an impatient
student who asked concerning the value of such an abstruse subject as theology. There are three answers.
The first answer was only started. Even at the cost of a little repetition, it may be worthwhile to retrace
our steps and begin again.
First, God, if there be a God, is someone we should know. Everyone likes to receive information
about their best friends, at least if the information is good news. We even want to hear bad news, such as
an injury or accident, though it saddens us. If now someone like Abraham is a friend of God, news about
God is welcome; and more welcome in proportion as God is a better friend than one’s classmates. To put
it in a more Biblical way, “This is life eternal, that they might know thee, the only true God, and Jesus
Christ whom thou hast sent.” There is more in this verse than appears to a hurried reader; but enough
appears to show that one cannot be a Christian without theology – a knowledge of God.
This first point in answering the question about the value of theology is so overwhelming that any other
reasons seem trivial and unnecessary. However, the American temperament, more activist and “practical”
than the relatively more contemplative European mentality, may be further impressed by the necessity of
theology for evangelism. To say, “Christ died, for our sins, according to the Scriptures,” is to talk
theology. In fact this verse sums up a great amount of theology; and only knowledge of what is “according
to the Scriptures” can insure a Biblical evangelism. Then too, when a Christian tries to evangelize college
students, he meets all sorts of objections. It is fatal to dismiss these as hypocrisy, even though sometimes
they are; but more often they are the deep seated opinions that have been inculcated by a humanistic
education. The college student has been taught that science conclusively refutes all claims of miracles,
and that it is no more possible for a man to rise from the dead than for a cow to jump over the moon.
Science has put a man on the moon; maybe science sometime in the future will discover how to raise the
dead; but it has never happened yet. Unfortunately some “evangelists” avoid this objection by dropping
Christ’s resurrection out of their “gospel.” Either they never mention it, or as is the case with the
dialectical theologians they existentialize it and define resurrection as that happy feeling of confidence
when one rises out of the depths of frustration. Students under such instruction, if they had a college
course in religion, believe that the Pentateuch is a compilation of several authors (dating perhaps from the
time of David onwards) botched together by an unknown editor about 500 B.C. These students are
possibly behaviorists in psychology, and one college girl said openly in class, “Well, I am only an
animal.” In view of such evangelistic challenges it is unfortunate if the Christian knows the Bible less
thoroughly than the college student knows his humanism.
There is a third reason for studying theology, a broader reason of which the second was doubtless
only a part. The religion of Modernism which flourished from 1875-1925 was initiated by Friedrich
Schleiermacher about the centennial year of 1800. Many Americans, people who had never heard the
name Schleiermacher, came to disbelieve the Virgin Birth and the vicarious Atonement because of his
influence. The great thinkers, either in theology, philosophy, or science, set a pattern that millions of
people will fall into in the following century. The works of a Danish theologian, Soren Kierkegaard,
about 1840, through Karl Barth from about 1920, and Emil Brunner a few years later, have produced in
America as in Europe a “Christian Existentialism” that is far more existential than it is Christian.

These men and their theories are no doubt a wrong place to begin a study of theology; but after
some first lessons in the Biblical system of thought, it is capitulation to ignore them. Only from strong
students of theology can there arise another Athanasius to defend the Deity of Christ, an Augustine to
maintain the doctrines of grace, and a Luther and Calvin to reject tradition and mysticism and defend the
first principle of “Scripture alone.”
It should now be clear that the methodology of the present volume is Biblical. Neither natural
theology derived from science, nor mystical theology derived from so-called ‘religious experience,’ plays
any part. The content of this theology comes entirely from the Bible. The importance of methodology
cannot be overemphasized.
To illustrate: Assuming that there is a God of some sort, many people, even glibly, make
statements about him. One such statement might be, God loves everybody. Another statement, made in
conversation by a Presbyterian elder, no less, was that Hinduism has “redemptive value.” The statement
itself does not contain the word God, but it reflects a belief as to what God is and how he operates on a
world-wide scale. People are making statements about God all the time. In talking with such people the
basic question to ask, especially for the Christian who disagrees with the statement, is, How do you
know? How do you know that God provides redemption through Hinduism? How do you know anything at
all about God? How do you know? An atheist will put the same question to an orthodox Christian. He
will say, You believe there is a God; how do you know, what is your evidence, why should anyone accept
such a notion?
In the history of Christian theology many authors at the outset have tried to answer the atheist by
constructing an argument that validly demonstrates the existence of God. Aquinas’ attempt was mentioned
a few paragraphs ago. But though this seems such a logical place to begin theology, reflection shows that
it is hardly helpful, from a Christian viewpoint, to prove merely the existence of some sort of God or
other. Every serious mind wants to know what sort of being God is. Is he a person who loves everybody?
Is God a person at all? Spinoza had an argument more complicated than Aquinas’; but the God whose
existence he claimed to have proved was just the universe itself. Suppose a Hindu proved the existence of
Shiva. In this case the proof of God’s existence would be the disproof of Christianity. This is why the
Westminster Shorter Catechism, right near the beginning, asks, What is God? Not just any god will do.
This is one reason why methodology must be carefully considered. Is it the right method to begin
with sensory experience, or with a mystic trance, and conclude with the type of God that later appears? In
particular, will anything at all appear later concerning sin, atonement, resurrection, and so on? The
Christian needs a method that arrives at all this. He needs a single method. Two methods produce a
bifurcation that cannot be unified. Theology then would be schizophrenic. A theory of knowledge must
cover all knowledge. If it does not, and if a person uses two methods he cannot answer the question,
Where should the one be used, and where the other? He cannot use theory number one to define the place
of theory number two, nor conversely, and hence he has no ground for choosing one rather than the other at
any point. This means that he really has no theory of knowledge at all. What theory then will give us the
knowledge that Christ was raised for our justification?
After World War I Karl Barth introduced a theological method that captured many seminaries and
produced a voluminous literature. The method may be somewhat difficult to describe, but Barth
unequivocally states what it is not: “In dogmatics it can never be a question of the mere combination,
repetition, and summarizing of Biblical doctrine” (Church Dogmatics, I, 1, p. 16; Thomson tr.).
The two pages of immediate context are confusing. If Barth meant merely that the books men publish on
theology are not infallible, an orthodox theologian would agree. But since Barth holds that the apostles,

even in their official capacity, made a number of mistakes, this is not what he could have meant. On a later
page he says, “The fact that the theology we favor is purely and solely evangelical [thought the present
writer would never recognize Barth as evangelical], we can as little discuss and account for, as for the
fact that we are baptized and believe” (p. 37). This sentence combines two incongruent parts. The fact
that we believe, if not the fact that we were baptized, cannot be accounted for, except by a reference to
God’s regenerating power and his gift of faith to us. But the fact that the theology we favor is evangelical,
if it is indeed evangelical, requires a different form of accounting. This accounting can be nothing else
than the method Barth forbids dogmatics to use: viz., exegesis of Scripture and logical systematization.
Without this, no liberal can prove that he is an evangelical; with it he only proves that he is not an
evangelical; nor can he justify his choice of which Scriptural propositions are true and which are false,
let alone which non-scriptural doctrines are. For an evangelical, in the historical sense of the word,
theology is – of course not “the mere combination, repetition” of Biblical texts, but
– certainly a summarizing and especially a logical arranging of the main Scriptural doctrines. The method
used in this book and the theology that necessarily results are Biblical. The
principle is to take the Bible as a revelation from God. In it he gives us the information he wants us to
have. Our task is to collect this information, “understand” it in a preliminary way, and then systematize it.
Unless God be irrational, we cannot be satisfied with disjointed, unrelated data.
To understand the data in more than a preliminary way, they must be fitted together, systematized,
organized. Wallpaper, a keg of nails scattered around, a kitchen sink standing on end, a heap of bricks, and
some bags of cement are not a house. They must be put together, if we want something to live in. So too a
Christian may have memorized a few or even many verses from several books of the Bible, he may know
which is the shortest verse and the longest chapter, he may even have some elementary knowledge of the
Atonement, and yet his mind can be largely the confusion of building materials scattered around loose.
Well, it is good to have building materials. Indeed, they are indispensable. But it is better to live in a
house.
Contrasting with the concept of theology here maintained is the very first paragraph of The
Evangelical Faith by Helmut Thielicke (William B. Eerdmans, 1974). “To do theology is to actualize
Christian truth, or, better, to set it forth in its actuality and to understand it afresh thereby. To that extent
theology is by nature, and not merely in its pedagogical implications, historical. It has nothing to do with
timeless truth. Hence there can be no timeless or supertemporal theology (theologia perennis).”
That an author, like myself, must understand theology afresh, is hardly worth saying. Of course my father
knew some theology and I as a young man had to begin afresh. Knowledge is not transmitted by heredity.
Furthermore, it goes without saying that I was influenced by my father, by the books I read, and by
whatever other factors there may have been. But it does not follow that this “has nothing to do with
timeless truth.” The aim of every orthodox theologian is to arrive at some timeless truths. In doing so, he
may make some mistakes. But if he learns that God justifies some men by the imputation of Christ’s
righteousness, he has grasped timeless truth. Even the mere historical statement that Christ died in the first
half of the first century is a timeless truth. My learning it, the pedagogical implications as Thielicke calls
it, does not make it temporal, relative, or doubtful. It is the truth, and it is the truth we learn.
But Thielicke’s meaning is not exhausted in such pedagogical trivialities. What he has in mind is a
completely different idea of what theology, or at least Christian theology is. On page 66 he writes, “Part
of the intellectual honesty of adult man is that in the area of faith he will accept no truth-claim that
conflicts with scientific knowledge.”

To this we immediately reply that so-called ‘scientific knowledge’ is no fixed irrevocable
discovery. Virtually none of the physics that I was taught in my undergraduate days is now taught in
physics classes. Science is tentative; it constantly changes. What is taught today will be discarded within
a decade or two. The theories of light are a well-known example of scientific change. The theory of
phlogiston is by now forgotten. As Einstein has replaced Newton, so a succeeding genius will replace
Einstein – as he himself knew so well. Therefore Thielicke’s proposal to test every theological truthclaim by the physics of the day is foolish. It is more than foolish. The idea that science can decide in
advance what God can and cannot reveal is utterly unchristian. Furthermore, his branding Christians as
dishonest because they believe God instead of swallowing the presently held laws of physics is arrogant.
At this point it may prove wise to consider an objection that some reviewers are sure to make
against the present volume. But it is not an objection that first year seminary students are likely to raise.
The objection is that so little attention is paid to the great theological developments of the last half of the
twentieth century.
There is very good reason for these extensive omissions. Briefly the reason is that they have little to offer
in the advancement or explanation of Biblical theology. Karl Barth has already been cited. If a student
wants to know what God said, the best source is not a man who believes that the apostles erred even in
their official capacity as canonical writers. Now, it is possible and it is true that once in a while Bultmann
or someone can come up with useful analyses of a verse or two. Indeed the neo-orthodox commentators
are better than the old modernists. The modernists had some respect for the Bible, and they tried to twist
the Bible to make it mean what they believed. But men like Bultmann are quite willing to make clear the
exact meaning of a verse; for though the meaning accords with historic evangelicalism, Bultmann
dismisses it as mythology. On the other hand, so pervasive are their existential presuppositions that one
must wearily wade through a swamp of nonsense to find these good examples of exegesis. It is hardly
worth the time.
Other authors are even more useless for our purpose. For example, James H. Cone has published
three volumes, the last being, God of the Oppressed. It is a volume of so-called black theology. The title
indicates and the content makes it certain that for him black theology and some other kind are not the
same. This resembles the medieval theory of two-fold truth: what is true in philosophy is false in theology
and conversely. That is to say, Cone’s black theory resembles two-fold truth, if he will admit that there is
any truth at all in white or yellow theology. Naturally the author is not greatly interested in the Bible.
Sociology, a particular form of sociology, is his canon. On this basis a wealthy American, like Abraham
and Job, simply cannot have God’s truth. That eighteenth and nineteenth century slavery was
reprehensible, and that injustices have been perpetrated even since 1865, does not justify the proposition
that “any theologian who fails to place that question at the center of his work has ignored the essence of
the gospel” (p. 9).
For us the essence or center of the gospel is the Atonement; the basis is the Trinity; the source and
only source is the Bible.
Other contemporary works on theology may not be so perverted, but they are equally antiChristian. One of them wants to replace verbal proclamation with music. Others are more mystical. But
all reject the Scripture and put their whole trust in some form of experience. Since the present volume
aims to give the main points of Christianity, it is only occasionally profitable to refer to theologians,
better, religious philosophers, of this type. We do not aim to satisfy their values and assumptions; our
contest with them is the contest between two incompatible, antagonistic religions. We do not intend to
cooperate with them in a search for God’s message. Indeed, we cannot cooperate because their starting
point and ours are different. What they appeal to, we reject; and the Scripture we appeal to, they reject.

What we can and must do is to preach the message to them and pray for their regeneration.
With these preliminary remarks on methodology, remarks that the next chapter will expand and
explain, remarks too that apply in a general way to all orthodox textbooks on theology, something about
the present volume in particular needs to be added.
Written on an elementary level, this attempt has at least two defects. First, none of the great
subjects receives adequate treatment. A minister’s personal library should contain several volumes on the
Atonement alone. Stephen Charnock’s The Existence and Attributes of God extends through a thousand
pages. And eschatology offers more books than anyone can bother with. The beginning student may not
believe it, but the present volume is very elementary.
Yet even an elementary theology can and ought to discuss some opposing views. A student will
never have a satisfactory view of the Deity of Christ without knowing something about Athanasius’
struggle against Arius and the resulting Nicene Creed. This book is not a history of theology; but who can
write a chapter on justification by faith without paying his respects to Martin Luther, and his disrespects
to the Pope and the canons of Trent? Such material is not only historically interesting, it is necessary
logically. It is simply impossible to discuss the Atonement or Baptism conscientiously without
considering objections and opposing views. Negative and positive are correlatives. To know what
something is, one must know what it is not. A cat is not a dog. An even number is not an odd. And a
completely wrong idea of the Atonement actually helps the student understand the truth.
The second defect of the present volume is similar to the first. To keep the discussion on an elementary
level, a great deal of, let us say, philosophy has been omitted. But be it known that theology and what is
commonly called philosophy are inseparable. Any discussion that eliminates philosophical problems
simply hides beneath its ambiguous lines. Most unfortunately, however, the greatest philosophical
difficulties occur in the early sections of a book on theology. There they are right at the start. This easily
discourages the young student. For example, the ontological argument for God’s existence, which
Aristotle formulated in less than four hundred words, has produced more than four hundred volumes of
exhausting analyses. Students may well skip such material at first, jump forward to something easier, and
return to these matters later. If newlyweds, beginners in adult life are buying a house, they must of course
be interested in the dining room, the bedrooms, the kitchen, and even the wallpaper. And they may look at
these first. But it would not be wise to ignore the foundation, even though they may look at it last. In
building the house the foundation comes first. If buying a house already built, the examination of the
basement may come last. So too a beginner in theology may consider the foundation less exciting than the
wallpaper. If necessary then let him skip it and start with sin or salvation. He can return to God later on.
He better had!
Now, to approach the end of these introductory remarks, the author directs the reader to the
numerous Scriptural quotations in the following pages. Their purpose is not to give an exhaustive list of
all the Scriptural passages on the particular subject under discussion. It is rather to remind the reader of
many others by means of the quoted samples.
The actual translation more or less follows a general rule. If the quotation is simply to jog the
students memory, and this is usually the case, the words will be those of the King James Version. When it
is not the King James Version, the motivation is some point of meaning, some emphasis, that the King
James did not sufficiently bring out.
Thus endeth the Introduction. Or, better, the introductory remarks on methodology will now be
expanded in Chapter One.

CHAPTER ONE

1. Methods in Apologetics
Basically there are only three answers to the questions, How do you know that there is a God, and
if there is, What sort of being is he? The first answer is experience. There are two sorts of experience,
and the religious tone of their conclusions is considerably different. The first type of experience is
ordinary sensation: we see a black, round stone rolling down an inclined plane.
The second type is often called “religious experience.” This ranges from feelings about morality, Rudolph
Otto’s Idea of the Holy,to mystic visions and trances. The second answer to the question is the dictates of
the Church, the infallibility of Councils, and since 1870 the infallibility of the Pope. The third answer is
Biblical revelation.
The next chapter, under the title GOD, will analyze the argument for God’s existence based on
sensory experience. Logically it fits in better there, for the emphasis will be on the being of God and the
validity of the argument, rather than on the nature of the method; and this chapter has to do with method.
Mysticism, which may be described as all method and no results, will find a place later in this chapter.
Similarly Romanism, because its methods and results intertwine, is to be considered here. But because the
aim of this volume is to expound the Christian system positively, using objections and contrary theories
only for the sake of contrast, the method of Biblical revelation is the first topic of study.

2. The Method of Revelation
If God is the sort of God that Christians believe him to be, if, that is, God is the sort of God who
has planned redemption from eternity, it is prima facieunlikely that any man could discover the facts
without a revelation. This revelation might come through the Pope, or it might come through the Bible; but
it is not likely to be discovered in sensation or mystic trances. But if we can learn of the Atonement only
through a revelation, it is also clear that we can learn what the revelation is only through the revelation
itself. That is to say, revelation is selfauthenticating. To unbelievers this sounds like a circular argument,
and they accuse Christians of committing a logical fallacy at this point. Yet a witness in a jury trial swears
that he will tell the truth. He
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witnesses to his own truthfulness, not only to the truth of the evidence he will present, but first of all to the
truth of his oath. Is this circular? Someone will say, his testimony as to the facts can be tested by other
evidence and so his oath can be tested also. This avoids the circle. But it is sometimes impossible to test
the truth of the witness’s assertions. The jury may believe him, or it may disbelieve him; but there is no
evidence for or against his testimony. This is often the case with a witness in court. It is always the case
with God. The Pharisees saw Jesus nailed to the cross, but there was no visible evidence that he died for
sin. The disciples themselves, instead of deducing the doctrine of the Atonement, concluded that his claim
to be Messiah was false. The truth had to be revealed.
The prophets and the apostles were the recipients of a direct revelation. We today have their
writings. Under oath, so to speak:
Rom. 1:9

For God is my witness …

Rom. 9:1

I speak the truth in Christ, I do not lie

Gal. 1:20

What I write to you, look, before God, I am not lying.

I Tim. 2:7

I speak the truth, I do not lie.

They swear to tell the truth, not the whole truth, for not all truth was revealed to them, but the truth
nonetheless, and nothing but the truth. The Bible claims to be true. Is this circular? If so, how is it not
circular when the Logical Positivists assert that a sentence is meaningless unless it is verifiable by
sensory experience? Can sensation prove its truthfulness by appealing to sensation? The philosophical
issues here will be discussed at slightly greater length in the next chapter. What this chapter must do is to
determine what precisely the Bible claims as it takes the witness stand. Does it really tell the truth and
nothing but the truth?
3. The Biblical Claim
Nearly everybody who reads this book knows, and when he comes to the subject of the Scriptures,
will think of –
I Tim. 3:1617 All Scripture is inspired of God, and is useful for teaching, for refutation, for improvement,
for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, completely equipped for every
good work.

But even seminary graduates, when they take their ordination examinations, will forget almost all
the rest of what the Bible says about itself. The Bible says a great deal more than most people realize
when they read it quickly. Here then begins our first lesson in theology: What does the Bible say about
itself and how much does this one verse tell us?
The very first word of this verse, the word All,introduces the doctrine of “plenary inspiration.”
Just as the word theologyis a technical term, so too the student must learn some other technical terms.
Atonement is a technical term; so is regeneration; and Trinity. There are many others, not so well known:
incommunicable attributes, federal headship, justification, immediate imputation, the millennium. An
important part of the learning process is the understanding of the terminology. Serious technical
terminology is not a hindrance, it is rather a great help in any subject. If the term federal headshipcould
not be used, it would be necessary to write a paragraph every time we wanted to speak of Adam’s
relationship to his posterity. If the word Trinityshould be deleted from our vocabulary, it would be
necessary to repeat the entire Nicene Creed whenever we wanted to talk of the Godhead.
Now, the term plenary inspirationmeans that the Bible is inspired from beginning to end: allof it
is inspired. And while other verses will be quoted on this point, the word allin II Tim. 3:16 is an
indisputable assertion of plenary inspiration.
However, one must ask, What is it that is inspired? Many theological books, in their discussion of
revelation, begin with the inspiration of the prophets and apostles. Now, there is a sense in which these
holy men were inspired. Even King Saul was inspired and prophesied on one occasion, but who knows
what he said, and who could believe everything else he said? Were his fulminations against David true?
No doubt Paul himself in some of his daily conversations made mistakes. But the verse under analysis
says nothing at all about the apostles’ being inspired. Let the student be warned and note carefully that the
verse says that the Scriptures are inspired. The subject is not the writers, but the words written. The term
Scripture,as an ordinary word in the Greek language, means something written. As a technical term in the
Bible it means the divine writings, the Hebrew canon in the first instance, and we shall see whether or not
it refers to the New Testament as well.

Note that the verse does not distinguish between what the writers thought and their perhaps
inadequate written expression of their thought. Some early liberals, the modernists of preWorld War I,
adopted such a distinction because it permitted them to alter the sense of the text so as to conform to what
they thought God ought to have said, but didn’t. This method allows of no control. Each person can for
himself, to suit his own preferences, select whatever he wishes the apostles had said; and since the appeal
is to the unknown thought and is not restricted by the actual wording of the text, one man’s alteration is as
good as any other’s.
However, for all II Timothy says, the apostles may have thought nothing. In fact, sometimes the
writers did not think, or, more accurately, they did not understand what they wrote.
Dan. 12:8, 9 And I heard, but I did not understand … And he said, Go thy
way, Daniel, for the words are shut up and sealed till the time of the end.
I Peter 1:10, 11
Concerning which salvation the prophets enquired and
searched, who prophesied about the grace [that came] to you, searching
into what or what sort of time the Spirit in them meant …
For this reason one must disagree with a contemporary theologian, popularly known as a
conservative and evangelical, who wrote, “We contend for the inerrancy of the meaning which the
inspired writers intended to convey in their original manuscripts.” First, the verses above show that
sometimes the writers themselves had no meaning to convey. Second, the subject before us is not the
inspiration of the writers, but, to repeat it for emphasis, the inspiration of what was written.
A Christian must insist that it was the words written on the parchment that god inspired.
The doctrine therefore is not only that of plenary inspiration, but also that of verbal inspiration.
Plenary refers to allthe words; verbal refers to all the words.
So far the first two words of II Timothy 3:16 have been discussed: “All Scripture.” Both the
adjective and the noun have been emphasized. It is necessary now to go on to the third (in Greek) word of
this verse: “inspired of God.” Of course the idea of inspiration had to occur in

the foregoing discussion; but it was not there satisfactorily defined. Here we must ask, What is
inspiration? Inspirationis really a poor word to express in English what Paul wrote in Greek. The
English phrase “given by inspiration of God” is one word, theopneustos.On its meaning nothing better
can be quoted than B.B. Warfield’s tremendous paragraph.
“The Greek term has, however, nothing to say of inspiring or of inspiration: it speaks only of a
‘spiring’ or ‘spiration.’ What it says of Scripture is, not that it is ‘breathed into by God’ or is the product
of the Divine ‘inbreathing’ into its human authors, but that it is breathed out by God, ‘Godbreathed,’ the
product of the creative breath of God…. No term, however, could have
been chosen which would have more emphatically asserted the Divine production of Scripture than that
which is here employed. The ‘breath of God’ is in Scripture just the symbol of His almighty power, the
bearer of His creative word. ‘By the word of Jehovah’ we read in the significant parallel of Psa 33:6.
‘were the heavens made and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth.’ … God’s breath is the
irresistible outflow of His power. When Paul declares, then, that ‘every Scripture’ or ‘all scripture’ is the
product of the Divine breath, ‘is Godbreathed,’ he asserts with as much energy as he could employ that
Scripture is the product of a specifically Divine operation.”1
That the words God breathed out were true words and not false or erroneous may easily be supposed; for
God would not lie, would He? This result of the divine activity, however, and its purposes, will be
discussed in the analysis of other Scripture passages.
4. Another Text
Although II Timothy 3:16 is the best known, and for some people the only one remembered, the
other texts on the nature of Scripture are extremely numerous and in many cases more compelling and
informative. There are so many in fact that not very many will be given; and it is hard to decide in what
order to quote them. It may not be the most logical procedure, but there is some pedagogical value in
selecting the next most commonly known verse on the subject.

11. Peter 1:20, 21Knowing this first, that no prophecy of Scripture comes through individual initiative;
for prophecy never was

brought by human volition, but borne by the Holy
Spirit men spoke from God.
Peter, facing imminent death (v. 14) wants his addressees to know that the gospel is not a myth (v.
16). The English word fable(KJ, ARV) or tales(NAS), is the Greek word myth.This has some point in
connection with Rudolf Bultmann’s theory that the Bible is entirely mythology and needs to be
demythologized. Peter insists that he had not devised clever stories, but that he reports historical events
which he himself had witnessed, in particular the Transfiguration (v.
17). The Transfiguration, however, was momentary, and Christians have “the more durable (or,
permanent) word of prophecy.” It is a misinterpretation to say the “more certain” word of prophecy, for
surely the Old Testament is not more certainly true than God’s own declaration in the cloud. But the Old
Testament was written and therefore permanent. God’s voice was momentary – although it was later
written in the Gospels. At any rate, the reason we know we have the more permanent revelation, or better,
the reason we know the Old Testament is a revelation, is first of all that no written prophecy ever came by
human initiative. Knowing this first,emphasizes the importance of what follows. If there are other
reasons, they are secondary; but firstwe know that no “prophecy of Scripture,” i.e. the prophecy written
on the manuscript, came into existence by human initiative. The last two words in Greek are idias
epiluseōs,which KJ and RV translate as “private interpretation,” while the NAS says, “a matter of one’s
own interpretation.” This translation, however, does not fit the context. To say that Scripture is not a
matter of one’s own interpretation is not a reason why the Old Testament is a revelation. More
particularly the next verse, which says that prophecy did not come by the will of man, is not a reason
against private interpretation. However, the denial that Scripture was written as a result of human volition
and the assertion that it was initiated by the Holy Ghost is most certainly a reason for translating the
phrase in question as “no written prophecy is of human initiative.” Epilusis can mean release or solution,
as well as interpretation. The verb has two main sets of meanings:
(1) loose, untie, set free, release; and (2) solve, explain, confute. The second set of meanings is poor for
this verse. We should therefore choose the first. The prophecy was therefore released by God, not man.
Isaiah did not get out of bed one morning and say, I have decided to write some prophecies today. On the
contrary, god picked Isaiah out of bed and carried him along; and so

Ezek. 3:4
Jer. 1:9
5. Additional Verses Num. 23:5
Deut. 18:18
supported, Isaiah spoke words from god. Nothing can be clearer than v. 21, “For prophecy was never
brought by human volition, but holy men, brought along by the Holy Ghost, spoke from God.”
Emphasis has been laid on the fact that the words written in Scripture are the words of God. Since
this is so clear, it may be acknowledged without reluctance that the prophets and apostles were also
inspired, especially the Old Testament prophets. Not all their conversations were inspired, but what they
first spoke and then wrote down by God’s command was. Many verses referring to them support the
previous conclusions, and since they hardly need any explanation, just a few will be quoted.

And Jehovah put a word in Balaam’s mouth, and
said, Return unto Balak and thus shalt thou speak.
I will raise them up a prophet … like unto thee;
and I will put my words in his mouth.
I Sam. 23:2 The Spirit of Jehovah spake by me,
and his word was upon my tongue.
Then Jehovah put forth his hand and touched my
mouth; and Jehovah said unto me, Behold, I have
put my words in thy mouth. (cf. 9:12, 13:15, 30:4,
50:1).
And he said unto me, go, get the unto the house of
Israel, and speak my words unto them. (cf. 3:1,
11).

In addition to these pointed expressions there are more verses that can be quoted, which say, Thus
saith the Lord, The word of the Lord came unto me, or phrases to the same effect.
From the New Testament three verses will now be quoted because they are very clear as to what
the Bible claims to be.
Acts 1:16
Brethren, it was needful that the scripture should be fulfilled,
which the Holy Ghost spake before by the mouth of David.
Acts 3:1821

But the things which God foreshowed by the mouth of all the

prophets, that his Christ should suffer, he thus
fulfilled. … Jesus, whom the heaven must receive
until the times of the restoration of all things,
whereof God spake by the mouth of his holy
prophets that have been from of old.
Acts 4:25 O Lord … who by the Holy Spirit, by the mouth of our father
David thy servant, didst say, Why did the Gentiles rage …
These verses in Acts are unambiguous. One need not draw inferences or go to any length in
interpreting them – though inference and interpretation are always legitimate – they say explicitly that God
spoke through the mouths of the Old Testament prophets. The words which issued from David’s mouth,
and which he wrote in the second Psalm, were God’s words.
Some devout theologian of an earlier century, who had a touch of the poetic about him, used a flute
as a picturesque illustration. David and Moses were like a flute, and God blew notes (words) through
them. Unbelievers have objected both to this illustration and to the doctrine of verbal inspiration on the
general ground that they conflict with the inviolability of human personality and with the obvious
differences in literary style in Moses, David, and Isaiah. Now, it is always unwise to take illustrations too
seriously and to press them beyond their function of literary embellishment. Nevertheless, this illustration
is not too bad; and so far as the doctrine of verbal inspiration is concerned the following rejoinder is
sufficient for the critics’ objection.
First, human personality is not inviolable as these critics think.
Ex. 4:11, 15
Who made man’s mouth? Or who made him dumb or deaf,
or seeing or blind? Is it not I the Lord? … I even I will be with your mouth
and his [Aaron’s] mouth, and I will teach you what you are to do.
The doctrine of God and of the creation of man, in which God’s role is that of a potter making a
clay pot to suit his own choice – doctrines that must be discussed in later chapters – show that every
man’s personality is controlled by God. Man did not make himself, nor does he control himself. Second,
neither the illustration nor the literal truth conflicts with the obvious stylistic differences between Moses
and David. If a musician blows B flat on a flute, the note is B flat; if he blows B flat on an oboe or
trumpet, the note is still B flat, but the tonal quality is

different. Similarly God can speak truth through Moses and also through David – does not God always
speak the truth? – but the literary style conforms to the instrument used. And why not? It is God who made
the instrument to suit his purposes. If God wants a man who has had experience with sheep, he not only
calls such a man, he first created and trained David and Amos as such. When God needed someone with
executive ability, he saved the life of little Moses, raised him in Pharaoh’s court, and eventually Moses
used the literary style God wanted and administered the affairs of a new nation.
6. New Versus Old Testament
Through these instruments, musical or otherwise, God breathes out the notes of truth. Before the
matter of truth is further emphasized, there is another matter that should not be left dangling. Most of the
discussion so far has referred to the Old Testament. Even the main two verses from the New Testament
have to do with the Old. When Paul says, “All Scripture,” does he not mean the Jewish canon? Similarly
does not Peter have the Old Testament in mind when he says, “No written prophecy evercame by human
initiative”?
Yet the unbelievers show themselves awkward if they press this as an objection against the
inspiration of the New Testament. The regular liberal position is that the New is an improvement over the
Old. The Old, they say, describes a God of wrath; the New gives us a God of love. The morality of
Abraham and David left something to be desired. The Sermon on the Mount expressed the highest moral
principles that had ever yet been heard. But if so, would it not follow that the New Testament is more
inspired than the Old? Certainly not less. Of course the liberal deny that either Testament is inspired in the
Biblical sense of plenary and verbal inspiration. But they have no ground for asserting that the New
Testament claims are inferior to the Old. If some liberal wryly reply, It is one of the improvements of the
New Testament that it does not make the outrageous claims the Old Testament does, the Christian meets
him with a substantive examination of what precisely the New testament claims.
One of the best books on inspiration is Theopneustiaby Louis Gaussen (17901863), a Swiss
theologian who was censured, suspended, and deposed by his unbelieving colleagues. B.B. Warfield may
be better in several respects, but no student learns very much about inspiration

unless he reads one of these two authors. In honor of the Swiss reformed author there follow here some
passages from his section entitled, All the Scriptures of the New Testament are Prophetic.
“The whole tenor of Scripture places the writers of the New Testament in the same rank with the
prophets of the Old…. In the lifetime of the apostles the book of the New Testament
was already almost entirely formed, in order to make one whole together with the Old. It was twenty or
thirty years after the day of Pentecost that St. Peter felt gratified in referring to ALL THE EPISTLES OF
PAUL, his beloved brother, and spoke of them as sacred writings which, even so early as his time, formed
part of the Holy Letters (hierōn grammatōn),and behoved to be classed with THE OTHER
SCRIPTURES (hōs kai tas loipas graphas).He assigns to them the same rank, and declares that
unlearned men can wrest them but to their own destruction.
Mark this important passage: ‘Our beloved brother Paul also according to the wisdom given to him hath
written unto you; as also IN ALL HIS EPISTLES, speaking in them of these things; in which are some
things hard to be understood, which they that are unlearned and unstable wrest, as they do also the
OTHER SCRIPTURES, unto their own destruction.’ (II Peter 3:13, 16.)
“The apostle, at the second verse of the same chapter, had already placed himself, along with the
other apostles, on the same rank, and assumed the same authority, as the sacred writers of the Old
Testament, when he said, ‘That ye may be mindful of the words which were spoken BEFORE by the holy
PROPHETS, and of the commandment OF US the APOSTLES of the Lord and Savior.’”
Instead of further quotations from Gaussen, whom every student should read for himself, there now
follow some verses which Gaussen uses to show that the New Testament is not merely on a level with the
Old, but superior to it, not that it is truer or more inspired, but that it completes and fulfills the Old.

Matt. 28:1920

Acts 1:8

John 20:21

Go ye therefore and teach all nations … teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have
commanded you; and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world. But ye shall receive power,
after the Holy Ghost is come upon you; and ye shall be my witnesses …
As my Father hath sent me, even so send I you.
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II Cor. 5:20

We are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech
you by us; we pray you in Christ stead, be ye
reconciled to God.

Luke 10:16

He that heareth you, heareth me; and he that despiseth you,
despiseth me; and he that despiseth me, despiseth
him that sent me.

These are only five of the some forty verses Gaussen uses to show that the New Testament is as
much the word of God as is the Old. And as the Old says that God put his words into the mouths of the
prophets, we can say no less about the words of the apostles.
7. The Claim to Truth
Now that Gaussen has shown both Testaments to be equally inspired, it is time to return to the
question of truth. One of course can argue: the Scriptures are the words of God, God always tells the
truth, therefore the Scriptures are inerrant. Such an argument could well be put in the next chapter on the
nature of God. But since the nature of God is discovered only in Scripture and not in religious experience,
a good methodology requires the truth of the Scriptures to be put first. Therefore instead of deducing the
truth of God’s words from the character of God, the explicit claims of Scripture will be quoted. There are
many such verses, and it is not obvious how many should be quoted and how extensively they should be
explained. They vary in weight and application to the subject at hand. Some are definite and universal
assertions; others are less basic and apply to just one book or one speech, though they are useful as
supporting evidence. As a sample, and to get them out of the way first, here are a few less definite verses.
Since John, both in the Gospel and in his epistles, emphasizes truth, this list comes entirely from John.
John 1:14

And the Word was made flesh … full of grace and truth.

John 1:17

Grace and truth came by Jesus Christ.

John 4:23
truth.

The true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in

John 8:31

If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed.

John 8:40
Now ye seek to kill me, a man that hath told you the truth,
which I have heard of God.
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John 14:6
John 14:17
John 16:7

I am the way, the truth, and the life.
Even the Spirit of Truth.
Nevertheless, I tell you the truth.

John 17:19 And for their sakes, I sanctify myself, that they also might be
sanctified through the truth.
John 18:37
truth.

To this end was I born … that I should bear witness unto the

Every one that is of the truth heareth my voice.
The second verse on this list can stand a little explanation and will lead on to verses that apply
more strictly to the inerrancy of all Scripture. John 1:17 says, “For the law was given by Moses, but grace
and truth came by Jesus Christ.” From this someone might conclude that Moses said nothing of grace and
that nothing he said was the truth. But the last nine verses of chapter five say:
Search the Scriptures, for you think you have eternal life in them; and they are they which testify of
me…. I come in my Father’s name, and you do not receive me…. How can you
believe? … For had you believed Moses, you would have believed me, for he wrote of me. But if you do
not believe his writings, how shall you believe my words?
This is a most important passage, first for stating the Bible’s claim about itself, and second, for
showing Christ’s view of the Old Testament. The Pharisees professed to believe the Scriptures. They
misinterpreted them, but since they claimed to revere Moses, Christ appeals to him. Christ does so
because Moses testified of him. Though the Pharisees recognized some prophecies as Messianic, they had
missed many others, and applied none at all to Jesus. But as he showed later to the two disciples on the
road to Emmaus, the Old Testament is full of Christ. Here the student would do well to make a list of all
the New Testament passages that interpret specific verses in the Old. These verses accuse the Pharisees
to the Father; for had they believed Moses, they would have believed Jesus. Here Jesus identifies Moses
as the author of the Pentateuch. There is no hint that those five books are a compilation of the Babylonian
era. Moses wrote them: “he wrote of me.” If a person does not believe Moses’ w ritings,how can he
believe Christ’s w ords?The hardly disguised presupposition is that both Moses and Jesus spoke the truth.
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There are other verses also that assert the inerrancy of all Scripture. Here are two: one from
Matthew that calls for no comment, and one from John again, to which a comment will be added.
Matt. 5:18
Until heaven and earth pass away, neither a single iota nor a
single serif shall pass away from the Law until everything be fulfilled.
John 10:35

The Scripture cannot be broken.

The comment on this verse is motivated by the fact that many Christians have a high regard for the
Psalms, but no so much for II Chronicles or the prophecies of Nahum and Zephaniah. For this reason there
may be a latent thought that perhaps the Psalms are indeed inspired but maybe not the others, or not so
much. Christ’s argument, however, does not depend on the excellence of the Psalms. It is the other way
around. Christ deduces the authority of the Psalms from that of the other books, the whole Old Testament.
It is not that Psalm 82 is superior to Job or Lamentations. The psalm tells the truth because the Law in its
entirety cannot be broken. The Psalm is a part of the Jewish canon: “It is written in your Law.” Note that
the term Lawdoes not refer only to the Pentateuch, but to the Psalms as well, to the whole Old Testament.
The whole is inviolate: it cannot be broken at any point.
A final verse from John’s Gospel is:
John 17:17

Sanctify them by the truth. Thy word is truth.

There can hardly be a simpler or clearer verse than this to show that the words God breathed on to
the manuscript are true. Although only a fraction of the passages Gaussen used have been quoted here,
these, with this last one, are a sufficient basis for the doctrine of plenary and verbal inspiration. God’s
word is truth.
8. Is the Claim True?
Unbelievers, however, will quickly say that even if these verses are so understood, they only
express the claim the Bible makes. They do not prove the claim.
In reply many contemporary Christians point with pride to the astounding archaeological
discoveries of this century which support the historical accuracy of various Bible passages. Indeed, these
corroborations of the Biblical account are often amazing. One of the most crushing
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defeats administered to the liberals had to do with the Hittite nation. The defeat occurred some seventy
five years ago now, so that it is no longer fresh news for the front page of a newspaper; but it was so
tremendous that it must never be forgotten. In the nineteenth century there was no evidence that a Hittite
nation ever existed, except for the statements in the Bible. And the Bible pictures them as a nation existing
from Genesis to Nehemiah – a period of fifteen hundred years. Now, is it not strange that a nation, if it
endured so long, should have left no record, no monuments, no trace of itself – except in the Bible? Well,
the Bible, say the critics, is an historical novel, and a bad one too, for the authors really knew nothing of
the earlier ages and simply imagined what they needed for their story. Since no evidence corroborates the
Bible, it follows by rigorous logic (does it not?) that the Hittites never existed. Today an ambitious
student can go to the Oriental Institute in Chicago, learn the Hittite language, and translate the books that
were in the Hittite libraries.
More recently, on a smaller scale by far, yet considerably embarrassing for dedicated liberals,
was a discovery made in 1962. The critics had argued that Moses could not have written Exodus because
the book mentions a seven stemmed lamp; and seven stemmed lamps were not invented until the late
Persian Empire. The Bible, you see, is an historical novel, written without a knowledge of the times it is
supposed to describe. But now there is on display a seven stemmed lamp that dates from five hundred
years before Abraham, a thousand years before Moses wrote the book of Exodus. Speaking of Moses,
Christ was right, and the critics were wrong.
However, though archaeology is an intriguing subject, and though a Christian worker ought to
know a large number of these gratifying results, archaeology, so far as the inerrancy of the Bible is
concerned, is seriously defective. In the first place, if archaeology could show that the history of the Bible
were correct in a hundred instances, this would not prove it to be always correct. J.B. Bury’s History of
Greece,not to mention Grote’s multivolume work, may be accurate most of the time; yet it is possible, and
likely, and even certain, that they are mistaken on some points. In the second place, archaeology at best
can corroborate only historical assertions. The doctrinal material, which makes the Bible a religious and
a Christian book, cannot be deduced from an observation of broken pottery and rusty weapons.
In fact, there simply is no possibility of demonstrating the Bible’s infallibility.
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9. Axioms
Students are supposed to study geometry in High School. In doing geometry the student should
learn what a demonstration is, and when it is legitimate to put Q.E.D. after an argument. If the course is
better than usual, the student learns that the theorems are demonstrated on the basis of axioms. But the
axioms are never demonstrated. Every argument, every system of thought, whether the subject is geometry,
botany, or sociology, must begin somewhere; but because the beginning is the beginning, it cannot have
been preceded by a demonstration.
Take for example the philosophy of Aristotle and John Locke. Both of these men assumed that all
knowledge is based on sensory experience. But it can sensory experience demonstrate that the sole source
of knowledge is sensory experience? Logical Positivism, a more modern and more advanced form of
empiricism, asserts that any sentence (particularly metaphysical and theological sentences) is nonsense,
that is, has no meaning, if it is not verifiable by sensation. But has sensation, even the most intricate
laboratory experimentation, ever verified the truth of this basic assumption? It is simply impossible for
sensation to verify the principle that meaning depends on sensation. So it is with all basic assumptions.
Because they are basic and first, they can never be verified or demonstrated.
Yet every system of philosophy depends on a basic assumption, or it would never get started.
Therefore the unbeliever cannot object on principle to a Christian who chooses a basic assumption. It is
at least as legitimate for the Christian to choose the Bible as his basic assumption as for the empiricist to
choose experience.
This procedure, which may seem strange to some Christians who never studied geometry, and
outrageous to unbelievers who hold tenaciously to their own faith but deny Christians the right to theirs,
was well outlined in the Westminster Confession of Faith. This document, in which the most learned
theologians of the seventeenth century more accurately summarized the main teachings of the Bible than
anyone before or since, speaks as follows.
“The authority of the Holy Scriptures, for which it ought to be believed and obeyed, dependeth not
upon the testimony of any man or Church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author thereof; and
therefore, is to be received, because it is the word of God.
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“We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverend esteem of
the Holy Scripture, and the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the style,
the consent of all parts …; yet, notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth
and divine authority thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the
word in our hearts” (I, 4, 5).
Is it not most wrongheaded to base the truth of the Bible, all the doctrines of grace, and our hope
of heaven, on the work of Miss Kenyon and Dr. Albright?
10. The Pope
At this point someone might remark, perhaps a Roman Catholic, if indeed the remark fits in with
their theology, that so far as a selfauthenticating source of revelation is concerned, the Pope is logically as
good as the Bible. The Pope can swear to his own truthfulness; his encyclicals make their claims to
infallibility; and they provide the content necessary to a recognizable religion. To know God, revelation
is indubitably needed; but why should not the revelation come through his Holiness, Pope Julius?
This is a case, however, where the witness on the stand must face external evidence. History does
not incline one to take the Popes as holy men of God borne along by the Holy Ghost. Furthermore, there is
an embarrassing logical difficulty. If the Popes claimed selfauthentication and nothing more, their position
would be better. But they also claim that the Bible is infallible. This causes an insuperable logical
difficulty when it becomes clear that their encyclicals contradict what the Bible teaches. Some of this
contradiction will be brought to light in the next few pages, and for the rest further studies in theology will
be sufficient. We shall therefore immediately contrast what the Bible says about itself with what the Pope
says.
The Biblical position maintains not only that the Scripture is the truth, as has now been made
clear, but also that there is no other source of truth. Romanism and at least some Anglicans (Lutherans
also with reference to some details of worship) hold that tradition somehow completes the Scriptures.
The Council of Trent, whose decrees remain till today the main statement of Roman religion, in its fourth
session, stated:
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“The gospel … of our Lord Jesus Christ … first promulgated with his own mouth … [the Synod of
Trent] seeing clearly that this truth and discipline are contained in the written books and the unwritten
tradition … which have come down to us … receives and venerates with an equal affection of piety and
reverence all the books both of the Old and of the New Testament … as also the said traditions … If
anyone receives not … and knowingly and deliberately contemn the traditions aforesaid, let him be
anathema.”
This statement puts unwritten tradition on a level with the words of Scripture. In practice,
however, the Pope is superior to both, for he claims to interpret both infallibly. Before the Pope was
declared infallible, the theory was that the Councils were infallible. No doubt they remain so. In any case,
Romanism does not depend on the Scripture alone, but rather on the living voice of the church. Thus on
the authority of the church the immaculate conception of Mary and her assumption into heaven are made
binding dogmas.
Later some attention will be paid to such dogmas, at least to the Romish view of the Atonement
and Justification. The claim that the Apostles transferred their full powers to the Popes as their
successors, including some powers the Apostles themselves never claimed to have, is a matter of interest
and importance. But not to get lost in other issues, the point here taken up is the Scripture as the sole
source of truth. This point is expressed clearly in Deuteronomy.
Deut. 4:2
You shall not add to the word which I command you, neither
shall you subtract from it.
Deut. 5:32
You shall observe to do therefore as the Lord your God has
commanded you; you shall not turn aside to the right hand or to the left.
Deut. 12:32
What thing soever I command you, that shall you observe to
do; you shall not add thereto nor diminish from it.
Deut. 17:11, 20 and Deut. 28:14 say the same thing.
Isa. 1:12 When you come to appear before me, who has required this at
your hand?
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The verses from Deuteronomy are as explicit as words can be. They say that in worshipping God,
his servants are not to add ceremonies to what is commanded, nor are they to omit anything that God has
commanded them. The context in Isaiah gives some details. Although these Israelites were desecrating the
sacrifices and prayers by engaging in them while they were polluted in gross sins, the verse quoted shows
that God requires certain things, and it further implies that if God does not require a certain service, it is
not to be performed. We are to do what God has required. But if we make the sign of the cross, genuflect,
observe lent and Good Friday, or anything else that God has not commanded, he will denounce us by
saying, Who has required this nonsense from you?
The verse with which this study of inspiration began also implies the same thing.

13. Tim. 3:16, 17All Scripture is inspired of God, and is profitable for doctrine … that the man of God
may be able to meet all
demands (artios),completely equipped for every
good work.
If, now, the Scripture equips us completely for every good work, and if the Scripture does not
command us to pray to Mary or to walk on our knees across the plaza in Guadalupe to the cathedral or
such like things, we may be assured that God detests our doing them. John Gill, a learned Baptist
theologian of the eighteenth century, wrote several pages on this subject in his Body of Divinity.Here is a
small excerpt that overlaps the present point.
“Seventhly,This may be argued from the sufficiency of them to answer the ends and purposes for
which they are written: as for doctrine,for reproof,for correction,and for instruction in
righteousness(II Tim. 3:16). They are sufficiently profitable and useful for doctrine.There is no spiritual
truth, nor evangelical doctrine, but what they contain. They are called the Scriptures of truth,not only
because they come from the God of truth, and whatsoever is in them is truth, but they contain all truth
,which the Spirit of God, the dictator of them, guides into, and that by means of them (see Dan. 10:21,
John 16:13). Every doctrine is to be confirmed and established by them … Every doctrine proposed by
men, to the assent of others, is not immediately to be credited; but is to be tried and proved, and judged of
by the holy Scriptures, which are to be searched, as they were by the Bereans, to see whether those things
be so or no.”
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Some other deviations from the Bible are these: The Bible prohibits the use of graven images in
worship, not only in the second commandment but also by implication in Acts 19. The Bible teaches
justification by faith alone, and does not condone flagellation. Marriage is not regarded as a sacrament;
the Bible permits divorce; which the Roman church forbids, only to open an escape hatch in annulments.
In this century we see a new development. Like the decadent Protestants who deny the Mosaic authorship
of the Pentateuch, the Romanists, in a new translation of the Bible, The New American Bible(with a
Nihil Obstatand Imprimatur),advocate the documentary of JEDP theory. Its introduction to the
Pentateuch says, “The grandeur of this historic sweep is the result of a careful and complex joining of
several historical traditions or sources. These are primarily four: the socalled Yahwist, Elohist, Priestly,
and Deuteronomic strands that run through the Pentateuch. … Each of these individual traditions
incorporates much older material. The Yahwist was himself a collector and adaptor. … This is not to
deny the role of Moses in the development of the Pentateuch. It is true we do not conceive him to be the
author of the books in the modern sense…” Nor in Christ’s sense, either; for “Moses … wrote of me.”
Christ said they were Moses’ writings. But in this documentary theory, while Moses may have had a “role
… in the development of the Pentateuch,” he is not supposed to have written much or even written at all.
The denigration of Scripture is also found in the notes of this version. On Gen. 6:14 it says, “This
is apparently a fragment of an old legend that had borrowed much from ancient mythology.” The account
of the flood in the following chapters is called “an intricate patchwork.” And all this is asserted even
though there is no extant manuscript of any of these alleged source documents, nor any mention of such in
the ancient literature. The Old Testament mentions the book of Jasher; and Herodotus mentions Thales,
whose works have all vanished; but there is no evidence for a Yahwist or Elohist or a redactor to make
the patchwork.
The notes on the New Testament are not so radical; but John’s Gospel is also pictured as a
patchwork of several authors, and the authenticity of the prison epistles, II Peter, and Revelation is at least
called into question. However, if the Pope is infallible, he can establish doctrine on his own authority,
and the infallibility of the Bible will not be missed.
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This idea is clearly expressed in a pamphlet designed for distribution among the laity. The Bible
Todayby Frederick L. Moriarty, S.J. (Liguorian Pamphlets and Books, by the Redemptorist Fathers, with
the Imprimatur of Joseph Cardinal Ritter, Fifth Printing, June 1872) says this:
“However, on hearing that some sections of the Old Testament are now considered by scholars to
be parables or dramatic poems, instead of strict history, some Catholics may feel uneasy and ask: ‘What
does this do to the New Testament? How far is this true history? We have heard doubts expressed about
the story of the Magi and the real appearance of an angel to Mary at the annunciation.’
“This is

a good question and we will try to settle it as best we can, But we must always remember that no
Catholic need be fearful or disquieted by the new advances in Scripture study. God has left His Church on
earth as the guardian and authentic interpreter of the Scriptures. He has promised her the unfailing
guidance of the Holy Spirit until the end of time. The Church will never let us be led astray in matters that
concern our salvation.”

11. Perspicuity
In opposition to this degrading the Bible to second place, subject to the authentic interpretation of
Rome, there is another point in Reformation theology that needs emphasis. This is often called the
perspicuity of Scripture. The Roman church has long opposed the translation of the Bible into the common
languages, though its ability to do so has been curtailed in this century, and has condemned Bible
Societies for distributing the Scriptures among the laity. But the Reformers argued that the Scriptures were
addresses to “allthat be in Rome;” that is, to the members of the congregations. Paul addressed the
Corinthian letters:
I Cor. 1:2 Unto the church of God which is at Corinth, to those sanctified
by Christ Jesus, called to be saints, with allwho call upon the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ inevery place.
I Cor. 1:1To the church of God which is in
Corinth, with allthe saints that are in all Achaia.
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The Scriptures were definitely not restricted to an authoritative hierarchy, for the Bereans were
more noble than some others because they searched the Scripture to see whether what Paul himself had
preached was true. The next words are, “Therefore many of them believed.” Their searching the Scripture
convinced them.
It should not need to be said that there are some things in Paul’s epistles hard to be understood.
Nor need it be denied that the servants of Satan wrest the Scripture to their own destruction. And it is
agreed that a reading of knowledge of Greek and Hebrew is most helpful. But note well, the epistles were
addressed to people who had less than a good high school education. Some of them could not read or
write, and had to have their friends read Paul’s letters to them. More studious people are under obligation
to explain the Scripture to those less educated; but the latter are under obligation to search and study and
see whether or not the explanations are correct. Again, we refer to the initial verse of II Tim. 3:1617. All
Scripture is profitable for the man of God, any man of God, and we must read it because we all can
understand some of it.

12. The Method of Experience
The questions with which this chapter started were: How do we know there is a God; and if there
is, what sort of a being is he? One answer was Biblical revelation; the second answer was the Pope or
Councils. The third answer listed at the start was experience. But under this heading there are two groups
of people, or perhaps three groups, for the first can be subdivided. The first of the two subdivisions is
represented best by the major philosopher, Thomas Aquinas. He used the basic thought of Aristotle to
construct an argument that began with the simplest sensation and by unimpeachable and demonstrative
reasoning came to the conclusion that God exists. This cosmological argument will be discussed in the
next chapter. The second subdivision of the first group differs from the first, not in any basic appeal to
experience, but in widening the concept of experience, with the result that these thinkers are not so sure
that they have really demonstrated God’s existence with the logical necessity that Aquinas claims.
For example, in Experience and GodJohn E. Smith forcibly repudiates the restriction of
“experience” to sensory perception. His reason is that purely sensory empiricism leads to
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subjective idealism. After the time of Aquinas the British empiricists, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume,
showed that if knowledge is based on “experience” alone, there can be no knowledge other than images in
the individual mind. Smith therefore wishes to extend experience to include something other than
sensation and perception. Experience, he says, is encounter; it is objective, not subjective; it is a critical
product of the intersection between reality and a selfconscious being. Experience does not reside uniquely
in the person who has it. Indeed, experience is not mental at all (p. 36); it has a social character. “The
experience of being a self distinct from a world of events and other selves is itself an event, and one that
is usually accompanied by a shock” (p. 32).
The present writer cannot recall any such shock. He seems always to have realized that he was not
the little boy who lived next door. Perhaps before this is called unusual, a poll should be taken. The
present writer also remembers being hit by a baseball bat at an early age, as the batter slung the bat and
ran for first. The game was no doubt a social situation, but the hurt and bruise were private and
individual. So, too, when the law required vaccination against smallpox, the doctor vaccinated this little
boy; he did not vaccinate the social situation.
There are further difficulties. Even if “experience” is broadened beyond sensation, and is called
encounter,there is no guarantee that it escapes the subjective idealism of the former. The term
encountermay seem to escape subjectivism because it connotes an encounter with Reality. But does not
perceptionalso connote a perception of Reality? What information does an encounter with a tree give us
that a perception does not? What is there about the term encounter that prevents its being analyzed into
subjective states of mind? What does the word mean? Professor Smith leaves a gap between his
“experience” and any object, whether it be a tree or God. He provides no continuity between his
undefined experience and his assertion of the reality of a religious object. Neither the being of a God nor
the obligation of any moral norms can be derived from the encounter.
Instead of justifying real objects and norms, the author asserts, reiterates, and begs the question.
For example, “To ignore the religious dimensions of experience in favor of a wholly dogmatic approach
to God through revelation is an error” (p. 64). But why an error? Could not dogmatic revelation itself be
the religious dimension of experience? Then he continues, “The
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attempt to present God as a being who breaks into the world and human life entirely ab extra through
sheer selfdisclosure must always fail to convey to the wouldbe believer a proper understanding of his
belief.” Just what the words “entirely ab extra”are intended to mean is difficult to say. But why mustthe
sheer disclosure of a verbal revelation alwaysfail to convey a properunderstanding? This one sentence
begs the question three times over. To support the “always” the author has not taken the poll previously
suggested. Nor has he shown how he can justify his notion of what is “proper.” And would Abraham
agree with the “must”? If the author believes Abraham to have been deceived or without proper
understanding, something more is needed than the sheer statement, “This is an error.”
To do Professor Smith justice, one must report that he acknowledges a gap between his start and
his conclusions. It is impossible, he agrees, to derive any positive religion from the “religious dimension
of experience.” This leaves unsupported, not so much his denial that Christianity is final and exhaustive
(p. 74), as his assertion that Buddhism and Hinduism contain true revelations from God. One would like
to see a step by step account of how experience justifies this or that truth in Hinduism. If the alleged truth
is definite, even the author admits the gap; but if the “truth” is vague enough to be found in some form in
all three religions, then “God” is the common characteristic of Jehovah, Shiva, and Nirvana; and this is
nothing at all.
There is a third type of empirical religion. The first two, the first more than the second,
acknowledge that something can be known about God. This third view claims that God cannot be known.
This is the view of mysticism. Mysticism is an English word with a wide variety of meanings. In its
purest or most extreme form it is a religion of trances. Certain people claim to have been temporarily
absorbed into the divine being. Time, space, and sensation disappeared; so did knowledge; and they were
one with God. On the other end of the scale are people who may be merely playing hunches. These
persons might have been philosophical, if their first and second hunches had been logically developed
into a system. But their education or lack of it prevents them from being systematic, and there is a general
disinclination to speak very accurately or logically. Between these two extremes there are all shades and
degrees. In the nineteenth century Soren Kierkegaard insisted that to be a Christian it was necessary to
believe both of two contradictory propositions. It was necessary to abandon reason. Knowledge was
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useless and impossible, unless it be the knowledge that an eternal being could not possibly become
incarnate and yet did. The content of belief made no difference. Belief in Jehovah and belief in Shiva are
equally profitable, provided only that one believe with passion, infinite passion.
This is no place to give a history of mysticism. It is sufficiently characterized as denying the
possibility of knowledge, or at least knowledge of God, and in general holding intellect in low esteem.
One ancient example was Dionysius the Areopagite. This author was not the disciple that Paul gained in
Athens. It was a man who used that name in the fifth century and included in his writings some sections
from Proclus the Neoplatonist. He opens his work of Mystic Theology with this prayer:
“Triad supernal, both superGod and supergood, Guardian of the Theosophy of Christian man,
direct us aright to the superunknown and superbrilliant and highest summit of the mystic Oracles, where
the simple and absolute and changeless mysteries of theology lie hidden within the superluminous gloom
of the silence, revealing hidden things, which in its deepest darkness shines above the most superbrilliant,
and in the altogether impalpable and invisible, fills to overflowing the eyeless minds with glories of
surpassing beauty.”
A mild form of mysticism, purportedly Biblical, is defended by R.W. Dale in his Christian
Doctrine,chapter one. He describes a man who, after strolling a mile or two on a glorious Sunday
afternoon, lay down on a grassy bank. As he looked at the meadows and orchards and the cloudless sky
behind them, he saw the very glory of God. We know God, he concludes, not by deliberate search, not by
inferring God’s existence from the observation of the universe, but by “immediate perception” (p. 15).
“His everlasting power and divinity … are not reached by logical deduction: they are seen,they are
perceived,by the organs of the mind; how, we cannot tell … it is a direct perception” (pp. 16, 18, 19).
“God’s existence is made certain to us
not by reasoning but by experience. God is perceived and known by the organs of the mind just as the
material world is perceived and known by the organs of sense” (p. 22).
Such ecstatic utterances assume that perception is immediate.Hegel is not the only one who
denied this possibility, and R.W. Dale should defend the assertion that probably most psychologists deny.
Note too that our senses are notoriously deceptive; and if so the comparison
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Dale depends on is faulty. Further, no doubt the eyes and ears are organs of sense. What are the organs of
the mind? A number of philosophers have said that the mind has no organs. Dale’s language is not so
extreme as that of Dionysius, but it is equally empty.
Since the last third of the twentieth century has witnessed a notable upsurge of mysticism, both in
the socalled Pentecostal charismatic movement and also in the influx of Zen Buddhism and other oriental
trends, the student may wish to consider a few additional points. For one thing the absorption of the
individual into the primal Being is essentially a pantheistic construction. John Scotus Eriugena tried to
avoid the accusation by saying that although iron in the fire glowed with the fire, it still remained iron. But
others lose or explicitly deny continued individual existence.
For another thing mysticism regularly minimizes doctrinal truth. This is the case, not merely with
Zen, but even with Pentecostalism. The Pentecostals were overjoyed when the Romanists at the
University of Notre Dame spoke in tongues. They welcomed them as brothers and were oblivious to
Mariolatry and justification by works. It is natural that when subjective experience is made supreme,
historical events, like the death of Christ, and intellectual doctrines like Justification are obscured.
This of course is why Pentecostalism, which was once evangelical, can now accept Romanism,
and perhaps Zen also. It is the experience that is important, not the theory. No doubt Pentecostals vary as
to what lengths they should go, but the principle of mysticism unites all who have the experience.
Therefore mysticism must be intolerant of evangelical Christianity because the latter restricts the way of
salvation to Christ’s name alone.
On this point some words from Professor William E. Hocking are appropriate. In his Living
Religions and a World Faith,he commences by saying, “In its nature religion is universal and one.” In
the later volume, The Coming World Civilization,Professor Hocking repeats his vigorous assertions of
unity. In effect he says that the Christian faith and afortiorithe Buddhist doctrine do not offer themselves
as hypotheses competing with other hypotheses. Each one says, This is a Way to Peace; and such an
affirmation does not exclude other ways. In a sense there is an Only Way, but it is not the Only Way of a
Particular religion. The essence of the precepts and doctrines that mystics in all religions have discerned
is the same. The agreements are not even
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mere similarities; they are identities. Thus the Only Way is not the Way that marks off one religion from
another, but “it is the Way already present in all.… The several universal religions are already fused
together,so to speak,atthe top”(p. 149; ital. his).
13. Knowledge is Essential
In opposition to mysticism it will be sufficient to show how the Bible is profitable and profitable
by the knowledge it gives us. To be sure, this could hardly be absent from what has already been
discussed, for the parts of theology all fit together to form a system. No verse is intellectually or logically
unrelated to the rest. Now, the initial verse or two verses in subsection three state the purpose, or at least
the main purpose of Scripture. It is that the man of God should be completely equipped for every good
work. Another verse, already quoted, says that Christians are sanctified by the truth (John 17:17, 19).
Several verses, which Christians seem never to think of, place great emphasis on knowledge.

11. Peter 1:2, 3 Grace and peace be multiplied into you by knowledge of God and Jesus our Lord, in
proportion as his divine power has granted us, by the knowledge of him who called us by his own
glory and virtue, all things that tend to life and piety.

This sentence, not completely quoted here, is complicated in construction; it must be read twice;
and if read slowly, one will see that all of God’s gifts that tend to life and piety come by means of
knowledge. As John Trapp wrote in his Commentary, “There is not a new notion or further enlargement of
saving knowledge, but it brings some grace and peace with it. All the grace that a man hath, it passeth
through the understanding; and the difference of stature in Christianity grows from the different degrees of
knowledge.” Peter’s stress on knowledge, which can only be had by studying the Bible, continues on to
his conclusion in 3:1718.
Peter’s emphasis on knowledge, which presupposes the perspicuity of Scripture, is not unique in
the New Testament. Paul stresses the idea by using it five times in two lines.
Eph. 1:17, 18 That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory,
may give you [a, or, the] spirit of w isdomand revelationin the
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knowledgeof him, the eyes of your heart [i.e.
mind] being enlightenedin order that you may
knowwhat is the hope of his calling …
Further stress on wisdom, knowledge, and revelation for the purpose of edification and
sanctification occurs throughout I Corinthians. There is the extended argument of chapters two and three.
Then also in the chapter on tongues Paul prefers to speak five intelligible words than ten thousand in a
foreign language because the aim of speaking in a church service is the edification of the congregation;
and the congregation cannot be edified without an intellectual grasp of what is said.
So far the evidence that knowledge is essential to a godly life, and for this purpose God gave us
his revelation, has been taken from the New Testament only. The Old Testament is hardly less explicit.
Psalm 119 Blessed are the undefiled … who walk in the law of the Lord
… Thou hast commanded us to keep thy precepts diligently …
Wherewithall shall a young man cleanse his way? By taking heed thereto
according to thy word … Thy word have I hid in my heart that I might not
sin against thee.
Is it really necessary to quote all one hundred seventy six verses of this Psalm, plus another
hundred seventy six from other Old Testament passages to justify the position that the Scriptures are
perspicuous in order that the servants of God be edified, sanctified, and prepared for that eternal kingdom
in which dwelleth righteousness?
Unfortunately in this age knowledge and scholarship are frequently disparaged by selfstyled
religious people. The “heart” is superior, far superior, to the “head.” Confusion of mind is confounded
with spirituality. Emotions are alive, but logic and theology is cold and dead. But this is not what the
Bible says, as one may see in the two verses that follow the next paragraph.
Liberal ecumenism sometimes, Pentecostalism usually, and Romanism always contrast the
Reformation position on the Bible as the sole source of knowledge with “the living voice of the church.”
The Pentecostalists want nothing to do with “dead orthodoxy.” The liberals
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misinterpret the verse, the letter killeth but the spirit giveth life, as if the letter of the Bible was one thing,
usually wrong, and the spirit of the Bible was another, often right. Of course the verse means that the Law
imposes the death penalty on sin, and the Spirit, not the spirit of the law, but the Holy Spirit, regenerates
and gives life. As for the living voice of the church, let us indeed insist that there is a living voice, but it
is not what Romanism or Pentecostalism thinks it is. The living voice of God is the Bible itself.
Acts 7:38
Moses … who was in the church in the wilderness …
received living oracles to pass on to you.
John 6:63, 68 It is the Spirit who gives life … the words which I have
spoken to you are spirit and life. … Simon Peter answered him … You
have the words of eternal life.
14. A NeoCalvinistic View
Recently some professedly Reformed scholars, mainly with a Christian Reformed background,
and taking their cue from Professor Herman Dooyeweerd of the Free University of Amsterdam, have
organized the Toronto based American Association for Christian Scholarship. Their view of the Bible
derives from their more general concept of the Word of God. That the Bible and the Word of God are not
synonymous terms may be granted by the most orthodox of theologians. God spoke to Adam, Noah,
Abraham, and the prophets. This speaking is not the written word, even if all that was spoken and this is
doubtful was later written in the Bible. Then too the most orthodox of theologians admit that Jesus, the
Word of God, was not literally the ink symbols written on a piece of papyrus or vellum. Furthermore, the
Power of God and the Wisdom of God, as identified in I Cor. 1:24, as well as the creative Word in Prov.
3:1920, are not the Hebrew characters on a page. Hence one may legitimately say that the Bible is the
Word of God, even though the Word of God is not the Bible.
But other ideas, not so legitimate are also found in the writings of the Toronto group. There is a
disconcerting tendency to refer to the Bible as a physical object consisting of paper with ink spots on it.
There is a tendency to concentrate on words, printed or spoken, rather than the thought and message of
which the ink spots are merely symbols. Thus Hendrik Hart (Can the
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Bible be an Idol,pp. 910) can say, “These writings are not that Word, they reveal it.… We may
call the Bible inan analogical sensethe Word of God. But when we lose the analogy, the pointing beyond
itself for its original meaning, the revelational witness out of sight; when we identify the two meanings,
then we shall never come to Christ, as he himself said (John 5:39,
46). The Word of God is God, it was in the beginning, creator, wisdom, truth … We cannot say all of this
about the Bible … The Word of God is not a book at all.”
One must note the confusion, the mixture of truth and error, the ambiguity in this quotation. If
“these writings” are regarded as a book in the paper and ink sense, they are indeed “not that Word.” But if
the term Bibleis used to designate the meaning of these writings, the message, the intellectual content
symbolized in ink spots, it is indeed that Word. These writings do not merely reveal that Word. They are
not that Word in some undefined “analogical” sense. They do not point to some original meaning behind
the meaning of the words, something “out of sight.” No, these writings are,or more pedantically, if you
wish, this message is itself the very Word of God. Hart may say that in this way we shall never come to
Christ; but the verses he cites do not support him, and other verses continue to refute him.
John 5:39 does not disparage searching the Scriptures. Even if the first verb is declarative, “you
search,” Hart’s implication cannot validly be drawn, for the last phrase is, “they are they which testify of
me.” If the verb is imperative, as is more likely, still less does Hart’s implication follow. Furthermore,
Jesus does not say or imply that the Pharisees were wrong in thinking that eternal life was to found in the
Scriptures. The other verse Hart cites explicitly states that if the Pharisees had understood and believed
the Scriptures they searched, they would have believed Christ. Unbelief of Moses’ writings, even on
parchment as they were, precludes belief in Christ’s words, spoken in the air.
In addition to these two verses that Hart quotes and misunderstands, John (8:32) also said, “Ye
shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” Once again John (17:17) says, “Sanctify them
through thy truth; thy word is truth.” Such verses as these assert that the message of the Bible is true. It is
not some “analogy” of the truth outside itself to which it points. It is itself the truth that sanctifies.
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The Bible then is the truth and wisdom of God, the mind of Christ, the Scriptures that cannot be
broken. Orthodoxy easily admits that the Bible does not reveal all the mind of Christ. The Wisdom of God
contains secret things (Deut. 29:29) that God has not revealed and may never reveal. But when James
Olthuis (The Word of God and Hermeneutics,p. 5) says, “It is not that the Scriptures are one part of the
Word of God and that there are other parts,” he seems to deny the distinction in Deuteronomy. At any rate,
this distinction plays no role in the AACS theory. But the Biblical teaching concerning the Bible on this
point seems to be satisfied by maintaining that the propositions that make up the Bible are only some of
the propositions in the divine system of truth. Thus the Bible is indeed a part of the Word of God and there
are other parts.
Furthermore, although these people allow that the Bible is in some sense the inscripturated Word
(cf. Hart, The Challenge of our Age,p. 119), their antipathy toward propositions would seem to make
inscripturation impossible. What else can possibly be inscripturated except propositions? Of course,
questions and commands can be written down. These are not propositions. But does the Bible consist only
of questions and commands? I Samuel 25:42 says, “Abigail … went after the messengers of David and
became his wife.” This is a proposition, a declarative sentence, a piece of information. Can anyone
explain how this could possibly be an inscripturation of something nonpropositional, noncognitive,
meaningless? Perhaps the answer is that Hart (ibid. p. 118) inscripturates unintelligible nonsense when he
writes, “The Word of God, God’s revelation, has been inscripturated without becoming a Scripture.”
If the above is not quite enough to show how far the Toronto theologians are from the Calvinistic
position, perhaps this concluding point will suffice to exhibit the Neoorthodox nature of their thought. In
Understanding the Scriptures(pp. 910, and 2) Arnold De Graaff writes, “To treat the Scriptures as if it
did contain such general theological statements and propositional truths, therefore would be to distort the
very nature and purpose of the Word of God. The Bible wants to proclaim, not explain! It is only in his
actions that God’s being and his attributes are revealed” (pp. 9, 10).
De Graaff’s statements are so obviously false that further comment is unnecessary.
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15. The ProofText Method
To conclude this chapter two more subdivisions seem helpful. The first is a defense of the
socalled prooftext method, and second, although external objections are to be kept to a minimum
throughout this volume, a refutation of the theory that human language is so imperfect that not even God
can tell us the truth.
It is hard to discover any honest reason for opposing the proof text method. The wellwornout joke
Judas went out and hanged himself; Go thou and do likewise; and what thou doest, do quickly can hardly
be taken seriously enough, even by a liberal, to justify the objection. Of course it is possible to quote
verses and by a disregard of their context apply them improperly. Nor need one deny that some
theologians have made mistakes, even blunders, in quoting and drawing implications. The liberals can
easily point to many such examples. No method guarantees itself against all misuse. Physicists in the
laboratory, with the best of intentions, have gone astray. And surely the liberals, who used their socalled
scientific method and concluded that the Hittites never existed are in no position to cast the first stone.
Secular scholars do not disdain the proof text method. Examine the old issues of the Archiv für
Geschichte der Philosophie,the New Scholasticism,or the Philosophical Reviewand read some articles
on Plato and Aristotle. The more scholarly such articles are, the more obviously they depend on citing
texts. The excellent French educational system prominently featured the explication du texte.How else
could one grasp Aristotle’s views on any matter? Or beyond articles, take books. Das Problem der
Materieby Clemens Baeumker, an example of the highest scholarship, is studded with footnotes citing the
texts that support his assertions. Then the liberals sneer, Judas went out and hanged himself.
For a first lesson in theology, however, the student must learn to use the text properly. Some
students have memorized verses here and there and have forgotten, if they ever knew, what the contexts
are. It is not surprising if they misapply them. The present volume quotes a great deal. The author hopes
he has not violated his own precept, but the student is encouraged to see if he has. This examination also
include the question whether the author has quoted enough verses. Back a page or two, where Gaussen
was mentioned, five verses were quoted from his
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forty on a given point. Enough verses should be quoted to make whatever point is under consideration; but
the student will find it useful to make extensive lists of verses on each point for convenient reference
during his later ministry. Granted, the proof text method is not fool proof, but it would take more than
fools to bring dishonor on the method itself.
16. Language
Now, the final point for discussion in this chapter has to do with theories of language. This will be
somewhat technical and a bit difficult. If a young student gets bogged down, let him skip to chapter two.
However, even though this textbook is supposed to be a summary of Biblical teaching, and even though
theories of language do not seem to allow for substantiation by prooftexts, yet recent developments
necessitate this subject. Nor is the Bible altogether silent on the nature of language. Earlier critics have
attacked some historical detail in the Bible; or maybe they have tried to show that the Biblical text does
not teach verbal infallibility. But more recent critics, instead of attacking this or that point, have argued
that the nature of human language prevents any meaningful discussion of religious topics. Thus it is not a
point or two, but the whole Bible that is discarded.
The history is briefly as follows. Early this century Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein,
greatly exercised over the frequent confusions and ambiguities in metaphysical discussions, proposed the
invention of an artificial language that would avoid all the difficulties of ordinary English. After World
War I the Vienna Circle initiated Logical Positivism with its sensory verification principle, making
nonsense of theology and metaphysics. This view quickly spread to America partly because several of its
exponents fled here to escape Hitler. In England A. J. Ayer wrote his Language, Truth, and Logicin
1936. These men were thoroughgoing secularists. Later some philosophers of religion modified the
extreme secular Positivism so as to provide some legitimate sphere for religion.
But what is not so well known is a catena of early nineteenth century theologians who anticipated,
in substantial respects, the late twentieth century theories of language. Perhaps the most influential of
these was Horace Bushnell (18021876). Conservative theologians took note of and argued against his
Moral Influence theory of the Atonement, and to a lesser extent his
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view of the Trinity; but with perhaps the exception of Charles Hodge they paid little or no attention to his
language theory, on which those views of the Atonement and the Trinity were based.
In 1975 Bushnell’s theory of language was brilliantly resurrected by a younger scholar, very
competent, even if toe enamoured of his nineteenth century forerunner: Donald A. Crosby,
Horace Bushnell’s Theory of Language.
Prior to Bushnell Calvinistic and Lutheran theologians pretty much restricted their remarks on
language to the assertion that God gave language to Adam at creation. Bushnell countered, though
evidence seems impossible to obtain, that God gave to Adam, not w ords,but an instinctfor language.
Genesis, however, records conversations between God and Adam, and hence any alleged instinct must
have produced a large vocabulary in a very short time.
Bushnell, having rejected Genesis as literal truth, taught that language began by the attaching of
sounds to physical objects. It was at first a language of nouns. All words, he held, originate in physical
images. In time an impossibility often seems possible if diluted by a lengthy time intellectual terms came
into use. Thus physical objects furnish the ground, the only ground, for symbolic and metaphorical words
of intellectual discourse. But since words cannot properly represent even physical shapes, for in fact they
name only our subjective sensations, the inexactitude of physical language is greatly increased when
words are used for intellectual concepts. There is no way to eradicate this distortion. Since logic is
grounded in grammar, and since grammar comes from relations in nature, language can apply to truth only
in an analogical sense. Understanding requires “poetic insight;” we come closer to the truth only when it
is offered “paradoxically.” Poetry is better than prose; the poet’s contradictions are all facets of the
complex truth; poetry furnishes images; inconsistency is a positive good; and the truth resides in feeling.
At this point a preliminary remark comes to mind. If one can assert that varied and inconsistent
images approximate the truth, one would have to know the truth in order to judge the approximation. A
passenger cannot know that the plane from New York is getting nearer to Los Angeles, unless he first
knows where Los Angeles in located.
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Disregarding such logical considerations, Bushnell thought it silly to debate whether faith
precedes repentance, or other theological niceties, because these details ignore the many faceted whole.
The Gospel of John, for example, is the greatest of the four, since it contains the greatest number of
contradictions. In his God and Christ(p. 96) Bushnell wrote, “The principle difficulty we have with
language now is, that it will not put into the theoretic understanding what the imagination only can receive,
and will not open to the head what the heart only can interpret.” Theology or at least true religion is a
matter of metaphors and images not logical definitions. In fact the Unitarians are as bad as the Trinitarians
because they both use logic. Really, the Unitarians are worse because they use logic better. But faith is
feeling, not thinking; it is imaginative and poetical, not literal and prosaic. “The grand test of orthodoxy is
in what the heart receives, not in what the head thinks” (Christ in Theology,p. 77).
In several places Bushnell contrasts the head and the heart. This contrast is based on his own
aesthetic and emotional experience. It has no basis in the Bible. On the contrary, it is distinctly
antibiblical. The Bible does indeed contrast the lips and the heart: that is, hypocrisy versus sincerity. But
in the Bible it is the heart that thinks. Thinking is the function of the heart. Dozens of verses can be and
later will be cited. To contrast heart with head is to reject the Biblical teaching on the creation of man in
God’s image; and we shall see how it affects the task of evangelism, for these philosophical theories,
remote as they first appear to be, impinge on all matters of faith and practice.
One of Bushnell’s admirers, George H. Hastings, puts the matter nicely in metaphorical
terms: “It is much to be regretted that, to the mass of readers, the Bible is all prose … a
homoeopathic medicine box …” (Lyrical Poetry of the Bible,in the Biblical Repository, 1847, p.
323). Because of such views Bushnell insisted that preaching should be oratorical, designed to
produce an emotional effect, not to teach truth, the notions so frigidly and distortedly aggregated
in our doctrinal compends. Instead of dull, prosy dogmatism, supercilious authority, and merely
traditional answers to traditional questions, the preacher should be eloquent and express his
personal involvement with rich imagery. And according to reports this is how Bushnell actually
preached. He was extraordinarily effective in undermining Biblical truth.
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To all this a Biblebeliever may make several replies. First, while admitting that the Psalms are
poetry, and that many books contain figures of speech and metaphors, such as the difficult visions in
Revelation, the believer must insist that without literal language the body of the Bible, to use some
metaphors of our own, however cosmetic it might appear, would have neither skeleton nor muscles. That
Moses delivered the Israelites from Egyptian slavery is literal history. Or consider a chance paragraph in
the New Testament viz., Mark 6:16: "And he went out from thence and came into his own country … and
when the sabbath was come he began to teach in the synagogue … And they were offended at him … And
he marvelled because of their unbelief. And he went round about the villages teaching.” All this is literal
language; there is not even a parable in the paragraph. Above all, what about the book Bushnell calls the
most contradictory of all? John 19 reads, in part, “The soldiers platted a crown of thorns and put it on his
head … They crucified him and two other with him … When Jesus therefore received the vinegar, he
said, It is finished.” Straightforward, literal, intelligible propositions, sentences, pieces of information.
Without such the Bible’s poetry would be a sham. Equally indispensable is the literal language of the Ten
Commandments. A command is not an historical sentence, it is not true or false as propositions are; but it
is not poetry either; and unless the commands, Thou shalt not steal etalare literal and intelligible, the
Christian is left without moral norms. Bushnell in his dependence on existential experience and personal
preferences is hard put to it to justify any objective type of morality.
These criticisms presuppose that Christianity requires literal historical information and clearcut
moral principles. This necessitates a language that is capable and adequate to express such meanings. If
the Scripture says, “men leaving the natural use of the woman burned in their lust toward one another” it
is not to be taken as a symbolic justification of the ordination of such men and women to the ministry. Not
only history and ethics, but doctrines also the Deity of Christ, the perseverance of the saints, and so on
must be put in understandable language, for there is a great difference between the idea of earning heaven
by one’s own merits and receiving salvation on the basis of Christ’s merit, or between Unitarianism and
Trinitarianism.
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The theological student, however, if satisfied by this appeal to the Bible, should not ignore more
general, philosophical objections to Bushnell’s theory of language. Here are some brief samples, and
more will come later.
A linguist or at least a mathematician may well point out that the concept of the square root of
minus one, or the concept of the general conic, has no sensory content and cannot be produced from
sensation. One of Bushnell’s acerbic critics, David Lord, taunted, “The difficulty with him is not at all …
that there are no words that are adequate to convey the thoughts with which his mind teams; but instead,
that he has not the thoughts which it is the office of the words he uses to convey.” No doubt this
approximates the truth; but it may be more witty than accurate. One can say simply that his
presuppositions against logical Calvinism led him to erroneous analyses of language.
Clearly the basic objection to Bushnell’s theory of language is its implicit denial of all distinction
between truth and error. Unitarianism and Trinitarianism become the same thing. For him doctrine is the
metaphorical formulation of subjective experience. To escape complete subjectivity Bushnell sometimes
appeals to church history or to (western) society. Social experience, however, cannot supply the needed
objectivity, for to use it the individual must first judge one society more acceptable than another. The
Chinese, the Bantus, the Hindus, and the hippies do not share Bushnell’s preference for nineteenth century
Americanism. Society therefore can furnish no objective defense against personal proclivities.
Bushnell had a certain leverage against his nineteenth century critics because they too operated on a
philosophic empiricism. Empiricism results in total skepticism, even if Locke, Edwards, and Hodge did
not recognize it. Yet the whole early nineteenth century controversy took place within empirical limits.' A
more thoroughgoing and fundamental refutation of Bushnell, his unitarian trinity, and his moral influence
theory of the atonement, can be made on the basis of a nonempirical realism. Such was Plato’s theory of
Ideas, which Philo and Augustine altered for the better. Later chapters will discuss its relation to
immediate imputation, the intermediate state, and other doctrines.
The twentieth century,s most prominent theory of language, as the beginning of the present
subsection noted, is that of Logical Positivism. It is more consistently empirical than
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Bushnell and leaves no more room for his emotional religion than for theological Calvinism. Briefly the
Logical Positivists hold that language is an evolutionary development from animal cries, and that more
complicated organisms found it useful for their immediate needs. With this empirical origin language
cannot be properly extended to nonempirical metaphysics, philosophy, or religion. A sentence is
meaningful only if it can be tested by sensory perception. Since religion purports to express the
transphenomenal or transcendental, the language is meaningless.
A quotation from Leonard Bloomfield, International Encyclopedia of Unified Science (Vol. I, p.
227) will serve as an example of Logical Positivism.
“Language creates and exemplifies a twofold value of some human actions. In its
biophysicalaspect language consists of soundproducing movements and of the resultant sound waves and
of the vibration of the hearer’s ear. The biosocialaspect of language consists in the fact that the persons in
a community have been trained to produce these sounds … They have been trained to utter conventional
sounds as a secondary response to situations and to respond to these slight sounds in a kind of trigger
effect.” On page 233 he continues, “Language bridges the gap between the individual nervous systems …
The movements of speech [lip movements of young children] are replaced by internal movements … This
inner speech accounts for the main body of vaguely bounded systems of actions that in everyday parlance
goes by the name of ‘thinking’” (p. 235).
This quotation contains three parts. First is a description of the purely physical production of
noises, but not really noises, only vibrations in the ear drums. Can such physical motions be identified
with sensations or perceptions; or, if not identified as the Logical Positivists wish, can they so much as
produce a mental event? The second part of the quotation leaps to a society that has trained people to
make conventional sounds. How a society could be organized and how several people could give a sound
a conventional meaning, merely on the basis of physical motions, are questions behaviorism cannot
answer. Physics and chemistry produce no basis for making a motion refer to something else. Reference is
strictly mental. Bloomfield depends on a “trigger effect.” Thus conventional references are produced the
way a spring snaps. The third part of the quotation is equally impossible. If conventional signs are merely
trigger effects, their
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snappings may indeed “bridge the gap between individual nervous systems,” just as an electric shock can
stimulate the gastrocnemius muscle of a dead frog; but the frog never succeeds in understanding the
philosophic beliefs of the electricity.
Difficulties inherent in Logical Positivism have forced extensive alterations in the theory. Then,
too, other authors have broached other theories of language. Wilbur Marshall Urban was not a defender of
Calvinism; but neither was he a behaviorist. His exceedingly interesting volume, Language and
Reality,proposes a different theory of language that allows for a type of religion and revelation. Since his
engrossing book is about seven hundred pages long, it is obvious that what follows is utterly inadequate;
but some slight view of a nonbehavioristic theory can be had.
Against behaviorism Urban notes that Darwinian naturalism makes language merely an instrument
of adaption and control, and therefore incapable of application to whatever is nonphysical (p. 31). This
includes both mathematics and religion. The great flaw in naturalism, which holds that language is
“natural” rather than divine, and has evolved from grunts and screeches, is its inability to account for
meaning (p. 67). Stick a pin in a dog and it yelps; but how on an evolutionary view can a yelp become a
symbol for something else, as the sound dog is a symbol for the animal stuck? Mere animal noises do not
symbolize,indicate,or represent objects (p. 75). When behaviorism depends on the causal theory of
meaning, that is, on the theory that the meaning of both the thing and the word are identical to our mode of
reacting, it does away with representation and correspondence. A sound does not become a word until
detached from the causal context, and this detaching cannot be a function of the physical environment (p.
129).
Urban is to be admired. He attempts to give a positive theory of language in addition to his critical
arguments against Logical Positivism. But it may be questioned whether or not his positive procedure is
as good as his negative.
Urban lays great stress on the fact that language is meaningful. This is the quality by which he
refutes Darwinism and behaviorism. To this end he builds a masterful argument over many pages
(185225). By the concept of meaning he also tries to build a positive theory. Some sounds, he says, though
not with great plausibility, are selfauthenticating. The words acheand
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buzzsound like their meaning. Then he seems to skip from a few such words to a metaphorical extension
of them. The word kid(though who would say it sounded like a goat?) means a young goat, but by
metaphor it is transferred to a human child; and from this Urban concludes that metaphor is the primary
law of speech construction (p. 112 ff.). In conformity with this he instances the primitive word
ouatou,which means stream. Then ouatououcucomes to mean ocean. This, he says, is intrinsic
expressiveness. It is more than indication; it is representation. The symbol is imitative and conjures up the
thing itself.
But how many readers, when they first came to the letters ouatouabove, conjured up the idea of a
stream? Do an experiment on some friends. Tell them you have learned a new word in a primitive
language and ask them to guess its meaning. Will twentyfive percent guess stream?
Probably less than five percent, or less than one percent, would guess correctly. Could it not be the
Navajo word for agave?
At any rate Urban would have language grow by metaphor, and metaphor is closely connected
with mythology (p. 176). Although no evidence is given that metaphor is more closely connected with
mythology than it is with love poems, the point is interesting for the Christian student because recent
liberal theology usually takes revelation to be mythological.
In his efforts to avoid behaviorism, and further to do justice to nonsensory objects of knowledge,
purposes that strain both metaphor and mythology, Urban launches into a long metaphysical section, the
consistency of which is not apparent. He holds that language develops from the perceptual stage, through
the metaphorical, and on to the symbolic. In the symbolic stage we discover logic; and logic leads to a
metaphysic of categories (p. 305). If this metaphic is false, as positivism insists, logic cannot show that it
is false; only another metaphic could; but since positivism repudiates all metaphysics, its theory of
language fails to disprove the opposing theory. Further, logic is normative. Psychology may tell how we
actually think; logic tells us how we ought to think. And presumably Urban wants to show that positivism
has no place for universal norms.
After a long discussion of poetry and physics Urban comes to consider religion. Religion and
poetry, he says, are almost identical. The language is emotive and dramatic; and he refers to the Psalms
and John 17 as examples. But whereas poetry is not seriously “evocative,” religion is
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evocative, invocative, and has the quality of the holy. Therefore religion has a personal God, and this is
dramatic (pp. 573, 574). But for this very reason religious language is also mythological; that is, it seeks a
nonscientific intelligibility which dramatic language alone cannot express. Therefore religious language
communicates something other language cannot. All religions speak a common language and are
immediately friends. The words of all religions have a common reference.
All symbolism is distortion; but religious symbols are distortions of intuitable [sensory] realities
for the purpose of expressing what is infinite and transphenomenal. Urban uses the example of the many
arms and legs of a Hindu idol; and he should have added that the idol and the cross signify the same thing.
The passage is thoroughly idolatrous (pp. 582 ff.). Such myths, he says, represent the noumenal world, but
they never are literal pictures of that world. “The essence of the religious symbol … is that it both is and
is not the truth about the object symbolized” (p. 585). The Lord’s Supper, for example, expresses ideas
too great for ordinary language; but when we ask the meaning of the symbols, the reply is given in words.
Therefore the language of religion must be theology, and rather obviously Urban considers this
inadequate, a distortion, and not prosaically true.
The Genesis account of Adam and Eve, for example, is not true literally. Like a fable it represents
the separation of man from God, and this is a phenomenon of religious life. But if one separate the
“beliefcontent” from the mythical language, there is no religion left. Myth is indispensable to religion
because (1) myth is the only source of religious symbolism, and (2) myth is a unique way of apprehending
reality (pp. 590593). What religion tells us implicitly is of more importance than what is says explicitly.
Religion is the belief in the conservation of values. The ideas of a Creator and a final judgment mean that
values have cosmic significance. Therefore science and mathematics can never contradict religion
because they do not speak the same language (pp. 619624).
To all this a Christian can reply that the explicit meaning of Almighty God’s creating the universe
by the word of his power is of far greater importance than a vague belief in the conservation of some
undefined values. The literal resurrection of Christ from the dead may conflict with science or scientism,
but so much the worse for scientism. The prose statement of
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justification by faith in Romans 3:2426 outweighs all mythological poetry. Urban will reply: you have lost
all religion and we do not speak the same language. We answer: Correct, we do not speak the same
language and neither do we accept your unintelligible religion.
At the beginning of this subsection on language the student was warned to skip it if he found it
difficult. But any student who did not take this good advice, and has read to this point, should by now try
to realize that the subject matter is not foreign to the most important doctrines of Christianity. It is
fundamental, for if language is inherently incompetent to express theological truth accurately, then no
doctrine can be accepted. The whole is poetry, myth, or nonsense. Wittgenstein held that language is an
illfitting mold of thought. Bergson and Whitehead say that language distorts reality because the purpose of
language is practical. Urban we have just completed; and Brunner insists that not only language, but
thought itself cannot grasp God.
Another example, though not so intricate, of the relation of religion and language, is found in
Frederick Sontag’s How Philosophy Shapes Theology.After ending chapter two with the remark that the
philosophies of Spinoza, Hume, and Kant are all “verbal patterns of crucially defined terms,” Sontag
begins chapter three with the additional remark that “it is possible to lead a religious life without
discussing it or verbalizing very much about it.” Although these statements are literally true, as in the case
of a mute moron, they seem to invite misunderstanding. First, many contemporary books on religion, or
even on philosophy as a whole, reduce the subject matter to “verbalizing,” with the result that the test of
acceptability, not to say truth, is simply grammatical. If the language used is “ordinary” English, then the
speaker cannot be criticized. So far as the avowed “ordinary language” philosophers are concerned, there
seems to be no question beyond the determination of whether or not the speaker conforms to some
relatively wide linguistic usage. The thoughtbehind the words has evaporated. In the second place, no
one will deny that a religious life can go on “without discussing it or verbalizing very much about it.” In
addition to the deaf and dumb, the whirling dervishes are good examples. Even some devout Christians,
uneducated and born unintelligent, may fail to verbalize and even to think very much. But one must doubt
that it is possible to lead a Christian life without some thinking. Sontag’s use of “religious life,” and not
Sontag’s only, depends on classifying all professed “religions” in one category. This results in confusion.
Such philosophers
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may claim that all religions believe in some sort of God, and thus find a unitary, all inclusive religion. But
the term Godis an excellent and fatal example of verbalizing without thought. Spinoza constantly speaks of
God Deus sive natura and means the universe; Moslems have a fairly definite concept of Allah, quite
distinct from Spinoza’s concept; and Christians mean the Trinity. If Buddhism is a religion, as it is usually
supposed to be in “ordinary” language, then it is false to say that all religions believe in some sort of
God. Perhaps, however, all religions believe in some sort of “heaven.” Again, this is verbalization
without thought. Nirvana, the Islamic heaven, and the Christian heaven, not to mention Spinoza’s species
aeternitatis,have no common intellectual content. Hence a discussion of “religious life” must be vitiated
from the beginning by radical ambiguities. Clarity of thought, not similarity of words, can be achieved
only by explicit discussions of the Koran’s view of life, or the Bible’s, or Spinoza’s. The ambiguity of
classifying them all together allows Sontag to say, “if this is true, then religion as a way of life can be
quite independent of philosophy” (p. 46). But the Christian way of life cannot at all be independent of
thought. From the ambiguously true statement quoted, Sontag draws the unambiguously false statement that
“in order to understand either religion or philosophy, the independence of the religious life must be
realized.” It should not be necessary to add, but to avoid unintelligent criticism let it be said, that
Christianity does not regard the inarticulate and unintelligent devotion of a disadvantaged child as the
ideal Christian life. Athanasius, Luther, and Calvin seem to be better imitators of Paul.
I Cor. 11:1

Be imitators of me, as I also am of Christ.

A final and last example of theories of language and their application to religion will be Words
and the WORDby Kenneth Hamilton (Eerdmans, 1971). Although the theory is basically the same,
Hamilton differs from Urban in two points: he is a theologian and not a secular philosopher, and he
carries his theory beyond the stage of mythological language in his attempt to explain religious language.
Like Urban he rejects Logical Positivism, for it turns theology into nonsense; and he also judges idealism
as inadequate because in extending language to cover transphenomenal reality it loses the world of sense
where history takes time and space.
Although the author rejects idealism, he retains a somewhat similar view of mythical language. On
page 86, where he has left off his descriptions of other views and is totally engaged
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in explaining his own, he says, “Nevertheless, as we have seen, all language grows out of mythic thinking
and still bears the marks of its origin.” This is a surprising statement for two reasons. First, the words,
“as we have seen” are surprising because the reader has nowhere seen it. Hamilton has provided no
reason. In the second place, it is equally implausible to assert, without evidence, that all language still
bears the marks of its mythological origin. True enough, Hamilton admits that scientific thought “tries as
much as possible to escape from the subjectivities of language by using the signlanguage of mathematics"
(p. 87). But it is not enough to brush mathematics aside with such a brief admission. What is needed is
evidence that the words twoand threebear the marks of their mythic origin. What are these marks? They
should be specified. For that matter Hamilton makes no effort to show that even the word cathas a
mythological origin and still bears discernible traces of the same.
Chapter two, where Hamilton apparently tries to justify his mythical view, is replete with
ungrounded assertions. Examples are: (1) “Myth then is not in the first instance a fiction imposed on one’s
already given world …” I should think it is; (2) “each life reenacts in part the history of the human race”
sufficiently vague to be true in some sense or other, but does Hamilton mean ‘ontogeny recapitulates
phylogeny,’ or that each boy sometimes suffers a Napoleonic complex; (3) “The close relationship
between the mythic and the religious consciousness is very visible here[italics mine],” i.e. in the fact that
children’s “personal excursions into myth making result in their being accused of being deliberate liars!”
where is there hereany relationship between the religious consciousness and myth; (4) similarly to a
previous thought, “Being something [like a cat] has been given a name, it remains unknown … Naming it
causes it to ‘be’ in the sense that it now enters into human consciousness as an entity existing in its own
right …”
was this true of the planet Neptune after it was discovered and before it was named, or the continent now
named America?
Here then are four instances in which Hamilton has given no reasons for asserting that “all
language grows out of mythic thinking and still bears the marks of its origin.”
Although mythology is the basis of Hamilton’s theory of language and inspiration, one must not
suppose that he is a simple “mythologist.” He is far from endorsing Bultmann’s program of
demythologization. To arrive at Biblical language, two steps away from mythology
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must be taken. The first is to dilute, or refine, myth into poetry. This advance, he says, gives us a God who
really exists, as opposed to mythological gods who do not.
In any case, poetry cannot give us any literal truth about God. It still retains too much myth. Of
course, the retention is not all bad. Myth, says the author, is not merely superstition (p. 63). “The true
religion is born in the midst of the many false religions.” From which one may conclude that mythology
had to work toward a concept of Jehovah before Adam could have had this idea. No evidence for the
quoted statement is given. It apparently depends on the evolutionary principle that monotheism is a late
development.
Even so, the influence of the old mythological language continues, either in poetry or in
Hamilton’s second step. ‘The Scriptures did not fall down from heaven …” (p. 63). Well, of course, not
even the tables of stone on which God wrote the Ten Commandments fell down from heaven. Moses used
a pen to write them. Therefore what the author expressly says is literally true. But does he not mean to
suggest that the verbal message of the Scriptures did not come from heaven? “The Word of God comes to
us as the words of men, men rooted in their times and speaking the language of their country.” Again, true
literally, apart from its context. The Scriptures come tousin the twentieth century translated into English.
They did not fall down from heaven to us in our life time. But what about revelations to Adam, Abraham,
and even to Moses before he wrote them down? Could not God have used Hebrew? Must God have used
language formed by mythology? Is God incapable of revealing the literal truth? Hamilton clearly holds
that human language is incapable of expressing literal truth about God. His last sentence in chapter two
would have been unnecessary and impossible if he had thought that Scriptural language was literal. The
last sentence is: “How human language, formed on patterns that have grown out of myth can convey to us
the truth of God’s own revelation: this is the subject of my next two lectures” (p. 63)
Before summarizing chapters three and four, one can well pause to consider the phrase human
language.When Paul in human Greek says that God justifies believers, did he speak the literal truth or
some other, unknowable kind of truth, that is not truth at all? A phrase similar to “human language” occurs
frequently in other authors. They contrast “human logic” with “divine logic.” But do they dare make
explicit what this phrase means? Human logic says, If all men are
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mortal, and if Socrates is a man, then Socrates is mortal. But if divine logic is different, then all men can
be mortal and Socrates can be a man, yet Socrates will not be mortal. Or, again, if human mathematics
says that two plus two is four, and if divine truth differs from ours, then for God two and two are five or
ten or anything but four. The point here is that human logic and divine logic are identical. Human logic is a
part of the divine image in man. It is God’s trademark stamped upon us. Only by rejecting the Biblical
doctrine of God’s image can one contrast human language with divine language and divine logic with
human.
Finally, if human language cannot be literally true, any assertion “language is not literal” cannot be
literally true. The position is selfrefuting; and one can have little hope of explaining how “language
formed on mythical patterns” can convey God’s truth.
At this point Hamilton begins to take his second step away from myth. He goes from myth to
poetry to parable. “Christian faith … gladly admits that better knowledge of the objective world has made
religions founded upon the literal acceptance of myth untenable” (p. 67).2Yet he will have man, by reason
of symbolic language, remain a “mythmaking creature.” Then, he continues, Christian faith gives “no
privileged instruction about ‘what the case is’ in the created world,” e.g. that David was King of Israel,
“nevertheless [it] gives him essential knowledge about the world as divinely created. It also gives him
assurance of the human meaning of his existence. It mediates this meaning beyond the reaches of his own
consciousness …”
But if faith or revelation cannot tell us about David, how can it tell us about the divine creation of the
world? Surely the latter is harder to discover. Then too, how can faith “mediate” any meaning beyond
consciousness? Is not faith an element of consciousness?
But let us get on with the second step away from mythic language, to parabolic language that
supposedly reveals divine truth better than plain literal statement can. Why and how does Hamilton arrive
at parable? The how is not at all clear. No theory is worked out to show that language, assumed to
originate in myth, must by the laws of evolution become poetry, and then by those same laws become
parabolic. Hamilton’s w hyis clearer than his how.The reason is that he does not want to get so far away
from mythology as to arrive at literal truth. He wants to prepare the ground by rejecting plenary and
verbal Inspiration. “’Dictation’ theories of revelation
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sometimes seem to assume that God communicates His Word through vocables,3so that understanding the
exact sense of an aggregate of propositions is to receive the Word of God. This is surely to bind the
divine Word to the measure of human words …”
This type of argument is essentially similar to the Pentecostalist charge that those who repudiate speaking
in tongues ‘bind the divine Spirit to the measure of their human theology.’ This is irrelevance. It is not a
question of the Spirit's omnipotence. It is a question of what the Spirit will to do. If God has restricted the
working of miracles to the age of the prophets and the apostles, it does not limit his power to say that
there are no miracles today. Similarly, when we say that God spoke Hebrew to Abraham and Greek to
Paul, we do not bind God at all; we simply resort what he did. It is rather Hamilton who binds God by
denying him the ability to speak literal language to his creatures.
This impoverished view of the Bible seems to lead Hamilton to expect revelations outside the
Scripture. The remainder of his sentence half quoted above is:
“for it is to say that we already have the words that can state all that God can possibly want us to
know.” “Can possibly” is the language of propaganda. The question does not concern what God can
possibly do: it is a question of what God has actually done. The Reformation view is that the Scriptures
give us all the information about salvation that God wants us to know. As II Peter 1:3 says, God’s “divine
power has [already] given us everything pertaining to life and piety.” And the wellknown II Timothy
3:1617 says that Scripture furnishes a man completely for everygood work. Nothing else is needed. For
this reason Hamilton’s word “state” is also a propaganda device. It was never the Reformation view that
the Bible states, explicitly, all that God wants us to know. But as the Westminster Confession says, “The
whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for His own glory, man’s salvation, faith, and life,
is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from
Scripture,” i.e. by human logic that is logical because it is first divine logic.
Therefore, what Hamilton objects to seems to be Biblical divine truth, viz., “faith in God consists
essentially in the believing reception of …” not perhaps of “each and every scriptural statement,” for this
would require a prodigious memory, but at least of the basic theology “as objectively true” (p. 75).
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It is quite clear that Hamilton does not accept the Bible as the Word of God. “The fact that words
are in the Bible ... does not mean that our reading of them necessarily must yield authoritative statements
that we can proceed forthwith to identify with the Word of God.” Well, of course, not necessarily,for
some people some of the time do not understand the words they read; so that “our reading” the words, if
we are such people, does not necessarily yield correct propositions. The phraseologyhere is again
propaganda, for the important question is not whether some people misread the Bible, but whether the
words and sentences of the Bible are authoritative statements because they are true because they are the
words of God. It is obviously poor thinking to attack a theory of the inspiration and truth of the Scriptures
on the ground that some people do not understand the words. Must one take a textbook on calculus as
mythological, poetic, or parabolic and not literally true, because some high school students cannot
understand it? It is by such invalid reasoning that Hamilton rejects the Scripture as revelation. He says,
“Were this the case [identifying the words of the Bible with the word of God] then the Bible, rather than
being that inspired record ... would be the written law of God.”
Now there is a sense in which the Bible is an inspired record. It inerrantly records God’s
revelation to Abraham and the wars of David King of Israel. But in addition to being a record of divine
revelations, it is itself the complete revelation. As the opening section of the Westminster Confession
(determinative of the evangelical position) says, “it pleased the Lord ... to commit the same [earlier
revelations] wholly unto writing ... those former ways of God’s revealing his will unto his people being
now ceased.” Thus in contrast with Hamilton’s denial, the Bible is indeed the written law of God.
It must be emphasized that Hamilton has rejected the historical position of Protestantism, and in
doing so has misunderstood what that position is. He speaks of “a lapse into legalism among those
followers of Calvin who had gone beyond Calvin’s robust practical grasp of Christian faith to erect, as he
did not[italics mine], theories of verbally inerrant inspiration.”
Now, besides the pejorative use of the words lapseand legalismin contrast with robust, one must
note the historical reference in the words “as he did not.”
Calvin’s position, which is somewhat different from what Hamilton would have us believe, is set
forth at length by Kenneth Kantzer in the E.T.S. publication, Inspiration and
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Interpretation(edited by John F. Walvoord, Eerdmans, 1957) chapter four, Calvin and the Holy
Scriptures.Here Kantzer quotes Calvin’s Institutes,“God ... was pleased to commit and consign his word
to writing … he commanded also the prophecies to be committed to writing, and to be held part of his
word. To these at the same time were added historical details, which are also the composition of prophets
but dictated by the Holy Spirit” (p. 137).
In fact, as Kantzer points out, Calvin frequently asserted that God “dictated” the text. True enough,
Calvin did not use the verb as it applies in a modem business office. But its frequency should warn
everyone against attributing to Calvin a view that God dictates errors. Kantzer refers to Calvin’s calling
the prophets “clerks” and “penmen,” “sure and authentic amanuenses of the Holy Spirit; and therefore
their writings are to be considered as the oracles of God.” He also calls them “organs and instruments.”
He refers to Scripture as the “sure and infallible record,” “the unerring standard” here is inerrancy, “the
pure Word of God” and “the infallible rule of his holy truth.” Quoting no less than thirteen other passages,
Kantzer remarks, “The merest glance at Calvin’s commentaries will demonstrate how seriously the
reformer applied his rigid doctrine of verbal inerrancy to his exegesis of Scripture” (p. 142).
May I also add a quotation from the Institutes I, vii, 1: “Believers … are satisfied of its divine
origin, as if they heard the very wordspronounced by God himself.”
In spite of the fact that Hamilton wants to escape myth through poetry to parable, he continues to say, “The
language of Scripture … would have been incomprehensible otherwise …" i.e. unless mythic patterns had
been used. Ananias would not have understood the directions to Straight St, had it not been mythological
in form. “Sumerian, Babylonian, Phoenician, and Egyptian myths [were] taken up into the biblical
accounts of creation” and "Gnostic myths [are] present in the N.T. descriptions of Christ4… The biblical
language employs the imagery of myth, while transforming its content.5Creation myths in which the gods
wrested apart earth and heaven out of the body of the monster Chaos account for some of the phrasing of
the biblical account of creation” (p. 89).
Clearly, however much Hamilton may want to go beyond myth, he does not seem to get very far away, for
on the next page he says, “Lacking the mythic pattern [of Gnosticism] that originally
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produced the necessary terminology, we should not be able to speak of Christ’s death and resurrection”
(p. 90).
Is this not complete nonsense? Am I dependent on Gnostic or other myths when I speak of Roman soldiers
laying Jesus on a cross and pounding nails into his hands and feet? Certainly I understood this in
childhood long before I ever heard of Gnosticism. Nor am I at all sure that Matthew knew anything about
Gnosticism. If anyone now replies that Matthew and I did not need to have known Gnosticism because we
use language already formed, let him explain to us how mythology formed the words: nails, soldiers,
cross, spear, and death. Similarly what mythology is needed for Peter to see that the tomb was empty and
later to see Jesus in Galilee and talk with him? Is it not therefore complete nonsense to say that we could
not talk about Christ’s death unless mythology had given us these words?
One hardly escapes the impression that the author does not treat his opponents fairly. He says, “Yet
because revelation is given in human words, it cannot be more precise than language allows. [How true!
A perfect tautology. But is God, who' produced language, unable to use it with perfect precision?] The
belief that the Bible consists of statements of literal truth[italics his], therefore, is illconceived. [The
thereforeis a logical fallacy.] The notion of literal truth is quite correct if we oppose literal to the
mythical … In this sense we must say that God literally created the world .... It is quite another matter,
though, if we insist that all the statements of
Scripture are literally true …” (p. 91). This sort of argument is hardly fair to the Reformation view
because no one from the time of Moses to the present ever said that all statements are strictly literal. Did
Luther; Quenstedt, Gaussen, or Warfield ever say so? Of course there are figures of speech, metaphors,
anthropomorphisms, and, the like. But these would be meaningless if there were no literal statements to
give them meaning. For example, II Chronicles 16:9, “The eyes of the Lord run to and fro throughout the
whole earth,” is ludicrously ridiculous if taken literally: little eyeballs rolling over the dusty ground. But
unless the statement, God is omniscient, is literal, the figure has nothing to refer to. Surely Hamilton did
not publish his book to remind us that the Bible contains some figures of speech. And yet his argument
here depends on the alleged fact that someone said “all the statements of Scripture are literally true.”
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Consider the footnote on this page: “’Literal’ is not synonymous with ‘historical.’ Inspiration does not
imply that what is inspired must be understood literally, and even less that everything must be viewed as
having actually happened … To put it bluntly, to accept everything reported in the Bible as having actually
happened, one must tamper with the text.” These words, which Hamilton with approval quotes from H. M.
Kuitert are unclear. The language is typical of liberals who want to appear conservative to orthodox
people, while they undermine the truth of the Scripture. When Kuitert says “everything reported,” does he
refer to metaphors, to statements made by Satan, or does “everything reported” refer to everything
reported as having actually occurred? The first two possibilities are puerile. The third is a repudiation of
Evangelical religion. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the latter is the meaning intended. For
example, II Peter claims that it was written by Peter. About such a claim Hamilton writes, “For a long
time now, every author has been considered to have a proprietary right over his works. But the biblical
books came out of a milieu in which such a concept was unknown, and where there was no issue of truth
or falsehood involved in using a revered name in connection with writings by other hands.” This
statement is not true even of pagan scholarship, for the Alexandrian philosophers carefully distinguished
between thirtysix genuine. Platonic dialogues and ten spurious. See also E. M. B. Green, Second Peter
Reconsidered(Tyndale Press, 1960), where he writes to the effect that forgeries were not cordially
received as the critics maintain, but that the subapostolics distinguished themselves and even Apollos
from the apostles, and deposed the author of Paul and Theklafor his imposture. Another instance was
Serapion, who banned the Gospel of Peterfrom his church because by careful investigation he had
discovered it was a forgery.
After his remarks on the authorship of spurious writings, Hamilton comes quickly to his solution to the
problem of how language with its mythical inheritance can express divine truth. It is done by parable. The
book of Jonah, he says, does not report actual occurrences. Its literary form shows that it is a parable.
[There never was a Jonah. I guess there was no Ninevah, either.] Everyone acknowledges that Christ
taught in parables.6Not everything in the Bible, Hamilton acknowledges, is a parable; the apocalyptic
visions are not. But “if we are to look for a ‘key’
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mode of languageusage in Scripture, then parable fits this position much more suitably than myth does” (p.
100).
Let us immediately agree. There are also other sentences in the book, which, if detached from their
context, can be understood in an orthodox sense. So, it is true that parable is more suitable than
mythology. But is parable more suitable than and a substitute for literal language? Hamilton has made the
wrong comparison. He has here avoided mentioning the weak link in his argument; for if there is no literal
truth of which the parable is an illustration, it has no referent and becomes pointless.
In conclusion, first, Hamilton’s theory of language is destructive of Christian truth. Surely language, as
God’s gift to Adam, has as its purpose, not only communication among men, but communication between
man and God. God spoke words to Adam and Adam spoke words to God. Since this is the divine
intention, words or language is adequate. To be sure, on occasion, even on frequent occasions, sinful man
cannot find the right words to express his thought; but this is a defect of man, not an inadequacy of
language. The Bible does not countenance a theory that originates language in pagan mythology with the
result that divine truth is unintelligible. Similarly, second, on Hamilton’s theory God remains unknowable.
The chief difficulty with myths is not that they are literally false, but rather that their alleged nonliteral
“truth” is meaningless. Hamilton fled from myth to poetry to parable in order to arrive at some sort of
revelation, but he never succeeded in showing how parables convey truth or what truths parables convey.
Their “message” remains unintelligible.
Third, Hamilton has rejected the doctrine of verbal and plenary inspiration and places himself outside the
bounds of historical Evangelicalism.
The Scriptural refutation of Hamilton’s theory of parabolic language, as well as that of other theories
depending on poetry, myth, or other nonliteral expressions, is very plainly and literally stated by Jesus
himself, as recorded in
John 16:25, 29

These things have I spoken unto you in proverbs; but the time cometh when I shall no
more speak unto you in proverbs; but I shall show you plainly of the Father …
His disciples said unto him, Lo, now speaketh thou
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plainly, and speakest no proverb.
This concludes the chapter on the Scriptural doctrine of Scripture. As for these theories of language, their
selfrefuting quality is enough to discredit them. Even if they were not selfrefuting, their futility in the
practice of any intelligible religion makes them worthless. But for the establishment of a positive theory
of language it is necessary to consider the nature of God as a rational being, the nature of man as a created
being, the nature of the revelational message as an intelligible communication; and these matters are
properly considered in their places in the following chapters.
1 Revelation and Inspiration,p. 79. Oxford Univ. Press, 1927.

17.

By objective worldhere Hamilton seems to mean sensory world,as if the world of meaning or intelligibility were subjective. Yet on p.
68 he speaks of the Word Himself – surely not a sensory object – as objective. It is hard to say precisely what his argument is on these
two pages.

3 For instance, God directed Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, or, God directed Ananias to go to the
house of Judas on Straight St. and ask for a man named Saul of Tarsus. Or are not these passages, with their specific directions, the word of
God?

4 For a definitive refutation see The Origin of Paul’s Religion,J. Gresham Machen.

7.

Does it? How? With what result?

6 A common criterion for distinguishing a parable of Christ from something he reports as having happened is the absence in the first and the
presence in the second of names: a man that was a
householder went out early to hire laborers, or a certain king made a marriage feast for his son, versus, the blood of Abel … of Zachariah, son
of Barachiah, whom ye slew, or other references to OT events.

Chapter Two

GOD

As chapter one explained, it is the Bible, the sixtysix books of the Old and New Testaments, that
provides mankind with the contents of Theology. These books, this Book, the Holy Scripture gives us an
enormous amount of information. It is information, no less. Liberals frequently show a dislike for
information. They reduce the history of the Old Testament to the levels of Aesop’s fables — interesting,
even profitable, but not true. Or if some of the historical accounts are true, they are no more than good
examples and psychological reactions to religious experiences. This is not the Christian position. The
Bible gives information. It contains uninteresting genealogies and hair raising histories, as well as lyric
poetry and puzzling prophecies. All of it in one way or another relates to God. Where should one start?
Well, since the word theologymeans the account, the study, the theory of God, it is best to postpone
everything else, even the saving activity of the incarnate Christ, and begin with God as he is in himself
alone. “In the beginning, God.”
Question four in the Westminster Shorter Catechism asks, “What is God?” The catechism then
answers, “God is a spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in his being, wisdom, power, holiness,
justice, goodness, and truth.” The last several words are usually called the attributesof God. They are his
characteristics. If we know God’s characteristics, we know his character. We know what sort of being
God is. Who can say that such knowledge is unimportant? Theologyis the most important knowledge there
is.
The term attribute,and the question what an attribute is an attribute of,and some similar matters,
have given rise to extremely intricate discussions of difficult philosophical problems. They can hardly be
called elementary. Hence they seem out of place here. Yet, since every minister of the Gospel ought to
know something about them, they cannot be completely omitted. To compromise, they will be reserved for
a concluding section of this chapter, and the very young student can skip them, if he wishes.

Now, then, the bible begins with God. It says that God was in the beginning. This may not quite
say that God is eternal; at any rate such is not the emphasis. The emphasis is that “In the beginning God
created the heavens and the earth.” Creation, of course, is a divine action. It is something God did. In this
sense it is not directly a statement of what God is in himself alone. Nevertheless the idea of creation
presupposes the attribute of omnipotence. It might require considerable power to move a ten ton rock. But
how much power is required to produce one tenth of an ounce of rock from absolutely nothing? Creation
and omnipotence therefore seem to be the first thing the Bible wants us to learn about God.

18. Omnipotence

In addition to the fact that the Bible begins with the divine omnipotence, there are probably more
verses in the rest of the Bible that assert this attribute than there are asserting other attributes, omniscience
for example. Following are a few, only a few, that ascribe omnipotence to God.
Gen. 17:1

Jehovah appeared unto Abram and said, I am God Almighty.

Gen. 28:3

God Almighty bless thee.

Gen. 35:11

And God said unto him, I am God Almighty.

Job 24:1

Why are not times stored up by the Almighty?

Job 42:2

I know that thou canst do all things, and that no purpose of thine can be restrained.

Psa. 135:6

Whatever the Lord pleased, he did.

Jer. 32:17

There is nothing to hard for thee.

Dan. 4:35

Matt. 19:36

He doeth according to his will in the army of heaven and among the inhabitant of the earth,
And none can stay his hand or say unto him, What does thou?
With God all things are possible.

This brief list, to which scores of more or less explicit verses could be added, is sufficient to
show that the Bible represents God as Almighty. Nothing is too hard for him; he can do anything, and he
actually does everything he wants to. No power can stop him.
Does not the Bible so teach? Strangely, Geddes MacGregor, professor in Bryn Mawr College, in
his Introduction to Religious Philosophy(p. 269) says, “There is no suggestions anywhere in either the OT
or the NT of the notion of omnipotence in the sense of ‘the ability to do anything whatsoever.’ Nor... was
it implied in the use of the word pantokratorin the ancient Creeds.”

The question here is not whether God is omnipotent. The question is simply, Does the Bible teach
that God is omnipotent? Another question answers this last one. Do not the texts just quoted show with
sufficient clarity that MacGregor has seriously misunderstood a great deal of the Bible? Let the professor
and all other secularists believe in whatever sort of God they wish to, or in no God at all; but let
scholarship determine accurately what the Bible says instead of altering the Bible’s message to suit the
scholar’s notion of what the Bible ought to have said, but didn’t. As for the main question, Does the Bible
teach omnipotence? let one ask, what could possibly be beyond the power of a Being who could create
something, even the least thing, from nothing?
Some people who do not think very clearly have objected that omnipotence is a selfcontradictory
concept. If God can do everything, he ought to be able to create a stone so heavy that he could not lift it.
Or, he ought to be able to draw a Euclidean plane square with only three straight lines. However, it is not
the concept of omnipotence that is selfcontradictory; it is these two examples. A square by definition is a
four sided figure. To speak of a square with only three sides is to talk nonsense. The sentence does not
mean anything. A three sided square is
3

nothing. Therefore to challenge God to draw a three sided square is not to challenge him at all. Similarly,
if a bit less obviously, a stone so heavy that omnipotence could not lift it is not a stone. Stones by
definition are things that omnipotence can life. Or, in general, what omnipotence cannot do, when
expressed in words, is a sentence that has no meaning. The objection therefore is empty because it
proposed nothing that can be understood. It does not present an intelligible problem.
There is another and more pointed form of this objection. Can God sin? One answer is that God
can sin, if he wished to, but he will never wish to. This answer, however, is rather poor because it allows
the next question, Can God wish to sin? If God can do everything, cannot he wish to sin? The reply must
be the same as that given to the more obviously faulty objection about a three sided square; namely, that it
disguises a selfcontradiction. For one thing, it depends on the definition of sin. Later on sin will be
defined as “any want of conformity unto or transgression of the law of God.” These laws, however, apply
to man, and not to God. God cannot dishonor his father and mother because he has none. He can, of
course, kill a man, and he did so in the case of Ananias and Saphira; but he cannot commit the crime of
murder because he is the Potter and has every right to do anything with the clay. Man has no rights in his
dealings with God. Similarly God cannot steal because he owns everything. Behind these particulars there
is a deeper reason. God wills the moral law much as he wills creation. His command, the law he
promulgates, is ipsofactothe norm of right and wrong. Hence whatever he does is by definition right. To
suppose that God can wish to sin because God can do everything is to bog down in selfcontradiction.
Concerning this point more needs to be said in later connections, for everything in some way fits into
everything else. Therefore it is best to continue enumerating the attributes.

3 Omniscience

A second attribute is omniscience. It is related to omnipotence and to the remaining attributes; but
the relationships cannot be discussed without first looking at the Biblical data for each one. As for
omniscience some passages in the Bible are perfectly general statements that God knows everything. But
there is also such a variety of particular items of knowledge mentioned that when compiled they support
the widest generalization. The first group is smaller in number.
I Sam. 2: 3

The Lord is a God of knowledge.

II Chron. 16:9

The eyes of the Lord run to and for through the whole earth. cf.
Zech. 4:10

Psa. 147:5

His understanding is infinite.

I John 3:20

God … knoweth all things.

The first of these verses, since it does not specify how much God knows, is better adapted to
supporting the point that God is spirit, than that he is omniscient. The second is picturesque, and in a way
suggests that God knows at least what takes place on earth. The fourth is completely general and
conclusive.
The third in the above list may need some exegesis. Is God infinite? Is God’s knowledge infinite?
What does the term infinitemean? Subject to later qualifications, we may ask, and some theologians have
asked, whether there is an infinite number of propositions for God to know?
God may be omniscient, i.e. he may know every truth that there is to know, but is all truth a finite or an
infinite number of propositions?
If the verses that assert omniscience in all its generality are only a few in number few but
sufficient the number of verses that specify particular items of God’s knowledge are very numerous. The
list here is long and yet it is only a sample.

I Cor. 2:10

The Spirit searcheth … the deep things of God … the things of
God, none knoweth save the Spirit of God.

Ex. 4:11

Who hath made man’s mouth … is it not I the Lord?

Psa. 90:4,8.

For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it is
past … Thou hast set our iniquities before thee.

Eccl. 3:15

That which is hath been long ago … and God seeketh again that
which is passed away.

Isa. 43, 44, 45

I have given Egypt as they ransom. … Yet now hear, O Jacob …
whom I have chosen. … I have made the earth …
I, even my hands, have stretched the heavens.

Hos 11:1

Job 38: 41

When Israel was a child, then I loved him.

Who provideth for the raven his prey, when his young ones cry
unto God.

Psa. 103:14

For he knoweth our frame; he remembereth that we are dust.

Psa. 139:16

O Lord, thou hast searched me and known me … Thou
understandeth my thought … thou knoweth it
altogether …

Prov. 5:21

Matt. 10:30

The ways of man are before the eyes of the Lord.

The very hairs of your head are all numbered. (cf. Acts 27:34)

Acts 15:18

Gen. 3:15

The Lord, who maketh these things known from of old.

I will put enmity between thee and the woman … he shall bruise
thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.

I Kings 13:2

A son shall be born to the house of David.

Isa. 45:11

Ask me of the things that are to come.

Isa. 46:10

Declaring the end from the beginning.

Dan. 2:47

Of a truth, your God is the God of gods … and a revealer of
secrets.

John 6:64

Jesus knew from the beginning who they were who believed not,
and who it was that should betray him.

Heb. 4:13

There is no creature that is not manifest in his sight; but all things
are naked and laid open before the eyes of him
with whom we have to do.

Some of these verses may seem irrelevant, and it is certain that they do not all carry the same

weight for the subject at hand. Exodus 4 and Isaiah 43 were not written primarily to teach God’s
omniscience; but they indicate that God knew, in the time of those prophets, what he had previously
created. Similarly Job 38 and Psalm 103 emphasize God’s providential care; but to do so he must know
the ravens and us. Thus each of these verses, with a hundred others, has its point and contributes to a
cumulative description of God as allknowing.

That God knows himself might seem to go without saying. Its usefulness, however, lies in the fact
that, since I Cor. 2 shows that God knows his own mind, and these other particularities also, we are
warned against the dialectical or neoorthodox theologians (Barth, Brunner et al) who claim that God is
“Wholly Other”. If God were wholly other, then since man is rational, God would be irrational. Since too
man knows one or two truths, it follows that a God totally different could not know anything. What is
wholly other cannot be an object of knowledge: since man is an object of knowledge to man, himself and
others, God could not be an object of knowledge, either to himself or to us. Such is one of the unfortunate
results of Neoorthodoxy.

That God made man’s mouth and, so to speak, remembers that he did so; that man’s iniquities are
before his mind; that he knows he gave Egypt for a ransom, and so on that God knows past events also
seems hardly worth mentioning. But it serves to distinguish the Christian position from that of Aristotle.
This philosopher argued that since God was the best of all being, and to be best included having only the
best thoughts, thoughts of the best things, God could not degrade his mind by thinking of men’s evils. Nor
could God know the events of history, for even if they were not positively evil, yet they were trivial and
beneath his notice. For Aristotle therefore God could know only himself. The God of the Bible knows
how many hairs we have on our heads. God also knows our secret thoughts. He knew that the men of
Keilah wanted to kill David. It is impossible for man to close his mind to God. Some people have an
exaggerated notion of the inviolability of personality. In their view God must respect our individuality,
our thought, our rights, our socalled freedom. But Jehovah penetrates our minds and understands our
thought altogether.
All the predictions in the Bible certify that God knows the future. He prophesied the birth of
Josiah some three hundred years ahead of time. He predicted that Cyrus would favor the Jews. It is not as
though God said: I shall manage this somehow; if Cyrus does not want to favor the Jews, I can get
someone else who will be willing. The future event was the action of Cyrus. There are also predictions of
events that are still future to us. Aristotle said that this was impossible. His reason was not only that these
events are too trivial for God to bother with; but more particularly that future events cannot be known
because the future does not exist. Only

what is, can be known. The future not only is not, but it is uncertain. It may turn out one way or the other.
Now, Christianity will admit that only the fixed and determined can be known. To say that the future may
turn out one way or another surely makes the future unknowable. But Christianity teaches that the future is
inevitable. Judas was chosen as a disciple because he was the one to betray Christ. And Christ’s betrayal
and death were known from eternity. God can declare the end from the beginning, for he made the
beginning in order to bring about the end. Thus the list of quotations above refers not only to what is
present, but to all things, past, present, and future: all things are naked and laid open before the eyes of
God.
4 Eternity.

The next attribute for discussion is God’s eternity, for eternity and omniscience are closely
related. Maybe they are identical! The first thing to do is to see whether the Bible teaches that God is
eternal, and whether the notion of eternity is well defined. The items in the list will require some
explanation.
Gen. 21:33

Ex. 3:14

There he called on the name of the Lord, the everlasting God.

I AM THAT I AM.

Psa. 41:13

Blessed by the Lord, the God of Israel, from everlasting to
everlasting. cf Psa. 90:2

Isa. 9:6

John 5:26

His name shall be called … Everlasting Father.

Rom. 1:20

The Father hath life in himself.

his everlasting power and Godhead.

Rom. 16:26

the eternal God.

With the possible exception of Ex. 3:14 where the French version translates God’s name as
L’Eternel these verse may say merely that God is everlasting, that his years are numberless, but that they
are years nonetheless, and that therefore God is not eternal.In philosophy and theology eternity has usually
been regarded as something different from endless time. Popularly, however, most people do not make
such a distinction. It would appear that J. Oliver Buswell, Jr. in ASystematic Theology of the Christian
Religion(pp. 40 ff.) holds to the popular view and denies timeless eternity. He writes, “The Bible writers
explicitly teach … that the being of God is eternal, both as to the past and as to the future. God has always
existed and always will exist… In discussing the cosmological argument for the existence of God, we
shall show that all systematic thinkers are obliged to postulate some uncaused eternal being. If anything
does now exist, then something must be eternal, unless something can come from nothing. Materialists
generally hold that the material cosmic system is itself eternal as a system, and as a chain of causality.”
Since no materialist ever held that the universe is timeless, this comparison between God and the universe
as, in the respective systems, both eternal, shows that Dr. Buswell considers God to exist extended in
time. In other words, God is everlasting but not eternal. Below he has a subhead, Eternity is not
Timelessness.
Parmenides, an ancient Greek philosopher, argued that origin, absolute origin, is impossible.
Since his day probably no one has ever maintained that something comes from nothing. Therefore either
there is an eternal, timeless, unchanging reality and nothing else ever comes into being (and this was
Parmenides’ conclusion), or there is an everlasting series of events (which is the position of socalled
materialism); or there is an eternal reality and a temporal series of events. The latter is the standard
Christian position, which, if it is to be defended, must be shown to be an implication from the Biblical
data.
This implication cannot be based on such phrases as “before the foundation of the world” (John
17:24, Eph. 1:4). Such verses, if there are clear implications of eternity in other places, can be interpreted
as human phraseology like “the eyes of the Lord,” but they cannot be the primary
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ground for a belief in God’s eternity. There are other verses, however; and they have to do with
omniscience, already discussed somewhat, and immutability, yet to be considered.
The question may be put in several ways. One may ask, is eternity qualitatively different from
time? Or, is there time in God’s own being, or is it a created something? And one should surely ask, what
is time? Unless we know what time is, we cannot begin to consider whether or not it was created and has
only a finite past. The same is true of space.
If the beginning student of theology had a few courses in Physics before entering Seminary, he may
have come across arguments refuting the Newtonian theory of space and time as independent frameworks.
Modern physics talks about a four dimensional continuum, called spacetime. Prior to the physics of the
twentieth century, the philosopher labored with great diligence over the problems of space and time. This
material might be included in an Appendix, but let us not clutter up the present paragraph. Yet, one must
insist that unless we have some notion of what time is, we cannot decide whether God is temporal or not.
It would be like trying to decide whether God is spalificerous or doriconimous.
The great Christian philosopher, Augustine of Hippo, connected time with the succession of ideas
in a mind. We know some things today; tomorrow we learn more; the next day we forget some. Even in
any five minute or one minute period, ideas come and go. This, says Augustine, is time.
Now, God is omniscient. He does not learn what he did not know, and he never forgets.
There can be no succession of ideas in the divine mind. Therefore, God is not a temporal being.
Omniscience requires eternity, and eternity is timelessness.

8. Immutability.

Corroborating this argument is the Biblical teaching on immutability. Some verses are:

Num. 23:19

God is not a man that he should lie; neither the son of man that

he should repent. cf. I Sam. 15:29
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Dan. 6:26

Mal. 3:6

He is the living God and steadfast forever.

I, the Lord, change not.

Matt. 5:48

Heb. 1:1012

Your heavenly Father is perfect.

the works of thy hands, they shall perish, but thou dost
continue… they shall be changed, but thou art the
same. c.f. Psa.
102:27.

Heb. 6:17

James 1:17

the immutability of his counsel.

the Father of lights, with whom can be no variation, neither
shadow cast by turning.

First, a few comments on these verses. In the section on language in chapter one above, it was
pointed out that figurative language does not conflict with inerrancy, for it can always be translated into
common prose. One striking verse has been alluded to several times now: the eyes of the Lord run to and
from throughout the whole earth. The first verse in the last list says quite literally that God does not repent
or change his mind. The words are repeated in I Sam. 15:29. A remarkable contrast occurs in this chapter.
Verse II says, It repenteth me that I have set up Saul to be king. Verse 35 says, The Lord repented that he
had made Saul over Israel. And between these two verses, I Samuel quotes Numbers and says, “The
Strength of Israel will not lie nor repent, for he is not a man that he should repent.”
There are two technical terms that name these types of figurative expression. When arms, legs, or

eyes are ascribed to the Lord, the figure is called anthropomorphism. It means that bodily parts are
figuratively ascribed to God. But when mental passions are ascribed to God, it is called anthropopathism.
The Thirty Nine Articles of the Church of England and the Westminster
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Confession deny that God has body, parts, or passions. The words are “God … a most pure Spirit
6 without body, parts, or passions.” The proof test in the Westminster Confession is Acts 14:15 where
obviously mental or psychological passions are intended. Note that these Confessions do not say that God
is without “bodily parts and passions.” These words could mean, though they would not have to mean,
bodily parts and bodily passions. This ambiguity is avoided. There is no mention of bodily passions. God
is without body, parts, and passions.
The verse in Acts 14:15 and its implications deserve some examination. Paul had just healed the
lame man at Lystra. The multitudes then jumped to the conclusion that Barnabas was Zeus and that Paul
was Hermes. They prepared to sacrifice oxen to them. Then Paul said, “Sirs, why do ye these things? We
also are men of like passions with you.” The main meaning of the
word pathosis suffering, and it used with reference to the sufferings of Christ. It is also used to designate
lustful sexual passions, anger, emotions, and in general however one is affectedby anything. Paul asserts
that he experiences these mental changes, and for that reason he is not God because God has no emotions,
no sudden mental changes, no gradual changes either, and is completely impassible.

In a very elementary volume such as this it is perhaps wise to acknowledge here, as well as later
when the incarnation is discussed, that Christ in his human nature suffered and experienced passions. But
as Athanasius says (in his Discourse III of his Select Treatises In Controversy with the Arians,chapter
xxvi, paragraph 13) “Let no man stumble at these human affections, but rather let a man know that in
nature the Word himself is impassible. … He himself, being impassible in nature, remains as he is, not
harmed by these affections.”

What is true of the Son in this regard is surely true of the Father. God is impassible. This is not to
deny God’s wrath and anger against sin. But wrath and anger in God, like repentance, are figures of
speech to make vivid to us God’s immutable will to punish sin.
To return now to the list: Mal. 3:6 is literal and conclusive. Matt. 5:48 implies
immutability because a change would mean that either God had not been perfect before, or is
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now no longer perfect. James 1:17, in spite of some flowery language, is essentially literal, obvious, and
conclusive: there is no variation (parallax) in God, nor any shadow caused by change (as occurs when the
heavenly bodies change their positions).

5. Relation Between Omnipotence and Omniscience.

Perhaps enough has now been given to begin considering the relation between omnipotence and
omniscience. Augustine in his Confessions(XII, 53) wrote, “We see those things thou hast made because
they are; they are, however, because thou seest them.” Aquinas more clearly wrote, “The knowledge of
God is the cause [the formal cause] of all things, for the knowledge of God is to all created objects what
the knowledge of an artificer is to things made by his art. … Hence the form in the intellect must be the
principle of action. … Now it is manifest that God causes things by his intellect, since his being is his act
of understanding.” (I, 14, 8).

Charles Hodge takes these two quotations to mean that omnipotence and omniscience are
identical. Hodge himself denies this identity. One of his reasons is that when they are identified, “the
possibility of knowledge in God is virtually denied.” (I, p. 394) This is hardly a logical inference. To say
that two names refer to the same thing, is not to deny the thing. The identification of knowledge and power
no more denies knowledge than it does power. And surely those who identify these attributes do not mean
that God is neitherknowledge norpower. Hodge admits that the Lutheran and Reformed theologians
generally assert the identity. Against the Reformation view Hodge objects, “To know a thing is, and to
will it, are the same undivided and perpetual act. From this it would seem to follow, that as God knows
from eternity, he creates from eternity” (p. 395). And this according to Hodge is pantheism.
Well, of course, it is not pantheism at all. Even if creation were from eternity, the created universe
would not be God. Aristotle held that the physical universe never had a beginning; but his God who sits
on the circle of the universe, ignorant of what goes on below, is not equated
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with the universe. Whatever this is, it is not pantheism. Furthermore, it is strange that Hodge, after quoting
Aquinas, should here have ignored Aquinas’ reply, for Aquinas in the same section from which Hodge
quotes answers Hodge’s objection: “The knowledge of God is the cause of things according as things are
in his knowledge. But that things should be eternal was not in the knowledge of God; hence although the
knowledge of God is eternal, it does not follow that created beings are eternal.”
Let us observe some caution, however. The subject is complicated. Not to anticipate later
considerations, let us note here that the word causedoes not mean today what it meant in the fifth,
thirteenth, and sixteenth centuries. For Hodge causeprobably meant some sort of physical force. Gravity,
for example, forces a heavy body to fall. But this idea is repudiated by all physicists. Gravity was
intended to be a description of how two bodies move. It was never intended to explain what it was, if
anything, that made them move. When Augustine used the word cause,he meant the Christian counterpart
of the Platonic Idea. For Aristotle and Aquinas the cause intended here, distinguished from the material
cause, was the formalcause. To untangle all of this, the student will need considerable philosophy.
Certainly the Bible does not make God the cause of the world in the Kantian sense of a preceding event,
which in turn has a cause in a still previous motion.

Hodge’s rejection of the identity of omniscience and omnipotence contains another very surprising
statement. He quotes a theologian who takes pains to reject pantheism by defining omniscience as “So far
as we conceive God as comprehending the world in his consciousness, we call him omniscient.” Now,
this is a poor definition of omniscience, for God knows much more than the physical universe. Not to
mention the angels and the devil, who may perhaps be included in the term world,God knows all theology
including himself, and this is hardly the “world” in any ordinary sense. But aside from this objection,
which Hodge does not consider, he not only calls the language unintelligible by saying, “Whatever such
language may mean to those who use it,” but goes on to wax indignant in the phrase, “to the ordinary mind
it conveys the revolting idea that all the sins of men enter into the consciousness of God.” But this
indignation
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is Aristotelianism, and it is an explicit contradiction of the Biblical assertions, “Thou hast set our
iniquities before thee;” “Thou understandeth my thought altogether;” “Your new moons … my soul hateth,
… they are a trouble unto me … your hands are full of blood;” and as well every prediction of evil such
as the future activities of the antichrist. Surely the Bible teaches that God knows all.
The problem of this subsection, the relation of omniscience to omnipotence can well be concluded
by a comparison between Charles Hodge and Stephen Charnock.
Stephen Charnock, a great Puritan divine of the seventeenth century, wrote a book well over a
thousand pages on The Existence and Attributes of God.Among the other excellent chapters he has one on
God’s omniscience. Whereas the present elementary volume restricts itself to a few verses and urges the
reader to look for more, Charnock provides such a long list of the items of God’s knowledge that one is
tempted to think it is complete. The student is urged to become acquainted with the Rev. Stephen
Charnock.
The comparison of Hodge with Charnock is not meant to imply that Charnock is always right and
Hodge always wrong. Neither of them was infallible as the Bible is; but both of them are to be considered
as much as any other writer on theology, and more than most. The first quotation from Charnock is not so
much on the relation between omniscience and omnipotence; but to provide a foundation it asserts the
doctrine of eternity. So then, Charnock wrote, “If eternity were anything distinct from God, and not of the
essence of God, then there would be something which was not God, necessary to perfect God. … God is
essentially whatever he is, and there is nothing in God but his essence. Duration or continuance in being in
creatures differs from their being; … they are not therefore their own duration, no more than they are their
own existence. And though some creatures … may be called everlasting … yet they can never be called
their own eternity … but as God is his own necessity for existing, so is he his own duration in existing; as
he doth necessarily exist by himself, so he will always necessarily exist by himself.”1

4.

The Existence and Attributes of God,Vol. II, pp. 285286, misplaced in the edition of 1873 from Vol. I.
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6. Are All Attributes One?

There is a second quotation from Charnock. But in the progress the subject matter broadens. It is
no longer a question whether omnipotence and omniscience are identical, but whether all attributes are
one.
If in the previous quotation Charnock has correctly understood the implication of the Scripture,
then all the attributes of God are identical because each one is necessary to the essence of God. Charnock
says that God is his own duration (though this word may be unfortunate); God then would be his own
power and knowledge. In fact he says (Vol. I, p. 318), “In our notion and conception of the divine
perfections, his perfections are different … but immutability is the center in which they all unite. … All
that we consider in God is unchangeable; for his essence and his properties are the same, and therefore
what is necessarily belonging to the essence of God, belongs also to every perfection of the nature of
God.”
In conformity with this, he also writes (p. 325), “The will of God is the same with his essence. If
God had a will distinct from his essence, he would not be the most simple being. God hath not a faculty of
will distinct from himself; as his understanding is nothing else but Deus intelligens,God understanding, so
his will is nothing else but Deus volens,God willing, being therefore the essence of God; though it is
considered, according to our weakness, as a faculty, it is as his understanding and wisdom, eternal and
immutable; and can no more be changed than his essence.”2
A few pages back comments were made on a list of verses, relating to the eternity of God, with the
exception of one. That verse was, “I AM THAT I AM.” It is hard to say how much can be drawn from this
name, or how much can be read into it. Probably one cannot validly infer from this verse alone that God is
pure simple being, and that his essence and attributes are all one reality; but it would be harder to show
that this verse ruled out Charnock’s position. It rather supports it.

2 Cf. later, James Daane’s attack on this position
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6. The Infinite and the Finite.

The Shorter Catechism, quoted earlier, defined God as a spirit, infinite in his being, wisdom, power, etc.
Wisdom and power have now been sufficiently discussed. But in addition to God’s being infinite in his
wisdom and knowledge, the Catechism asserts that God is infinite in his being. This needs further
explanation.
A quotation from H.B. Smith makes an appropriate starting point. One of the aims here is to show that
even a good theologian sometimes flounders in confusion. To quote:

“God is unconditioned and unlimited by space and time. This is defining
God in contrast with the finite. The infinitude of God has in it two
elements… The limitations of the finite, being comprehended in the two
particulars of time and space, the infinitude of God may be resolved into
two points, which are defined and described as two attributes, eternity and
immensity. By the very necessity of our thinking we are obliged to conceive
of all that is finite under the limitations of space and time. We cannot define
anything except in reference to space and time” (System of Christian
Theology,p. 17).
There seem to be some inaccuracies in this statement. For those who believe that time and space
are both infinite, it is suspicious that “This is defining God in contrast with the finite”. Although some
who believe that time is infinite assert an infinite past time, and this volume does not, the observation still
applies, for while this volume denies an infinite past, it asserts an infinite future. Since then time is
infinite, Smith’s “defining God in contrast with the finite” is a phrase he might well have omitted.
Furthermore, it is not true that the limitations of the finite, such as a dog, a mountain, or a star, are
exhausted in the two particulars of time and space. A dog
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has a tail, and though comets do too, stars do not. Tails are surely limitations of some sort, but tails are
neither time nor space. Nor is it correct to say, “We cannot define anything except in reference to space
and time.” The Catechism defined God without mentioning space or time. For that matter the number two
is a finite number, but space is not a term in its definition. Then there is zero, not to mention the square
root of minus one. Dr. Smith was a good theologian; but when theologians indulge in philosophy or
mathematics they sometimes make mistakes.
Thus many of the infelicities in theology books do not arise from a definite rejection of the
Biblical data. The trouble is that the author fails to pay attention to the usage of words in secular
philosophy and scholarly publications. Another example is the word cause.From the time of Thomas
Aquinas on to the eighteenth century, theologians could use the term in the four Aristotelian senses. From
the sixteenth or seventeenth century to the very recent past, the idea of mechanical causation grew in
popularity and submerged the four Aristotelian causes. About 1752 Hume showed that the idea of cause
resulted from a confusion of mind, and that science could neither support nor use such a concept. With the
advent of evolution, the ancient cause that was always greater than its effect, and the modern cause that
was always equal to its effect, turned into the contemporary cause that is always less than its effect.
Therefore when the educated public is asked to read theology, the author is obliged to inform his readers
what he means by his terms. Infiniteis another one of these terms.
Now, H.B. Smith’s reference to infinite time and space brings Spinoza to mind. He held that God
is absolutely infinite: “BY God I mean a being absolutely infinite that is, a substance consisting in infinite
attributes, of which each expresses eternal and infinite essentiality. Explanation: I say absolutely infinite,
not infinite after its kind; for, of a thing infinite only after its kind, infinite attributes may be denied; but
that which is absolutely infinite contains in its essence whatever expresses reality and involves no
negation.”
In earlier theology, even in the pagan philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, not to mention the Jew
Philo, and the Christian Augustine and Aquinas the attributes of time and space were denied to God
because somehow these attributes were considered imperfect and unworthy of God. Even when Anselm
and Descartes argued: God is the being who has all attributes or
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perfections, existence is a perfection, therefore God exists; they denied that space was a perfection. But
Spinoza attributed space as well as knowledge to God and concluded that God is an extended being, the
universe.
Since Spinoza has had considerable influence on the subsequent history of thought, a Christian
theologian, if he wishes to be understood, must deny that God is absolutely infinite. God is “infinite” only
after his kind, or in certain particulars. The God of the Bible may know an infinite number of
propositions; but, with all due respect to the Shorter Catechism, written by men who had never heard of
Spinoza, we today dare not say that God is infinite in his being. There are many predicates that must not
be attached to God, such as green, feline, and extended in three dimensions.
Turn now to a quotation from Charles Hodge (Vol. I, p 380.):

“He is infinite in his being and perfections … In all ages wrong views of what the infinite is, have
led to fatal errors in philosophy and religion. … When it is said that God is infinite as to his being, what
is meant is, that no limitation can be assigned to his essence. … The infinite, although illimitable and
incapable of increase, is not necessarily all. … The sense in which Spinoza and Mansel make this
assertion is the fundamental principle of Pantheism. … A thing may be infinite in its own nature without
predicating the possibility of the existence of things of a different nature. … There may even be many
infinities of the same kind, as we can imagine any number of infinite lines. ... “

It is obvious that Hodge has tried to distinguish between the absolutely infinite God of Spinoza
and the Biblical God who is only infinite after his kind. The last half of the quotation is unexceptionable.
But should we say that the infinity of the Biblical God means that “no limitation can be assigned to his
essence”? The difficulty lies in the pejorative ambiguity of the word limitation.When we “limit” the
concept animal by attaching the predicate canine,we limit it to dogs, wolves, foxes. Limitations of
concepts are predicates. All predicates limit or delimit
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their subjects. Thus we limit God by attaching the predicate spirit.God is spirit.Furthermore; other
limiting predicates must be attached to distinguish this God from other alleged Gods. Zeus was not
omnipotent. If no predicate can be attached to a subject, that subject is unknowable. But the Biblical Deity
can be known. Therefore predicates or limitations must be attached. At the same time there are predicates
that must not be attached. God not only is x, but he is also not y.

This highlights the necessity, not only of specifying what in God is infinite, but more importantly
of defining infinity, i.e. of limiting infinity! Hodge writes, “Notwithstanding the conflicting statements of
philosophers [about space], and the real obscurity of the subject, every man knows clearly and definitely
what the word ‘space’ means. … It is much the same with the idea of infinity. If men would be content to
leave the word in its integrity, as simply expressing what does not admit of limitation, there would be no
danger in speculating about its nature.” (Vol. I, p. 381). But this is pernicious nonsense, and it contradicts
what he so well said about Spinoza and the “many infinites of the same kind” in the previous quotation.
No one should object to the reference in the present quotation to “the real obscurity of the subject;” but
how can he immediately continue by saying, “every man knows clearly and definitely what the word
‘space’ means”? Consider Plato’s receptacle, Aristotle’s place, Locke’s hesitation between a simple idea
and an idea of relation, Kant’s a priori intuition, Hegel in the first chapter of his Phenomenology, and
Nietzsche’s finite space. Would Hodge agree with Einstein that Space is curved? It is foolishness to leave
the word in its nonexistent “integrity”. If as Hodge admits, “wrong views of what the infinite is have led
to fatal errors,” is it not the part of wisdom to avoid errors by searching for a clear definition? If we fail,
at least we shall avoid using a definition we concluded to be bad.

At this point an appeal to Scripture should be made. if we cannot find in Scripture the correct
definition of space, at least we can see what it says about the infinite. There are in fact only three verses
in the entire Bible (KJ version) where the word infinite is found. The RSV will also be given here.
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Job 22:5

RSV

There is no end to your iniquities.

Psa 147:5

RSV

His understanding is infinite.

His understanding is beyond measure.

Nahum 3:9

RSV

Is not thy wickedness great? and thine iniquities infinite.

Ethiopia and Egypt were her strength, and it was infinite.

and that without limit.

These three verses provide very fragile support for a doctrine of the infinitude of God. Two
words, not one, are used. Job and Nahum use a root that means to chop off, to cut or destroy, from which
come two similar nouns for an extremity, border, and, brink, edge, or frontier. Since it is clear that Egypt’s
strength was not infinite,the word is better translated extreme,or simply, very great.In any case, the word
is not applied to God. The word applied to God in Psa 147 is a different word. The verbal root is to
score, to tally, or to enumerate; and the noun means a number,either innumerable or a few.Song of
Solomon 6:8 uses the word when it says, “There are three score queens, and four score concubines, and
virgins without number.” This shows that the Hebrew word does not exactly correspond to the English
word infinite.It is better translated “very many.” Certainly the virgins were not without number. Two of
the very many occurrences of this word are

Joel 1:6

A nation is come up upon my land, strong and without number.

I Chron 22:4

Cedar trees without number.
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Obviously there was an exact number of soldiers who came up against Israel and Judah; and obviously the
cedars were not infinite in number. The Hebrew words therefore must be regarded as they were in
ordinary conversation. They clearly do not bear the meaning of the term infinite in modern English.
Infinite is a wrong translation. The Hebrew expression simply means “very many”.

To prove that God is “infinite,” theologians regularly use verses in which the word itself does not
occur. For example,
Job 11:710
the earth.

Canst thou be searching find out God… The measure thereof is longer than

Psa 145:3

His greatness is unsearchable.

Matt 5:48

… as your Father in heaven is perfect.

These verses are irrelevant. The first two are repudiations of the cosmological argument; but they
do not specify how “long” God is, or how great his power. The last verse is ethical and little to do with
infinite being. In fact, if pressed, it seems to suggest that man be equal to God in this respect.
Charles Hodge uses Eph 1:23 to prove that God is infinite in his being. The verse is extremely
difficult to exegete. Students may consult several commentators: the Puritan Thomas Goodwin, T.K.
Abbott in the International Critical Commentary series; Francis Foulkes in the Tyndal Press; and Charles
Hodge himself. They differ as to whether pleroma means that which fills or that which is filled; as to
whether tapanta means the universe or the Church; and as to whether pleroumenou is active, that which
does the filling, or passive, that which is filled, or middle, he who fills something for his own advantage.
But regardless of the many complexities it can easily be seen that nothing in the verse asserts that God is
infinite in his being.
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Another verse Hodge uses is Acts 17:28. If this verse had said that God extends throughout the
universe, it would no doubt have suggested a great spatial extent, not necessarily infinite, for it does not
say that the universe is infinite in extent. One should not suppose carelessly that the universe is infinite. At
least Aristotle and Nietzsche denied that it is. Furthermore, God is not an extended object at all; he is a
spirit. In any case, the verse does not say that God extends through the universe: it says that the universe
“extends” through God. More accurately, it says that human beings, the pagan poet as well as Paul and
Luke, live and move and have their being in God.
Hodge of course recognizes that the term infinite gives us some difficulties. The trouble is that he
does not seem to take his own recognition seriously enough. Certainly we must reject his previously
quoted sentence, “When it is said that God is infinite as to his being, what is meant is, that no limitation
can be assigned to his essence.” Now, God’s essence is his definition. Esse is the Latin for the Greek
einai;and the einai of anything is its definition. The definition is what the object is. The God of the Bible
is definite.He is not a subject to which every predicate can be attached. He is not heavy, white, tall, or
sweet. The number of appropriate predicates is definitely limited.

Nor is it easy to understand why Hodge said, “The infinite, although illimitable and incapable of
increase” etc. The number of series is illimitable precisely because it is always capable of increase.
Indeed, whatever is illimitable must be capable of increase. For such reasons we must reaffirm the first
sentence quoted, “In all ages wrong views of what the infinite is have led to fatal errors in philosophy and
religion.” Unless one is ready to define what the term infinite means, it would be better not to use it.
It is possible, however, to defend the proposition that God is infinite even in his being. The
wording of the Catechism can be retained, if the word being is taken as a participle instead of as a noun
coordinate with the nouns that follow it. The argument would be: God is spirit,
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mind, truth. God iswhat he thinks.Since what he thinks is an infinite series of propositions, as the
mathematicians grant us, God is infinite in his being these truths. God is truth. Doubtless this would puzzle
the Westminster authors of the Catechism. Were is not for the indisputable authority of professional
mathematicians, who assert an infinite number of theorems deducible from the mere definition of a plane;
were it not for the acuity of Spinoza in providing an infinite number of propositions deducible from each
of God’s infinite number of attributes; were it not for the unsurpassed Biblical scholarship of our fathers
at Westminster, we could think of truth as a closed and complete whole, in which case God would be
entirely actual and perfect, without any unrealized potentiality. His knowledge then would not be infinite,
but he himself would be, even more clearly omniscient.

8. AFinite God.

If caution about the infinite causes hesitation over this mathematical defense of the Catechism, and
if therefore all the previous confusion continues, it is still possible to discuss and reject theories about a
finite God because these theories do not concern the concept of an infinite being. Here the term finite
refers to just one or two particularities. William James and consistent Arminians limit God by denying his
omnipotence and omniscience. They say that there are certain things God cannot do and cannot know.

Though it may be unnecessary to inform anyone that William James was a vigorous antagonist of
Christianity, three citations from his Pluralistic Universe follow to document the two points mentioned.
Contrasting the nominalist point of view that regards the universe as a collection of discrete “eaches,”
with the idealistic view that the universe is a whole and that parts must be understood in terms of the
whole, James writes, “Whereas absolutism thinks that the said substance becomes fully divine only in the
form of totality, and is not real self in any form but the allform, the pluralistic view which I prefer to
adopt is willing to believe that there may
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ultimately never be an allform at all, that the substance of reality may never get totally collected, that
some of it may remain outside the largest combination of it ever made.” (p. 34). James, of course, has
Hegelian absolutism chiefly in mind, but since he says that theism is worse, it is clear that this is a denial
of omniscience.
Later he writes, “When John Mill said that the notion of God’s omnipotence must be given up, if
God is to be kept as a religious object, he was surely accurately right … I believe that the only God
worthy of the name must be finite …” (pp. 124125). Here James rejects omnipotence. In the last of these
three quotations the language is broad enough to cover both omniscience and omnipotence. “The only way
of escape, I say, from all this [Hegel’s absolutism] is to be frankly pluralistic and assume that the
superhuman consciousness, however vast it may be, has itself an external environment, and consequently
is finite … it is not allembracing … he is finite in power or in knowledge or in both at once” (pp.
310311).

9. Finitude and Knowledge.

Lutherans are inclined to deny omniscience. Bishop Martensen of Denmark attracted the ire and
vituperation of Soren Kierkegaard, but the good bishop was far from being the scoundrel Kierkegaard
thought he was. Let us admit that the gentleman was a devoted and sincere Christian; but on the matter of
omniscience he was woefully mistaken and virtually contradicted the Christian position. Here is a
passage from his Christian Dogmatics,(tr. by Urwick, 1880) pp. 218, 219.
The contradiction which has been supposed to exist between the idea of the free progress
of the world and the omniscience of God, rests upon a onesided conception of
omniscience,as a mere knowing beforehand and an ignoring of the conditional in the
divine decrees. An unconditioned foreknowledge undeniably militates against the freedom
of the creature, so far as freedom of choice is concerned; and against the undecided, the
contingent, which is an idea inseparable from the development of freedom
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in time. The actual alone which is in and for itself rational and necessary, can be the
subject of an unconditional foreknowledge; the Actual which is not this, cannot be so; it
can only be foreknown as possible, as eventual. but such an unconditional foreknowledge
not only militates against the freedom of the creature, it equally is opposed to the idea of a
freely working God in history. A God literally foreknowing all things, would be merely the
spectator of events decided and predestined from eternity, not the alldirecting governor in
a drama of freedom which He carries on in reciprocal conflict and work with the freedom
of the creature. If we would preserve this reciprocal relation between God and His
creatures, we must not make the whole actual course of the world the subject of His
foreknowledge, but only its eternal import, the essential truth it involves. The final goal of
this world's development, together with the entire series of its essentially necessary stages,
must be regarded as fixed in the eternal counsel of God; but the practical carrying out of
this eternal counsel, the entire fulness of actual limitations on the part of this world's
progress, in so far as these are conditioned by the freedom of the creature, can only be the
subject of a conditional foreknowledge ; i.e., they can only be foreknown as possibilities,
as Futurabilia,but not as realities, because other possibilities may actually take place. In
thus asserting that God does not foreknow all that actually occurs, we by no means imply
that every event is not the subject of his allpenetrating cognizance. God is not only before
His creatures "before the mountains were brought forth, or ever the earth was made," He is
also in and w ith His creatures, in every moment of their development. While God neither
foreknows, nor will foreknow what He leaves undecided, in order to be decided in time,
He is no less cognizant of and privy to all that occurs. Every movement of His creatures,
even their most secret thoughts, is within the range of His allembracing knowledge. "Thou
compassest my path, and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways. Whither
shall I go from thy Spirit? or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend up into
heaven thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold thou art there " (Psalm cxxxix.). His
knowledge penetrates the entanglements of this world's progress at every point; the
unerring eye of His wisdom discerns in every moment the relation subsisting between free
beings and His eternal
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plan; and His almighty hand, His power, pregnant of great designs, guides and influences
the movements of the world as His counsels require

Arminians also limit God’s knowledge, if they are consistent. Not all are. Whedon vacillates, but
it is clear that he inclines to a denial of omniscience: “Our view of free agency does not so much require
in God a foreknowledge of a peculiar kind of event [i.e. a single particular event?] as a knowledge of a
peculiar quality existent in the free agent. … If any power be planted in an agent, God, who placed it
there, must know it. And if that power be … a power to do otherwise than the agent really does do, God
may be conceived to know it and to know it in every specific case” (D.D. Whedon, The Freedom of the
Will,pp. 271272). Now, this quotation certainly means that God does not know what the free agent will
do; he only knows that the agent is free to do an one of several possibilities. Whedon continues, “As a
corollary resulting from these views, we note that an agent may be supposed to possess a power of acting
otherwise than the way that God foreknows he will act.” But then he surprises the reader by saying on the
next page, “As the impossibility of performing a contradictory act is no limitation of Omnipotence, so the
impossibility of a contradictory knowledge is no limitation of Omniscience.

6. If by the absolute perfectness of God’s omniscience that one train of free events, put forth with full
power otherwise, be embraced in his foreknowledge, it follows that God foreknows the free act.” In
this paragraph Whedon attempts to preserve the omniscience he denied on the previous page; but that
his attempt fails becomes clear in the difficulty he cannot escape: “the real difficulty which we
distinctly profess to leave forever insoluble … is to conceive how God came by that
foreknowledge.”

A.H. Strong (Systematic Theology,Vol. I, p. 285) quotes an author, Daniel Curry, who said, “The
denial of absolute divine foreknowledge is the essential complement of the Methodist theology.” Now,
Whedon is unable to conceive how God came to know the future because the Methodist theology makes
foreknowledge and therefore omniscience impossible. On Arminian principles the problem of retaining
omniscience is insoluble. But if one reject the Arminianism,
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the problem presents little if any difficulty. First of all, God did not “come by” his foreknowledge. Eternal
knowledge is an eternal attribute of the eternal God. Perhaps it s not fair to stretch Whedon’s unfortunate
expression “come by” beyond its disclosure of Whedon’s habitual state of mind; but even so it reveals the
tendency to explain God’s knowledge of the world as empirically based on observation. Since there can
be no causes in the present to determine the future action of human free will, there is nothing now for God
to look at, if he wishes to know the future; and of course the future event, until it occurs, is an unknowable
nonentity.

The Bible, however, says that every event is caused or determined, and that the determiner is God.
God therefore knows what is future to us because he determined it to happen. Otherwise prediction would
be impossible. Take for example Cyrus’ restoration of the Jews to Jerusalem. The event predicted was not
an isolated event that could have occurred under nearly any condition. It required the consolidation of the
Medes and Persians into one empire; it required the defeat of Croesus, and, obviously the destruction of
Babylon. This latter depended on Nabonidus’ neglect of his own interests and the irresponsibility of
Belshazzar. It also required changes in the policies regarding the treatment of captive peoples. The
prediction therefore is not limited to Thursday at 10:33 A.M. when Cyrus stamped his seal on a document.
The event depended on multitudinous matters, every one of which God knew because he had planned the
whole thing.

Charnock (p. 443, 444) has a humorous description of a similar situation. Gen. 15:16 predicts that
“in the fourth generation they [the posterior of Abraham] shall come hither again [into Canaan], for the
iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full.” Continues Charnock, “If Abraham had been a Socinian, to deny
God’s knowledge of the free acts of men, had had not a fine excuse for unbelief? What would his reply
have been to God? Alas, Lord, this is not a promise to be relied upon; the Amorites’ iniquity depends on
the acts of their free will, and such thou canst have no knowledge of; thou canst see no more than a
likelihood of their iniquity being full, and therefore there is but a likelihood of thy performing thy
promise, and not a certainty.”
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With respect to God’s knowledge, theologians usually try to give an account of the divine
psychology. They say that God’s knowledge is intuitive, not discursive. The words are not altogether
appropriate. Psychology is hardly the term for a study of the immutable divine mind. If intuition means
merely that there is no temporal succession in God, the term can be used, but it is useless; if, however, it
means the immediate perception of a sensory individual, as in Kant, but not the understanding of a general
principle or even a concept, the term is worse than inappropriate. Similarly, if discursion means a
temporal sequence, it may be properly denied of God; but if the term is intended to assert God is ignorant
of the relationship between premises and conclusions, it cannot be denied to God.

Most simply, God’s knowledge is eternal and immutable. God knows the end from the beginning
because he created the world and controls it according to the eternal plan.
Psa. 104:24

O Lord, how manifold are thy works; in wisdom hast thou made them all.

How could this be true, if the things known were the cause of his knowledge, and so prior to his
knowledge, and therefore antecedent to his action? Does God act in ignorance and then discover what he
has made? If the divine perfection in knowledge were gained from things external to God and inferior to
him, unless there be objects superior to him God would not be selfsufficient or independent; whatever
perfection of knowledge he had would be derived from these inferior things. Such a conclusion, however,
would be both queer and unbiblical. It follows therefore that God is essentially omniscient. There is no
truth outside of his mind. And there is so because God himself is truth. Truth is what God thinks or knows.

10. God is Spirit.
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For many pages now the discussion has dealt with the attributes of God. There was eternity,
omniscience, omnipotence, and infinity. Because they so much overlapped it was necessary to consider
their mutual relationships. This went further perhaps than an elementary exposition is supposed to go. But
one point, in a sense the most important point, was omitted, even though implicitly it underlay them all.
These attributes that were discussed are predicates or characteristics of a subject. Traditionally it is said
that the “attributes” attach to a “substance.” In simpler terms the question could be, what are the attributes
attributes of? Speaking in ordinary language one may say that a man has wisdom or courage. The man
isone thing, and wisdom or courage is something else he has.One may also say, the man is wise or
courageous; and now the sentence seems to state what the man is,rather than what he has.Since, however,
theology for centuries has discussed attributes and substance, the question will be, What is this God who
has knowledge, power, goodness, and truth?
The Catechism answers in its first phrase, “God is a spirit.” Spirit is not something God has;
Spirit is what he is. Had this chapter on God proceed logically, the idea of spirit would have been
discussed before the attributes. Should not learn what x is in itself before learning what characteristics it
has? Do we not first decided what a dog is, and the add that dogs have tails? If we did not first know dog,
what would the tail attach to? But perhaps tails are essential to dogs, and if we cut off Fido’s tail, he no
longer remains a dog. Can we really know what a thing is without knowing its characteristics? Is it
possible to study what God is in himself without explicitly describing his attributes? Maybe it was
necessary to begin with the “attributes” and only later arrive at the “substance.” However that may be, the
Catechism says that God is a spirit. What is spirit? Well, surely, spirit is distinguished from nonspirit by
attributes of life, consciousness, and in higher forms, knowledge.
Although the concept of spirit is of such tremendous importance, or, better, because it is of such
tremendous importance, it is utterly easy to find Scriptural evidence to justify the statement that God is
spirit. Of course, there is Jesus’ brief assertion in John 4:24. But the massive evidence permeates the Old
Testament. There is no point in listing a number of verses. God spoke to Adam and Eve; he spoke to
Noah, Abraham, and Moses; to David, Elijah, and Isaiah. The continuous denunciation of idolatry
repeatedly asserts
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“They have mouths, but they speak not; they have ears, but they hear not … They hire a
goldsmith and he maketh it a god … they bear him upon the shoulder … yea one shall cry
unto him, yet can he not answer.”
Our God is a God of truth; he knows; he speaks; he is alive; he is not a body, he is a spirit.
Unfortunately not only in Old Testament times did some people turn from the living God to worship dumb
idols; even today there are unhappy theologians who teach that God is dead.

11. Philosophical Difficulties.

Although this elementary textbook promises to restrict philosophical diversions to a minimum,
there are some that ought not be avoided. Students who are not ready for them may skip this section, but it
would not be fair to others slightly more advanced if philosophy were omitted completely. Nor should
this material be considered “philosophy” in sharp distinction from “theology.” For years, in fact for
centuries, these subjects have filled many pages in theological textbooks. This is then a part of the history
of theology.
Some theological textbooks, using as their first principle something other than the Bible, begin by
asking, Can God be known? But if there is no God, there can be no point in asking whether he can be
known. Should we not therefore begin by proving the existence of God? But if God is not knowable, how
could one prove his existence? These two questions are so intertwined that one cannot be answered
without the other. We cannot prove the existence of an object without knowing what it is we have proved;
and cannot know an object without knowing that there exists such an object. The medieval theologians
began with the existence of God, and their example is as good as any to follow here.

Augustine (354430), if he did not absolutely introduce it into Christian theology, elaborated a type
of Platonic philosophy by which he worked out a proof of God’s existence.
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Augustine’s writings on many subjects are extremely valuable; but Anselm about A.D. 1100 gave a twist
to Augustine’s proof that was brilliant in the extreme. It is called the Ontological Argument. Strange to
say, it possibly is not an argument at all, but rather a postulation of a first principle, an explanation of the
ultimate axiom, a setting down of the base on which everything must be built. At any rate, it is so intricate
and profound, it has caused so much discussion, and its opponents think it is supreme as an example of
plausible confusion, that it must be omitted here. The second attempt to prove God’s existence will be
difficult enough.
(a) The Cosmological Argument.

Thomas Aquinas (12241274) rejected the Platonic cast of Augustine’s theology and based his
thought on Aristotle. Therefore he had no time for the ontological argument, but reconstructed the
cosmological argument. To refer again to the question of knowledge, the difference between these two
arguments is basically a difference in epistemology: For Augustine it was not necessary to start with
sensory experience, for one could go directly from the soul to God; but Aquinas wrote, “The human
intellect … is at first like a clean tablet on which nothing is written” (Summa Theol.I, Q 97, 2). It is
sensation that writes on the tabula rasa.The mind has no form of its own. All its contents come from
sensation. on this basis Thomas gave five arguments for God’s existence; but the first four are almost
identical, and the fifth is so little different, that only the first will be reproduced here.

“The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and evident to our senses, that
in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is in motion is put in motion by another, for nothing
can be in motion except it is in potentiality to that towards which it is in motion; whereas a thing moves
inasmuch as it is in act. For motion is nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality to
actuality. But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something in a state of
actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually hot,
and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not possible that the same thing should be at once in actuality
and
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potentiality in the same respect, but only in different respects. For what is actually hot cannot
simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is simultaneously potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that
in the same respect and in the same way a thing should be both mover and moved, i.e. that it should move
itself. Therefore, whatever is in motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which it is put in
motion be itself put in motion, then this also must needs be put in motion by another, and that by another
again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there would be no first mover, and, consequently, no
other mover; seeing that subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first
mover; as the staff moves only because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive
at a first mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone understands to be God.”3
The first thing to be noticed is that this is a formal argument. Thomas intended it to be a conclusive
demonstration that God exists. It is not a collection of evidences that make it plausible to believe in God.
It is an analysis of sensory experience with the conclusion that only God can explain it. Far from being a
list of evidences, it appeals only to a pebble that rolls down the hillside or a marble that rolls across the
floor. It claims to prove conclusively that on this basis God must of necessity exist. It is a matter of
logical necessity.
The syllogism is the most common form of necessary inference. There are twenty four valid forms
of the syllogism. Any other form, and there are two hundred fifty six in all, is invalid. An example of the
valid form is the ancient illustration: All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore Socrates is mortal.
But if one say: All dogs are mammals; some mammals are cats; therefore all or even some dogs are cats;
the argument is a fallacy. Even if we say: All dogs are mammals; some mammals are fox terriers;
therefore some dogs are fox terriers; the argument is invalid. The conclusion happens to be true, but the
premises do not prove it. It is fallacy of the undistributed middle. To estimate the value of Thomas’
cosmological proof, we must see if the premises necessitate the conclusion.

3

Summa theologica,Part 1, Qu. 2, Art. 3
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(b) Five Objections.

Five objections can be made against this cosmological argument. First, the original premise says,
“It is certain and evident to our senses that in the world some things are in motion.” This premise is an
acceptance of empirical epistemology. In Thomas, if not elsewhere, it requires the assertion that the mind
has no apriori forms, that it is actually nothing before it receives sensory impressions, and that more
advanced knowledge is developed through images and abstraction.
Empiricism is perhaps a common sense view. It has also been the view of many philosophers. But
it faces insuperable objections. In the first place the senses of men and animals produce conflicting data.
Dogs, for example, are supposed to be color blind, but they have sensations of sound when men hear
nothing For that matter, men differ among themselves. Esoteric artists see colors in grass that no common
man finds there. Which then of these sensation correctly represent the color of the object seen? In some
cases the sense contradict each other, as when a stick half submerged looks bent but feels straight. Then
there are mirages and other optical illusions. While they last, we cannot tell that they are illusions; and we
cannot tell whether our present sensations are illusions. Again, are we dreaming or not? An elementary
textbook on psychology will describe many of these phenomena, with the result that it is impossible trust
what we call sensory perception. Beyond this, the theory of imagination, by which these sensations are
supposed to be preserved and later raised to concepts, collapses on the fact that some people do not have
images. Many people lack olfactory or tactual imagery; some also lack visual imagery as well.
Empiricism then would have to say that these people can know nothing. But some of them are
accomplished scholars.

This first objection, however, does not test the validity of the argument. It disputes the truth of the
premise. Yet the skepticism which Hume showed so well follows upon empiricism is fatal to this
approach.
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The second objection will also be somewhat disappointing as given here because it can only be
partially developed. The objection notes that the quoted passage is more a summary than a complete
argument. In fact the argument would include a great amount of physics and metaphysics. For example, the
second, third, and fourth sentences in the quoted argument need lengthy substantiation. The extent would
cover hundreds of pages, as it does both in Aristotle and Aquinas. For the final cosmological argument to
be valid, all the subsidiary arguments must be valid. Now, while this is theoretically possible, it is not
probable. Surely Aristotle and Aquinas must have made a mistake somewhere. And one mistake breaks
the chain of consequences. Of course, someone is sure to complain that this unfair and begs the question.
To avoid this accusation, it may be pointed out that the two philosophers use the concept of potentiality.
Aristotle needed the concept of potentiality in order to define motion. But in the third book of the Physics
,where Aristotle takes up this problem, he not only defines motion by potentiality, but he also explains
potentiality by the concept of motion. If the student wants to spend the time, he may study Aristotle’s
Physics to determine whether the argument is circular and whether there are any other flaws in books four
to eight.
The third objection can be seen in the summary itself. Toward the end Aquinas talks about a series
of motions and movers, and says that this series cannot go on to infinity. The reason it cannot go on to
infinity is that if it did there would be no first mover. But unfortunately the argument as a whole claims to
prove that there is a first mover. Therefore Aquinas has used for one of his premises the very proposition
that he wants as the conclusion.
The fourth objection is more complicated. Because Aquinas holds that God’s existence is
identical with his essence, which is not true of any other object of knowledge, he must assert that no
predicate can be attributed to God in the same sense that it is said of created beings. When both man and
God are said to be good, or rational, or conscious, or anything, the words good and conscious do not
mean the same thing in the two cases. If God is a mover and man is a mover, the word mover does not
mean the same thing. Not only so, but since God’s existence and essence are identical, the verb tobe does
not have the same meaning in the two cases. If we say
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God is good, neither the good nor the ismeans what it means in the created world. Hence when we say
God exists, this existence does not mean existence in the same sense we use it for pebbles or marbles.
Now, in a valid argument the only terms that can occur in the conclusion are those that occur in the
premises. If some additional element is added in the conclusion, the syllogism is a fallacy. But the
cosmological argument begins with the existence of a pebble or some sensory object that moves. It ends,
however, with an existence that is different. Therefore the argument is fallacious. The different meaning of
the word in the conclusion cannot be derive from the original meaning in the premises.

Now, finally, the fifth objection is directed against the last sentence of the argument, which is,
“and this everyone understands to be God.” But this is not what everyone understands to be God.
Particularly Christians deny that this is God. Aquinas claims to have proved the existence of a first mover,
a primum movens,an ens perfectissimum,or even a summum bonum. But these neuters are not satisfactory
for a concept of the living, selfrevealing God of the Scriptures. It can even be said that if the cosmological
argument were valid, Christianity would be false. The God of the Bible is a Trinity of Persons. No forms
of the cosmological argument has even claimed to demonstrate the existence of this only true God.

(c) AReconstructed Argument.

Despite these objections Roman Catholics continue to depend on the cosmological argument. So
do most Lutherans, as may be seen from Leander S. Keyser’s ASystem of Natural Theism (1917); and
some Calvinists defend it too. J. Oliver Buswell, Jr. was one of these, at least in his earlier writings,
though he seems to have agreed later that it is not strictly valid. Cornelius Van Til of Westminster
Seminary, Philadelphia, makes very strong statements on the validity of the argument. Buswell had
accused Van Til of disparaging the objective evidences for Christianity and of rejecting the cosmological
argument. Van Til replied in AChristian Theory
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of Knowledge (pp. 291292) and charged Buswell with formulating the argument improperly. Quoting
partly from one of his earlier works, Common Grace,he says
“The argument for the existence of God and for the truth of Christianity is objectively valid. We
should not tone down the validity of this argument to the probability level. The argument may be poorly
stated and may never be adequately stated. But in itself the argument is absolutely sound. … Accordingly I
do not reject the theistic proofs, but merely insist on formulating them in such a way as not to compromise
the Scripture. That is to say, if the theistic proof is constructed as it ought to be constructed, it is
objectively valid.”
This assertion that the cosmological argument is valid, absolutely sound, a formal demonstration,
and not merely a probability argument does not hold true of any cosmological argument published in any
book. Van Til pays no attention to the fallacies embedded in Thomas Aquinas. The argument he defends is
one that no one has ever yet written. But how does he know that it is possible to formulate this ideal
argument? What is the argument he defends? He says he insists on formulating it correctly. For many years
some of Van Til’s contemporaries have been challenging him to produce this reformulation he insists
upon. He has not done so.
Thomas Hobbes is reported to have squared the circle. When the mathematician complained that
in his proof three lines should have crossed at a point, but did not, Hobbes replied that they came so close
together that a point could cover them all. He might have added that a slightly better reformulation could
be made, and therefore the circle could be squared by an absolutely valid argument, and that an angle
could be trisected too. But such appeals to an unknown ideal are irrelevant and incompetent.
A cosmologist, eager to squeeze out of a tight spot, might reply: But an angle can indeed be
trisected. So it can, but by no geometrical (straight edge and compass) method. All the geometrical
arguments are invalid. So too here: perhaps the ontological argument is valid; it is not touched by any of
this criticism; but the cosmological argument is a fallacy.
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A better example than squaring the circle is Fermat’s theorem because, while no one agrees that
the circle can be squared, many mathematicians have supposed that Fermat’s theorem could be
demonstrated. Only recently have some begun to have doubts. But no reputable thinker, regardless of his
anticipation, will pronounce an argument valid and sound without having seen it.
Since Van Til and Buswell in the passage cited are engaged in recommending a method of
preaching the gospel to unbelievers, it is doubly unfortunate that Van Til cannot justify his position, for
unbelievers cannot be expected to be impressed with an argument that the evangelist himself is unable to
present to them.
(d) Does Scripture Require an Argument?

The Christian need not be disturbed at the impossibility of proving God’s existence. In fact, he
should never have expected to demonstrate it, for two reasons: (1) a secular proof must adopt some
principle more ultimate than God from which God can be deduced; and (2) the Bible makes no attempt to
prove God’s existence. It starts right off with God in Genesis 1:1. To be sure there are such verses as
Psa. 8:1 Lord, our Lord, how excellent is thy name in all the earth, who has set thy glory
upon the heavens.
Psa. 19:1
handiwork.

The heavens declare the glory of God and the firmament showeth his

Rom. 1:20
… because what is known of God is apparent in them; for God has made it
clear for them; for his invisible [attribute] since the creation of
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the world are perceived, being understood by the things
made, namely his eternal power and deity …
The last verse, here translated somewhat more literally than in the standard translations, with
which the student may compare it, consulting commentaries also, has actually been used to defend the
validity of Aquinas’ argument. But none of these verses are arguments, nor do they validate any argument.
God has indeed set his glory upon the heavens, and the filaments of the underside of a tiny leaf display
through a microscope God’s amazing geometrical handiwork; but neither an ancient polytheist nor a
modern humanist recognized it. To see the glory of the heavens as the glory of God, one must believe in
God first. The verse in Romans sounds more like an argument than the others; and while it cannot be used
to guarantee Aquinas against all mistakes, it can plausibly be interpreted to mean that there is a valid
cosmological argument if only somebody could find it. Nevertheless such an interpretation seems
mistaken: mistaken because it is unlikely that anyone, after the profound labors of Aristotle and Aquinas,
not to mention the lesser contemporaries like Hartshorne, Tennant, and others, can do what they could not.
Mistaken also because sensation replaces God and the Scriptures as the first principle. The verse in
Romans then is best understood as an equivalent of the Psalms quoted.

Furthermore, although Romans can seem to approve an unknown cosmological argument, there are
other verses that give the opposite impression. One such passage is
Job 11:78
Canst thou by searching found out God? Canst thou find out the Almighty to
perfection? It is as high as heaven; what canst thou do?

Although these two verses may state the truth, and imply that there is no valid cosmological
argument, one should observe a little caution because at the end of the book (Job 42:7) the Lord expresses
his wrath against Job’s friends and condemns them for having said some false things. Hence it is not
certain that what Zophar said some false things. Hence it is not
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certain that what Zophar said is true. In any case a doctrine should never be based on one verse alone; not
because God might be mistaken, but because we might be mistaken. When many verses say the same thing,
and we compare them all, then we may have confidence that we have understood; but when there is
nothing with which to compare a verse (such as a phrase in Gal. 3:19 or I Cor. 15:29) we remain in
doubt. Therefore in addition to Zophar one may hopefully add:
Psa. 145:3
unsearchable.

Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised; and his greatness is

Isa. 40:18 ff.
To whom then will ye liken God, or what likeness will ye compare unto
him? … Have ye not known? Have ye not heard? Hath it not been told you from the
beginning? … To whom then will ye liken me, that I should be equal to him? … Hast thou
not known? Hast thou not heard?
Rom. 11:33

O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and the knowledge of God!
How unsearchable are his judgments and his ways past
finding out!

I Cor. 2:9 What things the eye did not see and the ear did not hear … to us God revealed
them through the Spirit.
These verses, even the last, teach that sensory perception cannot form in our minds the idea of
God. God cannot be searched out or discovered by empirical philosophy. Therefore, since the arguments
used by the philosophers are logical fallacies, since the Bible gives no cosmological argument of its own,
since it begins with God and insists on revelation, it seems best to reject all natural theology and posit
divine revelation as the first principle and basic axiom of our system of thought. The task then is to show
how the Bible describes God, as the first half of this chapter has tried to do.
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(e) AMeaningless Word.

An additional reason for rejecting natural theology is the utter uselessness of asserting that God
exists. If I should say, This cat is black, it would not be useless because some cats are white or some
other color. But if all cats were black, and especially if everything, completely everything, were black, it
would be useless to say that this cat is black. Or, again, most words have four or five different meanings.
In English we speak of domestic animals and domestic as opposed to foreign policy in government.
German has two different words here; we get along with the same word, and all languages have words of
several meanings. But the meanings must be finite in number. Suppose a word had an infinite number of
meanings. We would look up the word tamig in Merriam Webster’s unabridged dictionary and see that the
meanings of tamig included all the words from A to the end of Z. Tamig means not only cat and dog, it
also means long and sharp, as well as run and fly, as well as iodine and uranium, as well as all the other
words in the dictionary and then some. As an adjective it could be attached to any noun, and it could be
substituted for every verb. But a word that means everything means nothing. An adjective that can be
attached to every noun carries no information. The word existence is such a word. Cats exist. Dogs exist.
So does the square root of minus one. Dreams exist. They are real: they are real dreams. And God really
exists too. But to say that God exists does not distinguish God from a cat or a dream. We want to know
what God is. The Westminster Shorter Catechism did not ask, Does God exist? It properly asks, What is
God? Proving the existence of God therefore, even if possible, is a useless task.

(f) Can God be Known?

This is another standard question in Christian theology. Yet there is something peculiar about it.
Should it precede or should it follow the question, What is God? Suppose we ask, Can rachis be known?
Nearly everyone it is a genuine English word therefore nearly everyone would immediately reply, what is
rachis? How can we tell whether or not it can be known, if we
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do not know what it is? Or, similarly, suppose we ask a nonmathematician, Can the side of a square and
the diagonal be exactly measured by the same ruler? Or, can the square root of two be known? But to
answer these two questions, which are in reality identical, one has to know what a diagonal is. Is it not
the same with God? Unless we know what God is, we cannot decide whether he is a knowable object.
But if we already know what God is, what is the use of asking, Can we know God?
Yet it is not all that simple. There are complications. Complications should have been expected. If
geometry requires some careful argumentation, and if the finest mathematicians have not yet been able to
solve the Fermat Theorem, would not a serious student expect theology, whose object of study is God, to
be even more complicated? If Christianity tells the truth when it says that God created the world, must not
theology be more profound than physics? If physics can legitimately claim the intensest efforts of the most
brilliant minds, should not a young student of God be willing to do his best?
Well, then, can God be known? It is doubtless obvious enough that a Christian theological must
answer this question in the affirmative. Does not the Bible give us a great deal of knowledge about God?
Is this not enough? No, it is not enough. There are people who deny that the Bible tells the truth. Like
William James they have arguments designed to prove that God is not omniscient, or that the world was
not created and is not governed by a transcendent spirit. Ordained theologians, if not communicant lay
members, have the obligation of dissecting these antitheistic theories. We must not shirk our task.
Some of the arguments that deny all possibility of knowing God depend on taking the Christian
concept of God and showing that some of its features make God as completely unknowable as the unit that
measure the diagonal and the side, thus convicting the Christian view of selfcontradiction. For example,
one might say: God is regarded as omniscient or infinite; mankind has not the remotest notion of
omniscience or infinity; accordingly, if there were such an object, it could not be known.
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So far as nonChristian material is concerned, Plotinus, motivated by the philosophic need for
unity, posited a One so unitary that it transcended the duality even of subject and predicate. Yet Plotinus
had subjects and predicates, i.e. propositional arguments by which to arrive at this conclusion; and he, no
doubt inconsistently, made a few assertions about the One; but he tried conscientiously to restrict man’s
connection with the One to a mystic trance in which he knew neither it nor himself.
A more modern variation (of the) unknowability theme is the theory that human knowledge is
entirely based on sensory experience. If so, then God, who is ordinarily regarded as a nonsensory object,
cannot be known. Recent Logical Positivists makes sensory verification not merely the criterion of truth
but even the criterion of meaning. From which it follows that metaphysical and theological statements are
not so much false as completely meaningless.
The Christian must rebut these two views, no doubt with the assertion of a revelation
epistemology, but also, with reference to Plotinus, by insisting on the metaphysical impossibility of
deducing plurality from an absolutely undifferentiated One; and with references to Logical Positivism by
pointing out that their criterion of meaning is by its own assertion meaningless.
Although all orthodox theologians must assert that God is in some way knowable and known, yet
they have also affirmed that he is “incomprehensible.” This term is a poor one. It may have been properly
understood centuries ago; but if it were, it carries fatal connotations today. Since the time of Kierkegaard,
and even before, the incomprehensible has been identified with the irrational.For example, philosophers
have said that all things can be “thought away,” but that the absence of space is inconceivable.Now,
obviously, the Bible presents a God who understands or comprehends himself. Therefore God is not
incomprehensible. He may doubtless be uncomprehended by mankind; but in himself he is of all objects
the most comprehensible.The actual problem is, as above, whether man can know God. Because
Christianity must affirm such knowledge, the idea of “incomprehensibility” must be limited to the question
of how much a man can know of God. The Biblical position is of course that we can and do know some
things about God and do not and by God’s decree cannot know some other things. However, this simple
argument, which really comprehends everything about incomprehensibility, has been adumbrated by
considerable theological confusion.
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Louis Berkhof (Systematic Theology,4th ed., p. 30) states correctly that “Reformed theology holds
that God can be known, but that it is impossible to have a knowledge of him that is exhaustive and perfect
in every way. To have such a knowledge of God would be equivalent to comprehending him, and this is
entirely out of the question.” So far so good. But the reason he gives for this, viz., “Finitum non possit
capere infinitum.”is not so good. Descartes was not a Reformed theologian by any means, yet one does
well to consider his view that men must know the infinite before they can know anything finite. Calvin
himself in the first chapter of his Institutes had earlier said that God is our first object of knowledge, and
only after we know God is it possible to know our finite selves. Then too mathematicians know Aleph
null a type of infinity and other infinites. Infinite series can be added; and though infinite,their limits can
be determined with accuracy. It would seem therefore that the pompous Latin phrase Finitum no capax
infiniti,if false.
This should be enough so far as the idea of infinity is used for denying the possibility of man’s
knowing God. The next subheading will introduce the delayed questions, What is God? If infinity is to be
made an attribute of God, it will again be discussed in this different connotation.

(g) The Nature or Definition of God.

To state the nature of God is to answer to question, What is God? Some theologians have denied
the possibility of defining God because definition is always in the form of subsuming a species under a
genus. Thus, to use only a partial definition, a cactus is a succulent. There are various species of
succulents, and the cactus is one species of this genus. But if we make God a species of a higher genus,
we seem to place something above God. This is impossible, so the objection runs, because nothing is
superior to God. If, on the other hand, God is the supreme genus and not an inferior species, it follows that
men, plants and rocks are species of God. Man is one type of God, as a cactus is one type of succulent,
and a rock is another species of God.
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Louis Berkhof (Systematic Theology,4th ed., p.41) writes, “It is quite evident that the Being of
God does not admit of any scientific definition. In order to give a logical definition of God, we would
have to begin by going in search of some higher concept, under which God could be coordinated with
other concepts: and would then have to point out the characteristics that would be applicable to God only.
Such a geneticsynethetic definition cannot be given of God, since God is not one of several species of
gods, which can be subsumed under a single genus.”
There are, however, certain unfortunate expressions in this quotation. The words higher, under
,coordinated,geneticsynthetic,species of gods suggest misleading connotations. Higher and lower give the
impression that the genus ipso facto must be more valuable, stronger, more witty, more cuddly than the
species or an individual in the species. But only kitten is more cuddly than the genus animal, and the
species mercury is more effective for some purposes than the genus metal. Higher and lower are spatial
terms, and when used figuratively are likely to mislead. The term coordinate also suggests an equality that
might not exist. Man, elephant, and mouse are coordinate in the sense that they are all species of animal;
but they are no coordinate in other senses. The term geneticsynthetic hardly applies to the Aristotelian
method of definition plus difference. One should note that Berkhof’s argument depends on this
Aristotelian method. This method of genus plus difference seems to work well in biology. But it does not
work so well in arithmetic. The number two is hardly a species of a higher genus number.Prime numbers
might be a species, but hardly two. Some mathematicians do indeed define two as the name of the class of
all pairs, and this somewhat resembles genus plus difference. But, first, it is hard to understand what a
pair is before we count to two; then, second, other mathematicians, following Leibniz, define two as the
number that comes after one, or in figures, 2=1+1. This definition does not seem to fit the
genusplusdifference formula (incidentally, plus in this phrase is not +), and those who use it naturally
think it is technically superior to the other. To continue: in Physics F=ma, and Newtonian gravitation may
be a species of force; but Einsteinian Energy well, perhaps physics is a difficult subject. In theology,
however, is justification a species of something? Is an “act of God’s free grace” a genus of which
justification is a species? Then
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sanctification would be a species of the genus work.Accordingly, if there be an alternate method of
definition, Berkhof’s objections to defining God have no weight.

Berkhof’s difficulties multiply. He had said, “God is not one of several species of gods, which
can be subsumed under a single genus.” But neither is apple tree one of several species of apple trees.It
can, however, be subsumed under the rose family; but this does not make every species of that family
apple trees. And of course, on Aristotelian principles, a single apple tree is not a species at all, yet it can
be subsumed under the species apple tree and under the genus roseaceae as well. Furthermore, to classify
God “under” some “higher” species does not imply that God is less real than that from which he is
“deduced.” Aristotle never deduced a single apple tree from the species; and, more to the point, he
assumed that the individual is a primary reality, whereas the species is a secondary reality. Hence if God,
the individual, or the three individuals, could be subsumed under some concept or other, it would in no
way minimize the divine perfections. But perhaps it is not necessary to rely so greatly on Aristotle.

Buried beneath the surface of this argument lies Plato’s Parmenides.Those theologians who dislike
Plato forget that Plato’s spokesman in the Parmenides gently reminded the youthful Socrates that the theory
requires Ideas of hair and mud and filth. However disagreeable this logical extension of Realism may
have been to Socrates’ idealist sensibilities, it removed some objections to an incomplete theory. Then
there follows the Third Man argument. Note that Plato himself as the author of the Parmenides stated this
objection with great clarity. Note also that this was one of the objections Plato did not answer: he
answered only one of the series. Was he unable to defend his own theory? Or did he think the omitted
answers too obvious to state?

Would it now be too bold to suggest that the difficulties with the Aristotelian theory of definition
and the Third Man objection to Realism can be solved by the Christian doctrine of the image of God in
man? It will be shown in chapter five that God created man in his own image and likeness. Hence both
God and man can be classified “under” or, better “by” the concept of spirit. Body is something that is
extended but does not think. Spirit is that which thinks but is not
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extended. The previous material on omniscience showed that God is a thinking being. He has knowledge.
This is the sort (species?) of being he is. To respect:
John 4:24
truth.

God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship him in spirit and in

It is interesting to note that this profound theological pronouncement, with all its intricate
Aristotelian and Platonic implications, was not made to the learned Nicodemus, but to an uneducated
Samaritan woman. This verse, and perhaps
II Cor. 3:17

For the Lord is Spirit

seem to be pertinent and pointed; but though not so obvious there are hundreds of others representing God
as thinking, talking, revealing himself, teaching his doctrine, that equally well support the identification of
God’s essence, nature, or reality as spirit because they all say that God thinks. Later on, in the chapter on
Man,some reasons for rejecting behaviorism will be outlined. Thought is not a function of the brain, the
larynx, or the muscles. Thought is a spiritual or intellectual activity. God thinks; he is not and has not a
body; he is not extended in space; he has no “parts.” Therefore God is to be defined as mind, intelligence,
intellect, spirit, let species and genera be as they may.

This disposed of Berkhof’s objection that “God is not one of several species of gods.” God is one
of several “species” or types of spirit. Man too is a type or form of spirit; but man is not a species of
gods.
For a final ad hominem remark, let us note that any theologian who inveighs in general against the
pagan Plato as if Aristotle were not also a pagan is for that reason singularly disqualified from using this
objection. Rejecting ancient Greek pagan theories of definition, a theologian who can classify carpet tacks
with cactus thorns because both can stick you, cannot object to classifying both God and man “under” the
concept of spirit.
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Perhaps some devout persons would prefer to call God a person. To be more accurate, as the next
chapter will try to make clear, God is three persons. At any rate, God is personal. The nineteenth century
modernists, influenced by Schleiermacher and Hegel, sometimes denied the personality of the Deity, or
sometimes tried unsuccessfully to maintain it. However unorthodox Karl Barth may be, he has a fine
analytical section describing why the modernists could not logically defend the personality of God and
had to substitute man in his place. At any rate, God thinks and communicates his thought to men. God
therefore is a mind or spirit.

(h) Substance and Attributes.

After the Shorter Catechism says that “God is a spirit,” its next words are “infinite, eternal, and
unchangeable in his being... “ The Biblical account of “infinite, eternal, and unchangeable was given in
the first half of this chapter. These are differentiae which, where added to the genus, give the species.
They are the predicates attached to the subject: this Spirit is eternal. But what has hardly been touched
upon is the term “being.” The word being is perhaps not the most usual word in this connection.
Theological books usually discuss substance and attributes, rather than being and attributes. The doctrine
of the Trinity too is expressed in the words substance and persons. But what does the word substance
mean? No one is puzzled by the statement that the cat is black. The color black is an attribute or
characteristic or quality that the cat has. The judge is just. Justice is a quality of this judge. The judge is
the substance in which the justice inheres. Or is he?

The concept of substance is the first of Aristotle’s categories. There are two kinds of substance:
primary and secondary. Primary substances are things like cats and judges, individual cats and individual
judges. Secondary substances are the concept of cat and the concept of judge. These are not individual
things, but abstract concepts or forms. The chief difference between the two is that the individual is a
composite of matter and form, while the concept is the form and is immaterial. Since matter is actually
nothing, for only forms can be seen or touched or thought,
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and since God is perfect, God can have no matter; therefore God is not an individual person but an
abstract form. Well, this is Aristotelianism, but it does not sound like Christianity. Furthermore, Aristotle
may not have quite avoided all confusion in his theory of qualities, relations, and quantities. In fact, it may
be that finally his distinction between primary substance and quality, his distinction between quality and
quantity, and the very notion of an individual fade into nothingness.4
The modern philosopher, John Locke, also defends the concept of substance. He insists, as seems
so much like common sense, that there must be something standing under qualities such as shape, motion,
hard, thinking, and willing. Under the first three of these qualities stands matter; under the last two stands
spirit. Matter and spirit are abstract ideas, abstracted out of sensations and introspections respectively.
But they are so abstract, and so far from actual experience that Locke calls them “something I know not
what.” No one has ever seen or touched matter. It is far more abstract than justice, not to mention feline. In
short, matter and spirit are not only unknown, but unknowable, Would it not seem therefore that the
concept of substance, either material substance for physics, or spiritual substance for theology is a rather
useless concept?

Of course the theologians could reject the Aristotelian and Lockean philosophies and give their
own definition of substance. But most do not. Charles Hodge, even though he strenuously insists on the
necessity of substance, is forced to say, “we have no definite idea of substance, whether of matter or
mind, as distinct from its attributes.” (Vol. 1, p. 367). H.B. Smith is not so explicit, but what he says
amounts to much the same thing. “We start from the position that there is a divine substance, or essence;
and an attribute, in distinction from the substance, is any necessary predicate that can be applied to this
essence. … The essence and the attributes are not separable. The attributes express the essence, the
essence is the ground of the attributes. It is one simple spiritual essence in these different modes” (System
of Christian Theology, pp. 12, 14).

4 G.H. Clark, Thales to Dewey, pp. 108112, 143144.
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Athanasius, who finally was successful in defending the doctrine of the Trinity in the Nicene
Creed (which will be studied in the next chapter), while he insists on Substance for the purpose of
unmasking the Arian heresy, is, surprisingly, not greatly enamoured of the term. At least, he recognizes that
it will sound foreign to some devout ears. In his De Decretis (V, 22) he says, “If then any man conceives
as if God were compound, so as to have accidents in his substance, or any external development, … or as
if there is aught about him which completes the substance, so that when we say ‘God’ or name ‘Father’ we
do not signify the invisible and incomprehensible substance, but something about it, then let them
complain of the Council’s stating that the Son was from the substance of God; but let them reflect that in
thus considering they commit two blasphemies, for they make God material, and they falsely say that the
Lord is not Son of the very Father, but of what is about him. … Therefore let no one be startled to hear
that the Son is from the substance of the Father. … For they [the church fathers’ considered it the same
thing to say that the Word was of God,and ‘of the substance of God,’ since the word ‘God,’ as I have said
already, signifies nothing but the substance of Him Who Is.”
At this juncture the point in question is not the doctrine of the Trinity, which was of course
Athanasius’ main interest, but the identification of God with the substance of God. God is not a compound
of substance and attributes, the substance standing under the attributes, supporting them lest they fall to
earth; nor are the attributes some addition to the substance, completing it. Today we might have difficulty
in seeing that the distinction between substance and attribute is blasphemy, but Athanasius specifies why it
is double blasphemy. It makes God material because the substance would be matter and the attribute form,
and this results in saying that the Son is not the Son of the Father himself, but the Son of only a part of the
Father.

Berkhof is a contemporary example of one who denies the distinction between substance and
attribute. His Systematic Theology (p. 62) says plainly that attributes are not distinct from essence. It is
possible that the driving force in distinguishing substance from attribute is Romanism, for this distinction
is necessary to the Romish doctrine of transubstantiation. In the Mass the miracle is located in the
continuing presence of the sensory attributes of bread and
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wine, while the priest has changed the substance from the natural to the divine. It might prove difficult to
find so compelling a reason in evangelical theology for maintaining this distinction.

God therefore is his substance; his substance is his attributes; all his attributes are one; and this One is
God.

(i) The Glory of God.

All the material of this chapter can be referred to under the title of the glory or transcendence of
God. Because of the mention of Cyrus a few paragraphs above, a conclusion can be formed out of that
wellknown prophecy.
“Thus saith the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus whose right hand I have holden. … I will go before thee,
and make the crooked places straight… and I will give thee the treasure of darkness
.. that thou mayest know that I, the Lord, which call thee by thy name, am the God of Israel. … I am the
Lord, and there is none else, there is no God beside me; I girded thee though thou hast not known me: that
they may know from the rising of the sun, and from the west, that there is none beside me. I am the Lord,
and there is none else. I form the light and create darkness; I make peace and create evil; I the Lord do all
these things. … Woe to him that striveth with his Maker… Shall the clay say to him that fashioneth it,
What makest thou? of thy work, he hath no hands? … I have made the earth, and created man upon it; I,
even my hands, have stretched out the heavens, and all their host have I commanded … I have sworn by
myself, the word is gone out of my mouth … that unto me every knee shall bow every tongue shall swear.
… Blessing and honor, glory and power be unto him that sitteth upon the throne … for the Lord God
Omnipotent reigneth.”

Chapter Four
The Creation
Under the heading of omniscience one could discuss, not only God’s selfknowledge of the
Trinitarian relations, but also the present world, its constitution, its history, and its culmination. Thus the
wars of Israel and the Babylonian captivity could be placed as a subparagraph under the heading of
omniscience. But since theologians and seminary students do not see all knowledge at a single glance, we
must break up the whole into smaller parts. One part of this whole is the whole itself over again. After a
chapter on God, it is customary to discuss the divine decree. Since this is God’s eternal plan and purpose,
and is therefore logically prior to its execution in the works of creation and providence, the decree should
probably be studied before taking up the creation of heaven and earth. But since the doctrine of creation
includes the purpose for which the world was made, the eternal decree can be discussed under the
subhead subhead indeed! of the world’s purpose.
Creation ex nihilo
The Bible, arranged chronologically in the main, begins with the first exhibition of omnipotence
and omniscience, viz., the creation of the universe. As usual, the starting point is the Biblical data.
Gen. 1:1

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.

Neh. 9:6
Thou art the Lord, even thou alone; thou hast made heaven, the heaven of
heavens, with all their host, the earth and all things that are therein, the seas and all that is
in them. dr. Isa. 42:5.
Acts 14:15

We also are men of like passions with you, and bring you good tidings

that ye should turn from these vain things unto a living God
who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that
in them is.
Heb. 3:4

He who constructed the universe is God.

In these verses and others to be mentioned, the first point to note is that God created all things out of
nothing. The terms used in theology are creation ex nihiloor fiat creation.This refers to God’s initiation of
temporal sequence; and to learn how interconnected all revelation is, the student may consider how the
account of creation supports some previous material on the nature of God. When we ask, What is God?
the reply is, maker of heaven and earth.
In Acts 14:15, quoted above, Paul and Barnabas, after they had been mistaken for Mercury and Jupiter,
distinguished these pagan gods from the living God who made heaven and earth. Creation was the
distinguishing feature. The verses teach that God is omnipotent because only omnipotence could create ex
nihilo.
The Hebrew verb barain Genesis 1:1 perhaps does not conclusively prove creation ex nihilo; but
its meaning, about which the student can ask his Hebrew professor, is so strange as to strongly suggest it.
Added to its linguistic peculiarities, the phrase “in the beginning” shows that there was nothing prior from
which to construct a universe. Further passages are even clearer.
Gen. 1:3

And God said, Let there be light, and there was light.

Psa. 36:6, 9

By the word of the Lord were the heavens made,
and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth. . . . For
he spake and it was done.

John 1:3 All things came into being through him, and without him not a single thing came
into being that has come into being.

Col. 1:16, 17

For by him all things in heaven and on earth were created.

11. . . and he is before all things and by him the universe has stood forth.

Heb. 11:3By faith we understand that the worlds were set in order by the word of God, so
that sensory objects did not arise out of phenomena.
That the universe came into being through God’s mere command, is clear both in Gen.
1:3 and Psa. 36:9. God spake and it was done. With the verb madePsalm 36 could still be true even if
there were preexisting materials out of which God organized the heavens by his fiat. However, the last
three passages in the list could not be plainer in denying God’s use of building materials. Nothing except
God existed before God spoke. These verses, which teach creation ex nihilo,also bear on the doctrine of
the Trinity, for John 1:3 and Col. 1:16 show that Christ was the creator. This is noteworthy, though the
main point now is not the role of Christ as a person, but the fact that the world was created from nothing:
all things without exception came into being through Christ, and not a single thing came into being without
him. He is before all things. Nothing existed for him to work on. By Him the entire universe stood forth,
or, was completed. The world does not “consist” of Christ, as water consists of hydrogen and oxygen, or
as bread consists of wheat. Even the King James version, when it uses the word consist,does not mean to
say this. “Stood forth” is a better translation. Instead of saying “in him all things consist”,” one is justified
in saying, “By his fiat all things stood forth.” This rules out all preexistent materials.
Above it was noted that there was some logical advantage in discussing the nature of God first and
afterwards his works. Hebrews 11:3 has more about his works than about God himself. It says first of all
that the doctrine of creation is not to be understood by empirical observation, but by faith. For this reason
attempts to demonstrate the Christian view of nature on the basis of

scientific experimentation are futile. The second laws of thermodynamics, or hypotheses that the sun will
explode or freeze, and such like, are all irrelevant. We understand by faith. Secular thinkers regularly
reject faith; unfortunately some Christians reject understanding. Both misinterpret faith. As John Owen,
the great Puritan writer says in his Commentary on Hebrewsat this point, faith is our assent to the truths of
revelation. Then the verse makes a puzzling statement, denying one particular type of cosmology. The
unfamiliar translation above was made in order to arrest the student’s attention. Strange though it be to our
ears and memory, it is a sufficiently accurate translation. But some exegesis is required.
If what is seen, i.e. visible objects such as trees and rivers, did not arise from phenomena, or,
more in accord with the order of the words in the text, if visible objects even if tous aionas is taken to
refer to historical ages, the age of Abel, of Enoch, of Noah, the phrase includes visible objects if, to
repeat, visible objects arose from what is nonphenomenal, one may ask, What is the identity of that
nonphenomenal from which the sensory objects were made? To say simply that they came from nothing
seems to ignore a possible contrast that this verse suggests by the word phenomena.Delitzsch says that the
sense of the verse must be completed by adding to the phrase not from phenomenathe contrast “but from
noumena.”
Plato and Philo
Hodge (Vol. I, p. 560) objects that “This is Platonism, and foreign to the Scriptural modes of
thinking and teaching.” But it is not Platonism, and there are other Scriptural texts to support Delitzsch’s
suggestion. Unlike Biblical monotheistic trinitarianism, Plato posited three eternal independent
principles. The supreme principle was the World of Ideas.This Ideal world

consisted of the Ideas of man, animal, beauty, justice, etc., and at the very top the Idea of the Good.
Some Platonic scholars, both Christian and secular, would understand these Ideas much as recent
physicists view the laws of physics. This view of the world of Ideas as an impersonal set of laws is made
more plausible by including the numbers of arithmetic among them. The latter point and its relation to
Neoplatonism is much too technical to discuss here; but the dialogue Sophistmakes it fairly clear that for
Plato the world of Ideas was not a dead, impersonal set of laws, but a living mind. However, it was not
the maker of heaven and earth.
Second to the world of Ideas was the unbegotten Demiurge, the divine Soul who formed, forms,
and will form the visible world according to the patterns of the Ideas. A tree is a tree and a man is a man
because the Demiurge made it like the Ideal Tree and Ideal Man. The third principle, also independent, is
chaotic, recalcitrant Space out of which the Demiurge fashions the visible cosmos, or upon which he
forcibly imposes the Ideal pattern. This is Platonism.
Philo, a Jewish philosopher and an older contemporary of Christ, was indeed influenced by
Platonism; but he saw that this basic part of the system did not accord with the Old Testament. Hence he
put the maker of heaven and earth, Jehovah, in the supreme position and placed the Ideas in God’s mind.
These are the noumena, the objects God thinks.1
The difference is this: Plato distinguished between the highest principle and the Soul who fashions the
visible world. The latter, though independent, has no part in making the Ideas what they are. They do not
exist because he thinks them; but he thinks them because they exist independently of him. In Christianity,
however the supreme philosophic principle and the

1 Cf. Thales to Dewey, Gordon H. Clark, pp. 195210

Creator are one and the same. The Bible also eliminates the chaotic Space or matter on which the Forms
are imposed. Therefore it is not Platonism to maintain with Delitzsch that there are noumena from which
the phenomena derive their characteristics. This view is Philonic or Biblical.
The other Scriptural evidences for such noumena, which Hodge says do not exist, are everywhere
that ascribes to God a plan of the universe. Not only is there an all inclusive plan with a foreordained end
a matter to be considered in a moment with reference to God’s purpose in creation but the Scripture also
refers to these noumena when speaking on very small matters. God created man according to the blueprint
(so to speak) eternal in his mind. Exodus 25:9 says that God showed to Moses the pattern of the
tabernacle and the pattern of all its furniture. Numbers 8:4 mentions the pattern of the candlestick,
including the flower design. See also Heb. 8:5. These patterns are the Ideas. Therefore the cause or
explanation of the visible objects Moses made, and all other phenomena, is the ideal pattern that does not
appear to the senses.
There is another reason, not so immediately connected with the doctrine of creation, that requires
the positing of divine noumena. In the late middle ages there appeared nominalistic philosophers who
asserted that only sensory individuals are real. John and James are real; but man is not. Nominalism is a
widely held position in this century also. Oswald Spengler said, There are men, there is no Man.
Contemporary disciples of Berkeley and Hume reduced “abstract ideas” to linguistic peculiarities.
Pussies that meow are real, but catis just a sound. All abstract nouns, like cat, dog, man have no existence
other than vibrations in the air. But if this

nominalism were so, how could a Christian mean anything by words such as justification, imputation,or
even sin?These are no sensory individuals, Reality is largely nonsensory. This is not paganism. It is
Christianity.

4. Materialism.

If enough has now been said about creation ex nihiloaccording to the Ideas in God’s mind, the
discussion may now pass on to the representation of those Ideas in space. Since this means the visible or
physical universe, the subject impinges on matters of secular science. One most important contrast
between secular views and the Biblical position is the contrast between purposeless materialism or
mechanism and divine teleology. This contrast can be introduced by another reference to Hodge’s distaste
for Platonism.
If the assertion of Ideas in God’s mind is Platonism, then the assertion of a purpose in nature must
be Platonism too, for Plato’s Ideas were purposes. Plato only dimly anticipated by Heraclitus and
Anaxagoras, was the first philosopher to emphasize teleology, i.e. the fact that the world must be
explained in terms of purpose. In this twentieth century almost all nonChristian philosophers deny
universal purpose and describe nature in mechanical terms. This resulted from the success of Renaissance
scientists, such as Galileo, in contrast with the futile Aristotelian teleology of the Middle Ages. Descartes
(15901650) still acknowledged that God had purposes; but men could give only mathematical or
mechanical explanations of natural phenomena. Later scientists simply dropped God and purpose.
Sometimes this view is called materialism, especially when it was extended to cover the behavior
of animals and men. Now, in ancient Greek and in nineteenth century Germany there

were materialists properly socalled. Democritus pictures the universe as a complex of atoms in empty
space. These indivisible and impenetrable bodies collided with one another, and their combinations are
the visible world. In Germany Vogt and Büchner wrote on Kraft und Stoff,and explained how one motion
caused another motion according to the Newtonian laws. But hardly anyone today thinks of the the world
as a collection of discrete particles. This rejection of atomism or materialism was not based on the recent
splitting of the “atom.” To be sure, nuclear physics has destroyed the atomic theory of last century; yet it
could still have posited smaller three dimensional bodies. But even before nuclear fission, Mach and
Haeckel discarded atoms and substituted sensations, spirits, or perhaps point centers of force. Space was
no longer empty; it was both a plenum and a continuum.
Ernst Nagel in his presidential address to the American Philosophical Association in 1954, more
materialistic than Haeckel, declared that the causal primacy of organized matter, the contingency of events
on the organization of spatiotemporally located bodies, is one of the best tested conclusions of
experience. He is particularly emphatic that there is no place for an immaterial spirit or for the survival of
personality after the body decays. These principles, he repeats, are supported by compelling, conclusive
evidence.
If this was intended to deny that Energyis the ultimate and single constituent of the universe, and to
assert the ultimacy of three dimensional bodies, however small, it may be called materialism. But this is
not the majority view of top level physicists; and maybe Nagel deliberately said “bodies” instead of
particles because he clearly had in mind only macrophysics and antitheology.

Newtonian and ancient materialism is gone. The twentieth century has produced a profusion of
new ideas, some restricted and some quite general. If there is anything sure besides death and taxes, it is
that science will continue to change, not only in details, but in general. Therefore it is bad policy for
Christian theologians to take contemporary science too seriously. No doubt the populace or the Christian
populace wants some clarification as to how atheistic science can be countered. But it should always be
remembered that science is constantly changing and that, after the long reign of the Newtonian synthesis
ended not quite a century ago, the theories that took its place have changed and been replaced with much
greater rapidity.

6. Mechanism

Since the promulgation of Heisenberg’s principle of indeterminacy about 1930, some scientists
and some philosophers have accepted a theory of free will and a disordered universe. Strictly speaking,
although Heisenberg’s work was an important advance in physics with reference to the position and
velocity of tiny particles, his indeterministic philosophy does not validly follow from his
experimentation. For this reason the theory which in the main has replaced materialism, and which
controls scientific investigation, is mechanism. This theory is conjoined, sometimes, with a metaphysics
that postulates a continuum, i.e. a stuff, substance, or matter, or, better, an electromagnetic field that is not
atomic or composed of discrete particles, but is unitary or homogenous in its infinite extent; or,
sometimes, and even less “materialistic” substance that consists of “experience” or sensations. Ernst
Haeckel in The Riddle of the Universe(pp. 2021), has said, “Matter, or infinitely extended substance, and
spirit (or energy) or sensitive and thinking substance are the two fundamental attributes … of the all
embracing

divine essence of the world, the universal substance.” Ernst Mach (18381916), one of his
contemporaries, with better scientific credentials, more thoroughly resolve the universe into sensations.
However, when “experience” is made basic, it does not follow that “experience” is mental. John Dewey
and other reject both materialism and mentalism, though here, as also with Spinoza, whose substance
possessed all attributes, it is hard to understand what precisely the stuff of the universe is. In any case the
resultant physics is mathematically deterministic. Given the positions and velocities of points, their future
positions and velocities can be predicted by means of differential equations.
The theologians of last century were particularly unfortunate in living at a time when science
seemed monolithic. Addressing themselves to their day, they made several blunders. Part of Hodge’s
refutation of materialism depends on the assumption that the product of infinity and zero is zero. (Vol. I, p.
211). Strong (Vol. II, p. 371), seems to accept the definition of force as “energy under resistance.” The
actual definition of force in Newtonian science was “the product of mass and acceleration.” Strong also
(Vol. I, pp. 90, 91) says, “Deprive atoms of force and all that remains is extension, which = space =
zero.” Just how space equals zero, he does not explain. But if it does, then he says, “If atoms are not
extended, then even an infinite multiplication and combination of them could not produce an extended
substance.” Here is a plausible fallacy: plausible but not the less fallacious. The unexpressed premise of
this argument is that the qualities of a compound must be found in its elements. This is the assumption
underlying the Eleatic Zeno’s criticism of Democritus’ view of sensation. If a great ocean wave crashes
with a thunderous roar on a rocky coast, the finest particles of spray must have made a small noise, for an
addition of no noises equals no noise. Now, if no ocean waves are handy, the

10

experimenter may take a flake of ground pepper, stand on a step ladder, and let the flake fall to crash upon
the kitchen floor. The sound will be zero he will hear nothing at all. It follows that a whole is not often the
sum of its parts. And Leibniz was not stupid when he attempted to construct extended bodies from
unextended monads.
Equally peculiar is the apparent blindness of the theologians in thinking that causality as used in
nineteenth century physics is similar to the divine causality in creating the world. Therefore they bristled
when the philosopher Hume exploded the concept of cause and showed that experience gives no basis for
the idea of necessary connection. Kant then sought to defend Newtonian physics by reintroducing cause as
an apriori form of the mind. But for Kant and the scientists every event was both a cause and an effect.
Every cause was a motion of a physical body. Hume’s arguments therefore did not touch divine causality,
nor did Kant’s arguments support it; for neither the philosophers nor the scientists were discussing the
kind of cause the theologians had in mind. Conversely, the theologians misunderstood what the scientists
were talking about. Since the God of the Bible is not an effect, and therefore cannot be a cause, the
theologians’ arguments were often beside the point. Whatever those theologians thought they could
discover about causality from their naive consciousness, it would have been better, had they read Notes
on Causalityby Herbert Feigl, The Causal Character of Modern Physical Theory by Ernest Nagel, or Der
Kausalbegriff in der Physikby Max Planck.
There are two lessons here for theologians to learn: first, not to take science too seriously; and
yet, second, not to misunderstand the meaning of scientific terms. In addition to misunderstanding the term
cause,the nineteenth century theologians used the law of gravitation to explain miracles. To quote, “One
law is superseded by another. When I support an apple in my
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hand, the law of gravitation does not cease to act, but another power prevents the apple from falling. So
when an aeroplane flies among the clouds, or a steel vessel floats, or a ram forces water to run up an
incline. The natural laws are operative all the time, but human contrivances effect their purpose while no
law of nature is suspended or violated.” But this reduces miracles to ordinary complexities among the
laws of Newton. Since today the Newtonian synthesis has been discarded, atomism entirely repudiated,
and instead of bits of matter the stuff of the universe is called Energy, to which only an operational
definition can be given, we should not fall into the same trap of depending on contemporary science or
philosophy. Operationalism seems to be the best method of dealing with physics, but if there is anything
certain about physics, it is that the physics of today will be discarded tomorrow. The law of gravitation
does not conform to the observational material; the concepts of causality and uniformity of nature play no
role in physics; and what previous theologians thought was obvious common sense cannot be relied upon.
Our ideal should be to adhere to the Biblical data and pay no attention to extraneous ideas. This is more
difficult than it sounds, however; all of us are affected by our environment and it is hard to purge our
minds of our secular education. But perhaps it is easier to do so now than it was a hundred years ago.
Since today science is seen to be changing rapidly, it no longer seems so absurd to suppose that science
never has and never will describe the process of nature. Had Hodge not been so antagonistic toward Plato
and so friendly toward Aristotle as to accept the latter’s view that science arrives at absolute truth, he
might have given more credit to the former philosopher’s view that science is always tentative. It was not
only the philosopher Hume (Einstein comes in a moment) who said,
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“Hence we may discover the reason why no philosopher, who is rational and modest, has ever pretended
to assign the ultimate cause of any natural operation, or to show distinctly the action of that power, which
produces any single effect in the universe. It is confessed, that the utmost effort of human reason is to
reduce the principles, productive of natural phenomena, to a greater simplicity, and to resolve the many
particular effects into a few general causes, by means of reasonings from analogy, experience, and
observation. But as to the causes of these general causes, we should in vain attempt their discovery; nor
shall we ever be able to satisfy ourselves, by any particular explication of them. These ultimate springs
and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and enquiry. Elasticity, gravity, cohesion of parts,
communication of motion by impulse; these are probably the ultimate causes and principles which we
ever discover in nature; and we may esteem ourselves sufficiently happy, if, by accurate inquiry and
reasoning, we can trace up the particular phenomena to, or near to, these general principles. The most
perfect philosophy of the natural kind only staves off our ignorance a little longer: as perhaps the most
perfect philosophy of the moral or metaphysical kind serves only to discover larger portions of it. Thus
the observation of human blindness and weakness is the result of all philosophy, and meets us at every
turn, in spite of our endeavours to elude or avoid it.”

If anyone disparage philosophers and say scientists should be quoted, he surely must pay attention
to Einstein. Chaim Tschernowitz quotes Einstein in a conversation: We know nothing about it at all. Our
knowledge is but the knowledge of school children. … We shall know a little more than we do now. But
the real nature of things that we shall never know, never” (Readers Digest,Aug. 1972, p.28).
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A Christian theologian ought therefore to be cautious in refuting antitheistic views on the basis of
some scientific theory. It can indeed be shown that the philosophy of mechanism is not derived by any
valid argument from the date of laboratory experimentation. It can also be shown that every law of
physics is false, if taken as a description of the processes of nature. But though all science be false,
mechanism for all of that might still be true.2 Whether one adopts mechanism or teleology depends on the
first principles a man chooses. The Bible claims that God acts for a purpose, and now the discussion turns
to that purpose.

6. Biblical Teleology

Since the subjection of purpose is so important and leads into the doctrine of the divine decree, a
list of references somewhat longer than usual will be given. The verses vary in specificity and
universality; and some exposition will therefore follow.

J Sam. 17:14 For the Lord had appointed to defeat the good counsel of Ahithophel, to the intent that the
Lord might bring evil upon Absalom.
Jer. 26:3 If so be they will hearken … that I may repent me of the evil which I purpose to unto
them.
Jer. 36:3… All the evil which I purpose to do unto them …

Jer. 51:29

Every purpose of the Lord shall be performed against Babylon.

12.
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John 13:13 I know whom I have chosen; but that the Scripture may be fulfilled, He that eateth
bread with me hath lifted up his heel against me.

Acts 26:16

I have appeared unto thee for this purpose.

Rom. 8:28

We know that all things work together for good to them that love God.

Rom. 9:11, 17 that the purpose of God according to election might stand … Even for this same
purpose have I raise thee up …

Eph. 1:11 Being predestinated according to the purpose of him who worketh all things after the
counsel of his will.

Eph. 3:11

According to the eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our

Lord.
II Tim. 1:9
I John 3:9

According to his own purpose.
For this purpose the Son of God was manifested.

Some of these verses state quite particularly that God had a purpose with respect to a certain
individual or a certain dated event: Ahithophel and Absalom, Babylon, Judas, and Paul. If, now, God is a
God of Wisdom, and if predictions must be fulfilled by intermediate events, we
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can conclude that God has a purpose for every person. We could also infer that he has a purpose for every
animal, since it is explicitly stated that not a sparrow falleth to the ground without the Father’s notice.
Obviously the Father’s notice is not restricted to sparrows: it extends to squirrels, elephants, coyotes, and
Jonah’s big shark.
An unfriendly physicist might complain that this is no reason for saying nature as a whole has a
purpose, for it is possible to construct a mechanistic system in which there are purposes though the whole
has none. The unfriendly physicist by the same reasoning will also say that the Scriptural references do
not support the Platonic position that all concepts must be defined teologically. To which a Christian may
reply that the Scripture assigns purposes to inanimate objects, since God made the sun for the purpose of
"ruling over the day" and with the moon and stars to measure the seasons.
To maintain a teleological view of nature, it is not necessary to include teleological concepts in
the definition of force. Force can still be mass times acceleration, and the product of ohms and amperes
can still be volts. This is all the more the case if scientific terms are operational and that for two
apparently opposite yet actually complementary reasons. First, operational physics has nothing to say
about the constitution of nature. Therefore its terms may be devoid of purposive intent without denying
purpose in the world. Then, second, in operationalism the purpose is very clearly located in the scientist
himself. Science therefore furnishes no evidence against a teleological concept of nature as a whole; and
the Christian position on its own base remains untouched.
Now, in addition to the statements concerning particular events and individual persons, some of
the verses in the list make more general assertions. Romans 8:28 speaks of all things. It
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is not as if thingsworked. There is a reading attested by manuscripts p 46, A, and B, that says, "God
works all things.” This may not be the best reading, but it is the best sense, for there is nothing in the Bible
to suggest that things work independently of God. In any case, Eph. 1:11 says that we are predestinated
according to the previous resolve of him who works all things after the counsel of his will. This totally
universal proposition says clearly that it is God who works or controls every last item in the universe of
physics and history. It is God’s decision that fixes the number of hairs on our heads and makes it rain on
the fourth of July for the benefit of them that love him.
This is not to say that the only purpose God has in mind is the good of those who love him.
Purposes regularly come in series. A man gets dressed in order to leave the house, in order to take the
bus, in order to ride down town, in order to get to the department store, in order to buy a present for his
wife's birthday yesterday. God preserved Noah in order to make a covenant with Abraham, so that there
could be a people over whom David. was to rule, in order to prepare for the Messiah, so that Paul could
preach the gospel in Corinth. God does indeed work all things for the good of his saints, but the purpose
of creation, the purpose of the act of creation, goes beyond this, important as this is to us.

(2) The Glory of God.
It is proper, it is important, and it is very necessary to say that God does all things for his own
glory. The glory of God is the final and full purpose of everything.
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Isa. 48:11 For mine own sake, for mine own sake, will I do it; for how should my name be profaned? And
my glory will I not give to another. Ezek. 20:9 I wrought for my name’s sake …
Rom 11:36 For of him, and through him, and unto him are all things. To him be the glory for ever. Amen.
I Cor. 15:28 … then shall the Son also himself be subjected to him that did subject all things unto him, that
God may be all in all.
Col. 1:16

All things have been created through him and unto him.

Rev. 4:11 Worthy art thou, our Lord and our God, to receive the glory … for thou didst create all things,
and because of they will they were and were created.

Undoubtedly God intended to benefit his saints by the course of history; but why did he choose to
have saints in the first place? The answer is, for his own glory. The universe is of him, by him, and to him.
Who has instructed him? Who has first given him anything? Mankind is as a drop in a bucket or the fine
dust on the scales (Isa. 40:15). All things are unto him; he is their end; and because of his will, or good
pleasure, the universe was created. That the glory of God is the ultimate and original purpose for which
everything was made is an idea of the greatest importance. A few pages later much of this will be
summarized under the concept of the sovereignty of God. It must not be underestimated. Yet the Scripture
also gives another purpose for the creation of the world, subsidiary to the ultimate purpose, yet nearer the
ultimate cause than the benefit of the saints. Its importance is greater than the lesser purposes and it is
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particularly useful to know because it gives a key to the understanding of the logical order of the parts of
the eternal decree.

J Four Parts of God’s Purpose.
God's purpose, as has been made obvious; embraces many, indeed all events. But some events,
some of God's choices or determinations, are more important than others; and theologians have wondered
how these decrees, as they are called in the plural, depend on one another. Of course, very literally, one
could speak of the decree to call Abraham, to make David king of Israel, to rebuild Jerusalem, and so on.
But the four more general decrees usually selected for study are creation, the fall of man, the decree to
save some and reprobate others, and the decree to provide salvation for the elect. The two chief views
relative to the logical order of these decrees are called infralapsarianism and supralapsarianism,
depending on whether the decree to elect presupposes and therefore comes under or after the fall, or
whether conversely election is prior.
The exponents of both views agree that the order of the decrees in not a temporal or chronological
order since they are all eternal in God's mind. It is the logical order that is sought. But neither party is too
clear as to what the term logical order means. In fact, the infralapsarian view seems to be simply
chronological: creation, fall, provision for salvation, and the election of those saved. Some
infralapsarians make a slight change and list them as: creation, the fall, election, and the provision for
those elected.
The supralapsarian view, at least as sometimes stated, is also chronological except that the decree
of election is put first. H. B. Smith (p. 118) describes it as follows: "The
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Supralapsarian says that the divine purpose in respect of sin was subsequent to the divine purpose for
salvation and punishment, i.e. in the order of decrees, the logical order, the first decree is that God will
set forth his glory, the second that he will do this by saving some and condemning others, and the third is
the decree of the fall, the Lapsus.” Smith favors the infralapsarian position, but takes a defeatist attitude
and concludes, "the whole subject of the divine decrees is above man's comprehension."
Such seeming humility has often been used when a theologian cannot see how to solve his
problem. But actually it is a form of conceit. It means in the first place that if Dr. X cannot think of a
solution, no one else can. In the second place, it means that Dr. X. has so thoroughly understood
everything from Genesis to Revelation that he can assert with complete infallibility that the Scripture
contains not a single hint from which a solution can be deduced or even guessed at. And if this means, as
it certainly seems to, that some Scripture is unintelligible, it contradicts God's Word, which tells us that
all Scripture is profitable for doctrine.

These remarks do not deny that exegetes make mistakes, nor that man's ignorance is greater than
his knowledge. Nor do they deny that God has given us only a partial revelation. But when a problem is
presented by the Scripture itself, it seems wiser and more humble to admit that one has failed to
understand than to assert that no one else can understand it.
The particular problem on the order of the decrees is not nearly so difficult as many think. H. B.
Smith's defeatism, the two forms of infralapsarianism, the oddities advanced for one view or the other,
are mainly the result of not having a clear notion of what is meant by logical as opposed to chronological
order. Other oddities may have a different origin.
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Turretin argued against supralapsarianism by saying that, “Of a nonensnothing can be determined;”
hence the decree to create an ensmust precede the fall and election. This is bad scholasticism. It would
entail the impossibility of God’s decreeing anything in advance. For example, on this view, God could not
have decided to destroy Absalom through bad advice until after Absalom had been born. Or, more to the
point, God could not have decreed to create man as a rational being, since before the actual creation man
would have been a nonensabout which nothing could be determined. In fact, all four of God’s decrees in
eternity relate to nonentia. Turretin’s argument therefore seems to imply that God decreed nothing.
Various writers object to supralapsarianism because the Scriptures often picture the saints as
having been saved out of the mass of fallen humanity. The saint is “a brand plucked from the burning"
(Zech. 3:2). “You only have I known of all the families of the earth" (Amos 3:2) "Save yourselves from
this crooked generation" (Acts 2:40). But such verses and other like them are irrelevant to the present
problem. The Scriptures proceed historically, chronologically. They describe the threatenings of the
prophets and the exhortations of the apostles. Naturally the Scriptures say that Christ came to "deliver us
out of this present evil world.” But this obvious chronology is not intended to state the logical order of the
decrees. Nevertheless the chronological account gives us a hint as to the logical order.

14. The Particular Purpose of Creation. Let us examine Eph. 3:10.
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The main exegetical problem of Ephesians 3: l0 is the identification of the antecedent of the
purpose clause: "in order that the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known, by means of the
Church, to the principalities and powers in heavenly places, according to the eternal purpose which he
purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord." Something happened in the preceding verses for the purpose of
revealing God's wisdom. What was it that had this purpose?
There are three and apparently only three possible antecedents: (1) Paul was called to preach in
order that, (2) The mystery was hid in order that, and (3) God created the world in order that.
First, I should like to eliminate from consideration the second of these possibilities. This
interpretation would hold that God kept a certain secret hidden from the beginning of the world in order to
reveal it in New Testament days. The only textual support for this exegesis, aside from the fact that the
event of hiding is mentioned prior to the purpose clause, is the word now. By emphasizing the word now,
one may say that the mystery or secret was kept hidden for the purpose of revealing it now. It is true that
the emphatic position is given to the verb might be made known, and hence a contrast with the previous
hiding is pointed out. The word now, however, is not particularly emphatic and cannot bear the burden of
this exegesis. The burden is considerable, for while it is possible to hide something in order to make it
known at a later date, it is more probable that the revelation is the purpose of Paul's preaching or of God's
creation of the world. Hiding is a more or less negative idea, and it seems reasonable to expect some
definite and outward event that has the purpose stated here.

22

Let us then consider the next possibility. The interpretation that Paul was called to preach in order
that God's wisdom might be made known seems to fit in very well with the preceding context.
In verse 8 Paul had just referred to the grace God had given him for the purpose of preaching the
gospel to the Gentiles. From this point the long complicated, sentence continues to the end of verse 13.
Even further back, as early as verse 2. the idea of Paul's preaching had been introduced. Therefore no one
can doubt that Paul's preaching is the main idea. or at least one of the main ideas, of this passage. Whether
or not Paul's personal ministry recedes from its main position as the paragraph approaches its end, and
what other subordinate ideas may be found in verses 911, must of course be determined by direct
examination. But the idea of Paul’s preaching is without doubt prominent.
We now ask the question whether or not the revelation of God's wisdom to powers in heaven is
the purpose of Paul's preaching.
Charles Hodge thinks it is. Aside from his objections to other views, which we shall study
presently, his positive argument is as follows: "The apostle is speaking of his conversion and call to the
apostleship. To him was the grace given to preach the unsearchable riches of Christ, and teach all men the
economy of redemption, 'in order that' through the Church might be made known the manifold wisdom of
God. It is only thus that the connection of this verse with the main idea of the context is preserved. It is not
the design of creation, but the design of the revelation of the mystery of redemption, of which he is here
speaking (Commentary, in loc.p. 119).
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For.the moment the only objection to Hodge's exegesis is the seemingly peculiar notion that Paul's
preaching on earth reveals God's wisdom to the powers in heaven. One would not be surprised if Paul's
preaching on earth revealed God's wisdom to men. But Paul did not preach to angels, demons, or
whomever these powers may be. Admittedly, Paul's preaching and the founding of the Church can be said
to reveal God's wisdom to these powers, if we suppose that God directed their attention to what was
going on. In this case Paul's preaching would have this purpose, but it would be a purpose one or two
steps removed. Immediately it would seem more natural to connect Paul's preaching with its effects on
men, rather than on angels or demons.

However, since no decisive grammatical reason can be advanced against this interpretation, it is
presumably impossible to disprove it.
On the other haud, there is a third interpretation, also grammatically possible, one that seems to
have weightier reasons in its favor, and which does not suffer under the objections raised against it.
Grammatically, in fact, this third interpretation is not merely equally good, but somewhat preferable.
When we say that God created the world for the purpose of displaying his manifold wisdom, we
connect the purpose clause with the nearest antecedent. As anyone can see, the reference to Paul's
preaching lies several clauses further back. The immediate antecedent is creation, and this position, we
hold, is of some value in deciding the matter.
Since therefore the syntax is at least somewhat in its favor, the best procedure is to examine
objections against so understanding it.
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We tum again to Hodge for these objections. The view that God created the universe in order to
display his manifold wisdom is, as Hodge says, the supralapsarian view. Against this interpretation
Hodge urges four objections: (1) This passage is the only passage in Scripture adduced as directly
asserting supralapsarianism, and supralapsarianism is foreign to to the New Testament. (2) Apart from
doctrinal objections, this interpretation imposes an unnatural connection upon the clauses. The idea of
creation is entirely subordinate and unessential: it could have been omitted without materially affecting
the sense of the passage. (3) The theme of the passage concerns Paul's preaching; only by connecting the
purpose clause with Paul's preaching can the unity of the context be preserved. (4) The word now, in
contrast with the previous hiding, supports the reference to Paul's preaching. It was Paul's preaching that
had now put an end to the secret's hiddenness. Such are Hodge's four objections.
Let us consider the last one first. Admittedly, it was Paul's preaching that founded the Church, and
the founding of the Church made known God's wisdom to the powers in heaven. The supralapsarian
interpretation does not deny that Paul's preaching played this important part in God's eternal plan. But
even so, Paul's preaching was not the immediate cause of the revelation of God's wisdom. It was the
existence of the Church that was the immediate cause. Yet grammar prevents us from saying that the
Church was founded in order that God's wisdom might be revealed. It is true that the Church was founded
to reveal God's wisdom, but this is not what the verse says. Now, if several events had occurred, leading
up to this revelation of God's wisdom, including the founding of the Church, Paul's preaching, and of
course the death and resurrection of Christ which Paul preached, the word nowin the verse cannot be used
to single
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out Paul's preaching in contrast with other events mentioned in the passage. Hodge's fourth objection is
therefore poor.
Next, the first objection: this is the only passage in Scripture adduced as directly asserting
supralapsarianism, and supralapsarianism is foreign to the New Testament. The latter half of this
objection is of course a petitio principii, i.e., Hodge begs the question. If this verse teaches
supralapsarianism, then the doctrine is not foreign to the New Testament. We must first determine what the
verse means; then we shall know what is in the New Testament and what perhaps is not.
To be sure, if this one verse were indeed the only verse in the Bible with supralapsarian
overtones, we would be justified in entertaining some suspicion of the interpretation. Hodge does not say
explicitly that this is the only verse; he says it is the only verse adduced as directly asserting
supralapsarianism.
Well, really, even this verse does not directly assert the whole complex supralapsarian view. Very
few verses in Scripture directly assert the whole of a major doctrine. Therefore we must recognize
degrees of directness, partial and even fragmentary assertions of a doctrine. And with this recognition,
regularly acknowledged in the development of any doctrine, it is evident that this verse does not stand
alone in suspicious isolation.
Supralapsarianism, for all its insistence on a certain logical order among the divine decrees, is
essentially, so it seems to us, the unobjectionable view that God controls the universe purposefully. God
acts with a purpose. He has an end in view and sees the end from the beginning. Every verse in Scripture
that in one way or another refers to God's manifold wisdom, every statement indicating that a prior event
is for the purpose of causing a subsequent event,
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every mention of an eternal, allembracing plan contributes∙ to a teleological and therefore supralapsarian
view of God’s control of history. In this light Ephesians 3:10 clearly does not stand alone.
The connection between supralapsarianism and the fact that God always acts purposefully
depends on the observation that the logical order of any plan is the exact reverse of its temporal
execution. The first step in any planning is the end to be achieved; then the means are decided upon, until
last of all the first thing to be done is discovered. The execution in time reverses the order of planning.
Thus creation, since it is first in history, must be logically last in the divine decrees. Every Biblical
passage therefore that refers to God’s wisdom also supports Ephesians 3:10.
Next comes objection number two. Hodge claimed that the supralapsarian interpretation of this
verse imposes an unnatural connection upon the clauses. The idea of creation, he said, is entirely
unessential and could have been omitted without materially affecting the sense of the passage.
Is it not evident that Hodge does not know how to handle the reference to creation? He claims that
it is unessential, a chance and thoughtless remark that does not affect the sense of the passage. Such
careless writing does not seem to me to be Paul's usual style.
For example, in Galatians 1: 1, Paul says, "Paul, an apostle, not from men nor through a man, but
by Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the dead." Why now did Paul mention that God
raised Jesus Christ? If it were a chance remark without logical connection with the sense of the passage, a
remark intended only to speak of some aspect of God's glory, Paul could as well have said, God who
created the universe.
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But it is fairly clear that Paul had a conscious purpose in selecting the resurrection instead of the
creation. He wanted to emphasize, against his detractors, that he had apostolic authority from Jesus Christ
himself. And Jesus Christ was able to give him that authority because he was not dead, but had been
raised up by God.
So, as Paul chose the idea of resurrection instead of creation in Galatians 1:1, he also chose
creation instead of resurrection in Ephesians 3:9 because the idea of creation contributed some meaning
to his thought. Certainly the supralapsarian or teleological interpretation of Ephesians 3:10 accommodates
the idea of creation, and contrariwise an interpretation that can find no meaning in these words is a poorer
interpretation.
The remaining objection is that only by making Paul's preaching the antecedent of the purpose
clause can the unity of the context be preserved. The reverse seems to be the case. Not only does Hodge
fail to account for the mention of creation, and thus diminish the unity, but further the stress on purpose,
running from creation to the present unifies the passage in a most satisfactory manner. The teleological
understanding of God's working in fact enables us to combine all three of these interpretations, including
the second which in itself has so very little in its favor, in a unified thought. Since God does everything
for a purpose, and since whatever precedes in time has in a general way the purpose of preparing for
what follows, we may say that God kept the secret hidden in order to reveal it now, and also that Paul
preached the gospel in order to reveal it now. But if God had not created the world, there would have
been no Paul to preach, no Church by which the revelation could be made, no heavenly powers on which
to impress the idea of God's manifold wisdom. Only by connecting the purpose clause with the
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immediate antecedent concerning creation, can a unified sense be obtained from the passage as a whole.
Therefore, in conclusion, although the other interpretation is grammatically possible, the idea that
God created the world for the purpose of revealing his wisdom makes much better sense.
The doctrine of the divine decrees must again be considered in the discussion on sin and
atonement. But perhaps sufficient has been said for a chapter on creation.

10. Immutability and Creation.
It would not do, however, to omit from this chapter a discussion of an extremely difficult point that
besets the doctrine of creation. The difficulty lies in the apparent antithesis between divine immutability
and the single, onceforall act of creation, from which God rested on the seventh day. The history of
theology has not overlooked this difficulty, but the solutions proposed are sometimes painfully superficial.
Augustine did his best with the problem: How can the eternal and immutable produce the temporal
and changing? The famous Passage in the Confessions (XI, 10, or 12) begins with the question of the
Manichaeans: "What was God doing before he created the heaven and the earth? If he were lazy and
inactive, why, they ask, why did he not remain so for the rest of time, the same as before, doing nothing? If
a change occurred in God, a new volition, to create what he had not yet created, how could there be a true
eternity, when a volition occurred that had not occurred previously? Indeed, the will of God is not a
creature; it precedes every creature; nothing is created without the preexisting will of the creator. The
will of God belongs to the very
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substance of God. If in the divine substance, something comes forth that did not previously exist, that
substance cannot be truly called eternal. And if God has always willed the existence of the creature, why
is not the creature also eternal?" (cf. City of God,XI, 45).
The way the Manichaeans and Augustine understood the problem results in a solution that depends
on a theory of time. The first word of Genesis, "in the beginning,” indicates a moment at which creatures
first began to exist. Since, now, change defines time, time itself is a creature and began in the finite past.
Hence it is wrong to picture God as doing nothing for a long time and then after this time creating the
world. There was no time before creation. God is eternal, not temporal. A time preceding creation would
pose the question, Why did God choose one moment, rather than an earlier or later moment, in which to
create? In an infinite void time, every moment would be indistinguishable from every other. No one more
than any other would contain a reason for choosing that one to be the moment of creation. This
irrationality therefore precludes an infinite past of empty time. Similarly there could be no infinite empty
space, for the same question reappears: Why did God create the world here rather than there?
Augustine locates the difficulty in our mistaken attempt to compare two heterogeneous types of
duration if indeed duration isat all proper in this ease. These two 'durations' are based on two
heterogeneous types of being. He then seems to conclude (not obviously in harmony with his strong
antiskeptical insistence that we most surely know God) that since we do not know the being of God, we
cannot solve the problem.
Thomas Aquinas' solution is much the same, in that it depends on considerations of time and
motion; its technicalities, however, make it more difficult to understand. He recognizes that a delayed
volition seems to presuppose some modification or change in God causing him to
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initiate the action. If therefore God immutably wills the world, the world must always have existed. This
difficulty, Thomas argues, results from applying to the First and Universal Cause conditions applicable
only to particular causes acting in time. A particular cause is not the cause of the time within which its
action takes place; but God, on the contrary, is himself the cause of time. What is true of particular causes
in their interlocking relationships, one part of the universe with another, is not true of the production of the
universe as a Whole. Furthermore, Aquinas argues, creation is not a change or motion. For a thing to
move, it must be first in a certain place (or condition), and then it must get to another place. But in
creation, there is no point of departure. This does not mean that creation is impossible, as opponents aver,
but only that creation is not a motion. Our imaginations, depending as they do on sensory experience, must
always picture creation as a motion; but in reality it is something quite different beyond the range of
human experience. In the Summa Theologica(I, Q. 45, Art. 2) he says, "Creation is not change, except
according to our way of understanding. For change means that the same thing should be different now from
what it was previously. Sometimes it is the same actual reality which is different now from what it was
before, as happens when the motion is according to quantity, quality and place; but sometimes it is the
same being only in potentiality, as in substantial change, the subject of which is matter. But in creation, by
which the whole substance of a thing is produced, the same thing can be taken as different now and before
only according to our way of understanding, so that a thing is understood as first not existing at all, and
afterwards as existing. But as action and passion coincide as to the substance of motion,and differ
only according to diverse relations, it must follow that, when motion is withdrawn, there remain only the
diverse relations in the Creator and in the creature. But because the mode of signification
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follows the mode of understanding, as was said above creation is signified as a change; and on this
account it is said that to create is to make something from nothing. And yet tomakeand to be madeare
more suitable expressions here than tochangeand tobe changed,because tomake and tobe madeimport a
relation of cause to the effect, and of effect to the cause, and imply change only as a consequence.”
This argument hardly carries conviction, not only because of its difficult scholastic terminology,
but because, while it may show that creation is not a motion of the created object, it fails completely to
show that a onceforall volition is not a change in an immutable God.
But evangelical theologians are even more unsatisfactory: either they do not see precisely what the
difficulty is, as Augustine so clearly did, or they deny that God is immutable. For example, Stephen
Charnock and, about sixty years later, John Gill, said much the same thing. The latter wrote, "Nor is the
immutability of the divine nature to be disproved from the creation of the world, and all things in it; as
when it is suggested, God, from a nonagent, became an agent and acquired a new relation, that of a
Creator, from which mutability is argued. but it should be observed, that God had from all eternity the
same creative power, and would have had, if he had never created anything; and when he put it forth in
time, it was according to his unchangeable will in eternity, and produced no change in him; the change
was in the creatures made, not in him the Maker; and though a relation results from hence, and which is
real in creatures, is only nominal in the Creator, and makes no change in his nature." (Book I, chapter V).
Not only does this evade the problem; it asserts that creation is a change in the created object, and on this
point Aquinas has the better of it.
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Charnock and Gill in effect deny that God is immutable. Not that they intended to. In the same
section from which the quotation above was taken, Gill says, "Immutability is an attribute which God
claims ... Mutability belongs to creatures, immutability to God only; creatures change, but he does not. ...
He is unchangeable … in his nature and essence, being simple and devoid of all composition ... God
being an infinite and uncreated Spirit, and free from composition in every sense, is intirely [sic] and
perfectly immutable ... Time doth not belong to him, only to a creature ... his eternity is an everlasting and
unchanging now."
The conclusion must be that Gill did not have as clear an understanding of the problem as did
Augustine and Aquinas, and that he therefore fell into a contradiction.
J. Oliver Buswell, Jr., in his ASystematic Theology of the Christian Religion (pp. 40, 42, 4748,
5253)) solves the present problem by denying what previous theologians have called immutability.
Buswell of course asserts that God is eternal, but he denies that eternity is timelessness. He objects to the
idea of an eternal now,and disapproves of Augustine and Aquinas. Although he asserts that God is
“unchangeable in his being,” he repudiates "a timeless mental and spiritual immobility.” He denies that
God is "fully actualized," and asserts that God is (partly at least) potential; from which we must conclude
that Buswell is conceiving of God as in a state of development. He says, "The implications of the doctrine
that God is 'pure act,' 'fully realized', that in him there is 'no potentiality (dunamis)'are devastating."
Naturally there is no antithesis between a temporal, potential, developing God and an act of
creation preceded by time.
First lessons in theology, no matter how elementary, do not dare to omit the Scriptural material on
omniscience, immutability, and creation. But it would be unfair to the student to
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leave the impression that all is elementary and easy. While it is conceit to assert that the problem here is
insoluble, for no one knows enough to set limits to the implications of Scripture, it is not conceit, it is not
even modesty, it is but frustrating fact to acknowledge that even the better attempts to solve this problem
leave much to be desired.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Salvation

The title Salvation is doubtless too broad as an accurate indication of this chapter's contents. But
it is not so narrow as one of its common uses. Some untutored people use the term as a synonym for
regeneration. They speak of someone or themselves as being "saved" at a certain time, without having in
mind any notion of justification or sanctification. Salvation, however, includes these. It is regeneration
plus all the spiritual blessings that succeed upon it. For this reason salvation is incomplete without
resurrection and glorification in heaven.
Nevertheless, eschatology with the promise of resurrection, the return of Christ, glorification,
heaven, and the penalty of hell too, is such an extensive topic, that though all of it is a part of salvation, it
will be reserved for the final chapter. The main topics here are Regeneration, Faith, Justification, and
Sanctification. This is already too much for one chapter, and to alleviate the length there will be a
division into parts.
Part I Regeneration and Grace
The actual, personal, or subjective first stage in salvation from sin and divine wrath is
regeneration. This word derives from the picture of a new birth in the Gospel of John. Everyone knows,
or perhaps in this postreformation decadence not everyone knows that Jesus told Nicodemus
John 3:3
Verily, verily, I say unto thee Except a man be born again he cannot see the
kingdom of God.
This figurative language is not the only nor even the most frequent description of the initial event
of Christian life. The idea of death in sin leads to speaking of life as a resurrection.
Eph. 2:5

When we were dead in sins, [God] made us alive to [with reference to]
Christ ... and resurrected us ...

This initiation of the new life is also referred to as a new creation and even as an adoption.

19. Cor. 5:17 If anyone be in Christ, he is a new creation.

Eph. 2:10We are his product, created by Christ.

Rom 8:1415 Our Father ... sons of God ... The Spirit of adoption, by whom we cry, Abba,
Father.
Of these four figures of speech. new birth. new creation. and adoption. give hardly any hint of the
characteristics of ordinary life preceding this change. The idea of creation. ex nihilo, could suggest that
there was no preexisting 'matter". that is, no person existing prior to this creation. Similarly. the new birth.
Adoption presupposes a person existing previously, but there is no hint as to his condition; in fact,
adoption does not even necessitate being an orphan. The idea of resurrection furnishes the more complete
picture. Creation and adoption clearly indicate God's initiative; and all four more than hint at the absence
of any human role in the event. But the idea of resurrection most clearly requires, not only a preexisting
person (as creation and new birth do not), but also describes his condition as one of death. And the death
is death in sin.
To the few verses just quoted and the references to some others, a few more will now be added.
After these an attempt will be made to express the literal meaning and truth of these figurative
expressions, so that we may have some clear ideas about what regeneration actually is.
Acts 26:18
To open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, and from the
power of Satan unto God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among
them which are sanctified by faith that is in me.
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Gal. 6:15
For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth anything, nor
uncircumcision, but a new creature.
Col. 2:12

Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through

the
faith of the operation of God, who hath raised him from the
dead.

I Peter 2:9 But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar
people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness
into his marvelous light:
The subject of all these verses is, presumably, regeneration; and just above this was identified as
the first stage of subjective salvation. The term, however, has not always been so restricted in meaning.
Romanism uses the word to designate everything from the first stage to complete salvation in heaven. Both
the Lutheran and the Calvinistic theologians also have given it a wide sense, including sanctification if not
glorification. Calvin (Institutes III iii 9) wrote “In this regeneration we are restored ... and this restoration
is not accomplished in a single moment, or day, or year; but by continual and sometimes even tardy
advances the Lord destroys the carnal corruptions of his chosen ... terminated only by death.” In later
history, the nature of the very first stage of this process has attracted more attention, and it might as well
be called regeneration, if the readers understand that the discussion is limited to the initiation,the
begetting ofor the resurrection toa new life.
Birth and especially resurrection are never the acts of the person born or resurrected. Lazarus
walked forth only after God had restored him to life. The person resurrected never has any active role in
the event.
The doctrine of complete human passivity in regeneration was directly attacked by the Council of
Trent. The document states, "If anyone shall say that the freewill of man, moved and

excited by God, does not cooperate by assenting or yielding to God, exciting and calling him in order that
he may predispose and prepare himself to receive the grace of justification, or that he cannot refuse his
assent, if he chooses, but that he acts altogether like some inanimate thing, and is merely passive, let him
be anathema."
This is still the official position of Romanism; and Arminianism is indistinguishable from it. The
will, free and independent of God, is able to resist and overcome the omnipotent power of God. "In the
moment of decision," says one American evangelist, "prayer is useless, for not even God can help."
Therefore these people say that the unregenerate sinner can and must cooperate with God in his
regeneration. Not only so, but also in his unregenerate state he can prepare himself for that event. This of
course implies that man, before regeneration, is not dead in sin; as the Scripture repeatedly asserts.
Romanism and Arminianism, therefore, contradict the position of the Westminster Confession that "man ...
being altogether averse from that good, and dead in sin, is not able by his own strength, to convert
himself, or to prepare himself thereunto." (IX,3)
That man is completely passive in regeneration is both an explicit teaching of parts of Scripture
and a necessary consequence of other parts. A dead man cannot prepare himself for resurrection. Did
Lazarus squirm a little in his grave as a preparation for the moment Christ would call him forth? Was Paul
as he made his way toward Damascus preparing himself to be a Christian?
One detail should doubtless be put out of the way immediately. The Romanists caricature the
Lutheran and Reformed doctrine as an assertion that man is an "inanimate thing" or puppet. Now it is true
that Luther used some vigorous figures of speech to describe 'man's sinful estate. He called man a stock or
a stone. But to take this as a literal statement of Protestant theology is both to exhibit poor literary insight
and to confess bewilderment at Luther's vigor.
Man is not a puppet, awkwardly controlled by strings. In fact, the operator cannot
completely control the puppet's motions. God can. Nor is man a stock or stone, however forceful

the figure of speech may be. Luther, Calvin, and all the Reformers held that natural human psychology was
operative both before and after regeneration. But regeneration itself is not something a man does: it is
something that is done to him. Strictly speaking, regeneration should not be called an "experience" at all,
as it often is. Lazarus experienced his walking forth from the tomb; he experienced his new life; but did he
"feel" the act of resurrection? "Conversion" and the further activities of the new life are ordinary elements
of consciousness; but, if regeneration is the implantation of a new habitus, as will later be argued, it is
certainly not a conscious event. The same conclusion follows if regeneration is a creative and therefore
instantaneous divine fiat. Conscious states extend through time.
Thus regeneration or resurrection from the dead is an act of God, not an act of man. Man cannot
even cooperate; for being dead, i.e. unable to do any spiritual good, he is without any power to prepare
himself for this change.
The Old Testament expresses this view as clearly as the New:

Ps. 51:10

Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within
me.

Ezek. 11:19

And I will give them one heart, and I will put a new spirit within

you;
and I will take the stony heart out of their flesh,
and will give them a heart of flesh:
Ezek. 36:26,27

A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within
you: and I will take away the stony heart out of
your flesh and I will give you an heart of flesh.
And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you
to walk in my statutes, and ye shall keep my
judgments, and do them.

Ezek. 37:13,14 And ye shall know that I am the Lord, when I have opened your graves,
o my people, and brought you up out of your graves. And I shall put my spirit in you, and
ye shall live, and I shall place you in your own land: then shall ye know that I the Lord
have spoken it, and performed it, saith the Lord.
If all this is not sufficient to convince the Pope and any stubborn Arminian, there is one further
passage so clear and unambiguous that attempts to evade its force are ludicrous.

John 1:12,13

But as many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe
on his name: Which were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will

of
man, but of God.

The latter verse says two things: it says how regeneration does not take place and how it does.
Contrary to a common Jewish opinion, a person does not become a child of God by descent from
Abraham. The regenerate have not been "born of bloods," bloods, plural, to indicate descent by human
heritage. Neither are Christians born of the will of the flesh. Since the term flesh often carries an evil
meaning in the New Testament, the phrase is to be understood as denying birth on the basis of ordinary
fallen human nature. But then, neither is a Christian born by an act of his own will “nor of the will of a
man." Human will is completely ruled out by the last two of these three, wrong answers to the main
questions. Well, if none of these three describes how a person is born again, how then does it happen?
The answer is unambiguous: not by the will of any man, but of God.
And was not the figure of birth chosen for the purpose of ruling out the person's own activity? The
baby has no will to cause birth. Of course, the parents have; but this was ruled out
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in the first of the three suggested methods. Rule out parentage, common human nature, the individual will,
and God alone remains.
Allow two more verses to serve as an anticlimax:

James 1:18

I Peter 1:3

Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth.

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, which according
to his abundant mercy hath begotten us again ...

The next question is, what precisely is regeneration? In these decadent days, some seem to think it
consists in walking down the aisle and shaking hands with an attractive evangelist. Or, if few are so far
from the truth, many equate regeneration with a vivid emotional upheaval. Others might allow the
possibility of a calmer experience. But not so many would deny that it was an experience at all.
Yet the figure of a new birth rules out experience as much as the figure of creation does. Adam did
not experience his creation; and in our first and natural birth, if we did experience a momentary pain, we
never had any memory of it. The evangelist who with great emphasis proclaimed, "I was there when it
happened and I ought to know,” just did not know. Being born gives no baby a knowledge of gynecology.
We may be and are later conscious of some of the effects of birth. But since it was God who acted, we
cannot remember the act we never did.
What then precisely did God do? In technical, unpopular, theological language, God imposed a
'habit' upon us. The Aristotelian term 'habit', or the scholastic term habitus, needs some explanation.

Let us look at the hands of two persons. Whatever minuscule differences there are between them,
they are substantially alike. If the persons were hidden from view and only their hands could be seen, one
could hardly tell which pair belonged to which person. But actually, though invisibly, there is an
enormous difference between them; for one of them can only awkwardly and slowly run a scale, whereas
the other perfectly executes a Mozart sonata. These hands possess a habitus that the other person's do not
have.
This illustration is defective, as all illustrations are. The musician’s habitus,or habit, is the result
of hours and years of practice. This is how habits are formed. But there is one habit that is not formed this
way. It is as supernatural as if God took a man without musical training and enabled him immediately to
play Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. But instead of musical ability, regeneration consists in the implantation
of faith, not faith in curative powers of snake oil, but faith in the saving power of Jesus Christ.

At this point, between regeneration and faith, it is appropriate to insert a paragraph or two on the
idea of grace. Not that such paragraphs will contain much more than what has already been said, or at
least implied, for the material on regeneration is particularly clear on the point that it is God's work, not
ours. Of course, after regeneration there comes a process of sanctification, to be considered in the next
chapter, in which process there is ample room for our good works. But even so, we depend on grace to
accomplish them. It is hardly necessary to quote verses to show that the Scriptures teach a theory of grace;
but pro forma and for consistency a very few may be given.

Rom. 5:15
The grace of God and the gift of grace, by the one man Jesus Christ, has
abounded to many.
Rom. 5:21

So also shall grace reign through righteousness to eternal life.

Rom. 11:5

There is a remnant according to the election of grace.

Eph. 1:7

In whom we have redemption according to the riches of his grace.

Eph. 2:8

By grace are …

Titus 3:7

Being justified by his grace.

Let these half dozen verses represent a hundred others. Grace and gift, as in Eph. 2:8, go together.
Grace is very simply defined as 'unmerited favor.' When God gives us anything we have not earned,
anything he does not owe us, anything we have not merited, it is a gift of grace. The sunlight is a gift of
grace, but naturally we are here interested in salvation and its accompanying benefits. These have
abounded to us, as Rom. 5:15 says, by reason of the one man Jesus Christ. That there remains a remnant of
the Jewish people who accept their Messiah and Lord is "according to the election of grace." No less
connected with election and predestination is the grace accorded to Gentile believers. The gift of belief
or faith is also grace: it is not of ourselves, it is a gift of God. Therefore Titus 3.:7 can say that we are
justified by grace, rather than the more common phrase 'justified by faith,' because faith is one part of
God's grace. That regeneration is a work of grace is most obvious of all because a man has no active part
in it at all.
None of this is hard to understand; but in the history of theology those who shied away from the
Scriptural position on election and predestination could not help diluting, compromising, or completely
denying the role of grace.
Before the discussion of clearly heretical views begins, one may consider for a moment a theory
of socalled common gracethat is undoubtedly Biblical. If there is anything wrong with it, the fault lies in
its defenders' overemphasis. Since it is no part of saving grace, it is best mentioned briefly and then
passed by. This grace is called common because it consists of

9

benefits which God confers on all men indiscriminately. They are common to the regenerate and the
unregenerate alike. The verse usually quoted is:

Mt. 5:45 He maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the
just and on the unjust.
This can be called grace,if it be agreed that it is both unmerited and a favor or blessing. But
though sun and rain are essential for food, in comparison with eternal salvation they are rather trivial. The
frivolity may disappear, however, if the preaching of the gospel to all and sundry is an unmerited favor.
One theologian argues that the gospel is both a savor of life unto life and also a savor of death unto death.
To the reprobate the preaching of the gospel is no favor because as it increases their knowledge, it
increases their responsibility and condemnation. Better if they had never heard the gospel. One can reply,
nonetheless, that in some cases the preaching of the gospel may restrain an evil man from some of his evil
ways. Since therefore sins are not all equal, and since some are punished with many stripes, but others
with few, the preaching of the gospel results in the lessening of the punishment. Thus preaching would be
a small favor, a modicum of grace. We note it and pass on.

If this theory of common grace is Biblical, and its only fault is frivolity, the Lutheran view, in a
logical series of degrees among defective explanations, departs the least from the teaching of Scripture.
Grace is a matter of salvation, not just sunshine, and therefore of greater importance. Bishop Martensen of
Seeland, Denmark, whom Soren Kierkegaard so unfairly lampooned, is a good example of the Lutheran
position. To quote from his Christian Dogmatics (pp. 362, 363): "God's grace is universal; and from
eternity, it has been concluded that all shall be gathered together under Christ as the Head. In eternity God
looks on all human souls according to this essential testinglooks over them as possible subjects of
regeneration ... Dualism does not appear till time begins ... Election of grace ... from the sinful mass ...
But this
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Dualism prevails only in time; as it is excluded from the eternal counsels of God, ... Grace must submit to
the commandments of time ... it must submit to the limitations of human freedom. "
Most obviously God's grace is not universal, for God did not extend saving grace nor give the
unmerited gift of faith to Esau and Judas. Furthermore, God in eternity could not have been ignorant of the
events of history, for Christ was slain from the foundation of the world and Judas was selected for the
purpose he accomplished. Martensen’s "Dualism" was therefore present in God's eternal plan; it is not
"excluded from the eternal counsels of God." Nor must grace "submit" to anything.
After criticizing Calvin for having "confounded predestination with the election of grace," and for
having made the separation of the saved from the lost not merely temporal but with "foundations in the
eternal counsels of God," Martensen continues: "Augustinian theologians have often maintained that the
operations of Christianity are never fettered by natural restrictions, but that grace can accomplish its
object 'what, when, and where' it will. They think that by this doctrine they extol the power of grace. But
this is not only contradicted by the universal experience of church history, it is in itself false; it magnifies
the second creation at the expense of the first, which on such a principle is violated; it glorifies the Son at
the sacrifice of the Father's glory" (p. 369).
This Lutheran position, however, cannot be maintained. Not only is this not contradicted in church
history; it permeates the history of the Old Testament, not to mention the doctrinal material of the New.
Augustinianism no doubt maintains the Biblical teaching that "The operations of Christianity are never
fettered by natural restrictions;" but it is not so obtuse as to deny that the manifestations of grace are
integrated with "natural" conditions. Moses could not have led the Israelites through the Red Sea, if the
Red Sea had not been there. The point is that God put the Red Sea there in the first place. Similarly Christ
met Paul on the "natural" road to Damascus; but this did not “Fetter" God. God surely accomplishes his
precise purposes when, where, and how he pleases. Just why Christ's meeting Paul, at that place at that
time and with
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that light and voice, "violates" the first creation, Martensen does not explain. Even less explicable is how
any of this glorifies the Son at the "sacrifice" of the Father's glory.
Regardless of how vociferously a Calvinist objects to these points of Lutheran doctrine, it ought to
be said again that Kierkegaard's charge against Martensen of hypocrisy, paganism, and other things was
completely undeserved. Let a strong Calvinist, alongside of passages he wishes to refute, quote one to
defend the Bishop's sincerity and good reputation. "The children of Israel, who are a permanent type of an
elect nation, were emphatically the elect people; yet there was only a small remnant of elect individuals
among them (a holy election) who represented the true and spiritual Israel. So do we find it in every
Christian nation. All perhaps have been baptized and incorporated into Christ's kingdom and outwardly
united to him, and yet in every period there is to be found but a small number of really awakened and
regenerate persons in whom Christianity dwells as a subjective and personal life" (p. 373,374).

The Roman Catholic position on grace is far less Biblical than the Lutheran. It is also excessively
complicated. The New Catholic Encyclopediahas lengthy articles on the subject, and its history of the
doctrine is very thorough. For the present purpose it may be noted that A Catholic Dictionary,edited by
Donald Attwater (3rd ed., 1961) and given a cardinal's imprimatur, lists fifteen subspecies of "grace”:
actual, baptismal, efficacious, elevating, and on to substantial.

Baptismal grace is a "special aspect" of sanctifying grace.

Efficacious grace is "that grace to which the will freely assents, so that the grace always produces
its effects. ... It is an article of faith that this grace does not necessitate the will, although its result is
inevitable."

12

"Grace, Irresistible. The supposedly irresistible efficacy of divine aid, by which, according to
Calvinism, man, though free from any physical necessity, is forced to well doing." The short article then
quotes the Council of Trent's rejection of the Protestant position.
"Grace, Prevenient. Actual grace enlightens the mind and fires the will with a view to the work of:
salvation. In this string of the will there are two moments; the first of these is a grace which moves the
will spontaneously, unfreely [!], making it incline to God ... The heavenly inspirations may be accepted
freely or rejected freely by the aroused will. If they are accepted, it is in virtue of a further grace …
called consequent or cooperating grace."
"Grace, Sufficient. The grace which for lack of cooperation of the receiver goes without the effect
for which it was bestowed and thus is opposed to efficacious grace ... " (Pascal wryly remarks that
sufficient grace is not sufficient.)
At this point we arrive at: consciousness or experience; therefore the subject now becomes faith.
Part II. Faith.

Secular philosophers, at least some of them, have been as much interested in faith as Christians
have. Brand Blanshard, The Nature of Thought(Vol. I, pp. 112 ff., 286, 303), a work of superb
scholarship, discusses faith or belief. Long before Blanshard, Plato had a theory of opinion. For Plato
opinion was a mental state distinctly inferior to knowledge, though in some cases nearly as useful.
Perhaps with this in mind some Christian theologians attempt to place faith above opinion and below
knowledge. Blanshard and Plato do not discuss saving faith; nevertheless the Christian student faces their
problem also, as well as one of his own: he must first give an account of faith as such, and then he must, if
he can, enumerate the distinctive characteristics that make one faith saving, while another is not.
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I. Biblical Background

Before the systematic analysis begins, some Biblical material and even a few extrabiblical
remarks are in order. No one needs to be told that the Bible has a great deal to say about faith. Almost as
obvious, the fact that Abraham is the outstanding example of faith was a part of the refutation of
dispensationalism in the previous chapter. Rom. 4, Gal. 3, Heb. 11, and James 2, all, not merely mention,
but emphasize Abraham. But before Abraham there was Noah. Gen. 6 may not use the word faith,but it
makes clear that Noah believed what God said and obeyed his directions. Clearly therefore faith is not a
New Testament novelty.
Nor should the role of faith during the Mosaic era be minimized. There is a Hebrew term only
twice translated faith, sometimes translated truth, or truly, but which is frequently translated believe. A
negative instance is found in Ps: 78:2122,32:
"Anger also came up against Israel,
because they believed not in God ...
For all this they sinned still, and
believed not for [in] his wondrous works.

For all the New Testament material, which we too often read without thinking much of its
meaning, there are some passages that cause difficulty. James 2:20 speaks of a dead faith. He describes it
as a faith unproductive of good works. Precisely what a man of dead faith believes is not too clear. One
thing is clear: the word faith here cannot mean 'personal trust' in the sense that some popular preachers
impose on it. 'Dead trust' would be an unintelligible phrase. Clearly James means a belief of some sort;
and the only belief James mentions is the belief in monotheism. Islam therefore would be a dead faith.

There are some other varieties of faith which may be mentioned as this subsection
concludes. Matthew 13 apparently refers to what some theologians call "temporary faith." Hodge
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(III, P. 68) writes, "Nothing is more common than for the Gospel to produce a temporary impression …
Those impressed, believe." But Hodge does not say precisely what they believe. He hardly acknowledges
that the person in the parable who is represented by the stony ground believes anything, even though we
read "heareth the word and anon with joy receiveth it." This sound as if the stony man believed some or
even all of the gospel. However, the previous verses describe such men as "seeing, see not; and hearing,
hear not; neither do they understand;" following which Jesus quotes Isaiah. A person can indeed hear
words without understanding them, but can he thus believe them, and can he receive them with joy?
Clearly there are here some troubles that we must ponder.
Other theologians speak of an "historical" faith, by which, strangely, they do not mean only a
belief in the truth of historical events recorded in the Bible, but also in some, many, or perhaps all the
Biblical norms of morality. Possibly the rich young ruler would exemplify this sort of faith. He certainly
believed that he had kept all the commandments; but unfortunately this was a mistaken belief. How much
else of the Old Testament he believed, Gen.17?, is not clear.
One further point may be made before the systematic exposition begins. It has more to do with
church history than exegesis. In the second century a wide spread heresy almost engulfed and destroyed
the Church. It was Gnosticism. The name comes from the word gnosis, knowledge. Later theologians have
sometimes contrasted faith with knowledge. This is the wrong contrast, for two reasons. First, II Peter 1:3
says that everything pertaining to godliness comes to us through knowledge. There are many supporting
references. The Pastorals have several. The second reason is that the knowledge of which the Gnostics
boasted was a theory of cosmology, including highly imaginative accounts of what happened before Gen
1:1.

Admittedly, the Gnostics were devoid of Christian faith; but the contrast is not between faith and
knowledge it is a contrast between the different objects known or believed. The Gnostics knew, or
believed in, thirty eons, a docetic incarnation, and a pseudoatonement. The Christians believed a different
set of propositions. Since, however, some students of evangelistic
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zeal may question the value of a "merely secular, psychological" analysis of belief, it is best to show the
importance and necessity of saving faith. Then as saving faith is recognized as a species of generic faith,
the analysis will have its proper setting.
3 Necessity of Faith

Faith, like regeneration, is necessary to salvation, if for the moment we defer discussion of infants,
imbeciles, and the insane. Because necessary to salvation, it is necessary for theology. Since, too, faith is
the first phase of conscious Christian life, it is likely to attract one's attention sooner than the prior
regeneration or the subsequent sanctification. The following verses will show that faith is necessary. Host
assuredly they teach more than this, and references to them must later be made in explanation of other
phases of the doctrine. But they are given here for the sole purpose of pointing out the necessity of faith.
Jn. 3:15,16
Everyone who believes in him has everlasting life. ... He who believes in
him shall not perish.
Acts 16:31

Believe on the Lord Jesus, and thou shalt be saved.

Strictly speaking, these two verses do not show that faith is necessary to salvation. They show that
faith is sufficient. If someone believes, he has eternal life. No one is lost who believes. But these two
verses, if taken alone, allow for the possibility that something else could be substituted for faith. Suppose
I am driving south on Interstate 65, and in Kentucky I come to Cave City. The attendant at the gas station,
says, if you take routes 9 and 231 you will surely get to Murphreesboro. True enough. But it is also true
that if I continue on 165 and 24 I shall get to Murphreesboro just as well. Now …
Mk. 16:16 He who believes and is baptised shall be saved, but he who does not believe
shall be condemned.
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teaches not only that faith is sufficient, but also that without faith salvation is impossible.
However, since some scholars do not regard this as part of the canon, three other verses follow.

Jn. 3:18
already.

He who believes in him is not judged: he who does not believe is judged

Jn. 3:36 He who believes in the Son has eternal life: but he who disobeys the Son shall
not see life.
Heb. 11:6

Without faith it is impossible to please [God].

These verses are sufficiently explicit: but the general doctrine of justification by faith alone is a
stronger proof than a few sample verses. The passages on justification may not be so explicit: it is
necessary to combine them and draw inferences. But the conclusion is the more compelling because the
base is broader.
3. The Language

Since faith is of such importance, and even if it were not of such importance, theology must
determine its meaning. Those who wish to talk about it ought to know the nature of faith as such, and as
well the nature of that particular kind of faith which is necessary for salvation. Herman Hoeksema
(Reformed Dogmatics,Grand Rapids, 1966, p. 479) begins his chapter on Saving Faith with this
paragraph: "Saving faith is that work of God in the elect, regenerated, and called sinner whereby the latter
is ingrafted into Christ and embraces and appropriates Christ and all his benefits, relying upon him in time
and eternity.” Aside from the fact that some of the verbs in sentence are too vague to be useful, one may
admit that the sentence is true. But it is not a definition of faith. To say that faith ingrafts us into Christ says
less than to say roast beef gives us nourishment. The latter does not tell us what beef is. Nor does the
former tell us what faith is.
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Theological terms need to be defined; they need to be understood; or else we do not know what we are
talking about. To make progress toward a definition, we begin with the usage of the language.
The Greek verb for the noun is hardly less frequent means believe. So it was translated in the
previous verses quoted. Here will follow some instances of its ordinary use, both in pagan sources and in
the Bible also.
The Biblical verses from the Septuagint are not chosen because they are Biblical, but, like the
pagan sources, they show how the word was used in prechristian times. When the New Testament authors
began to write, they perforce used the common language.
Aristotle, De Anima428 b 4: "The sun is believed to be larger than the earth."

Aristotle, Meteorologica343 b 10 On a certain point "it is necessary to believe the
Egyptians."

Thucydides I, 20 says "it is hard to believe every bit of evidence about them."

Ps: 78:22 in the Septuagint translation says that the Israelites "did not believe in God."

Isa. 53:1 Who has believed our report?

Even though this is the common usageand in a moment a large number of New Testament passages
will show the same thinga number of theologians give the impression that the translation believe 
ismisleading. They want to make "faith" something other than "mere" belief. The following lengthy list has
some bearing on this contention.
Jn. 2:22

They believed the Scripture.
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Jn. 3:12 If I told you about earthly matters and you do not believe, how shall you believe
if I tell you about heavenly things?
Jn. 4:50

The man believed the word that Jesus had spoken to him.

Jn. 5:47

If ye believe not that man's writing, how shall ye believe my words?

Jn. 6:69

We have believed and know that thou art the Holy One of God.

Jn. 8:24

If ye believe not that I am [what I claim to be] ye shall die in your sins.

Jn. 8:45

Because I tell you the truth, you do not believe me.

Jn. 9:18

But the Jews did not believe. . . .that he had been blind.

Jn. 11:26
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Do you believe this?

Yes, Lord, I believe that thou art the Christ.

Jn. 11:42

Jn. 12 :38

I said it that they may believe that thou hast sent me.

Who hath believed our report?

Jn. 13:19

Jn. 14 :29
believe.

Ye may believe that I am he.

Now I have told you before it happens, so that when it happens you might
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Jn. 16:27

And have believed that I came out from God.

Jn. 16'30

We believe that thou earnest forth from God.

Jn. 17:8

Jn. 17:21

have believed that thou didst send me.

that the world may believe that thou hast sent me.

Jn. 20:31
God.

These are written that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of

I Cor. 13:7

Love believes everything.

In reading over these verses carefully, the student should note that the object of the verb is
sometimes a noun or pronoun denoting a statement (word, this, things, writings), and sometimes a person
(in this list, me;in other verses God),and sometimes there is no explicit object at all. The significance of
this should become apparent in a moment.
But first it is clear that the Greek verb pisteuois properly translated believe, and that this Greek
verb and the English believe mean precisely the same thing. The important point now is to see what the
object of this verb can be. Obviously it can be, and in the Bible usually is, the truth. Of course a person
may believe something false; but even so the nature of the psychological act of believing, called faith, is
the same, for the man who believes a falsehood believes it to be true.

In the Scriptures many of the instances of the verb have as their explicit object the noun God;for
example, Abraham believed God. This should not be taken to signify something different from the other
instances. What Abraham believed was the promise of God. Whenever we say that we believe a person,
we mean that we accept his statement as true. If we say that we believe "in" a person, we mean that we
believe he will continue to speak the truth.
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Kittel (Vol. VI, pp. 203208) has these things to say. "There is nothing distinctive in the NT usage
... as compared with Greek usage. ... Pisteuein eisis; neither Greek nor LXX. ...
Pisteuein eisis equivalent to pisteuein oti,to regard credible or true. Pisteuein eis XJ... simply means
pisteuein oti I. apethanen kai aneste.... In John especially pisteuein eisand pisteuein oti are constantly used
interchangeably. Cf. also Acts 8:37 … This is proved also by the passive expression episteuthe(cf. I Tim.
3:16) and the fact that pistis eisis equivalent, not to pis tis c. dat. but to pistis c. gen. obj ... "
Two pages later it says, "Pisteuein... often means to believe God's words. Belief is thus put in
Scripture (Jn. 2:22) in what is written in the Law, in what the prophets have said (Lk. 24:35) ... in Moses
and his writings (Jn. 5 :46 ff.)." Cf. also pp. 208, 222.

In opposition to Kittel's linguistic studies, some theologians and many ministers wish to minimize
belief and detach faith from truth. Louis Berkhof tends in this direction. Since at this time he commands
widespread respect and since many schools use his book, it proves profitable to conclude this subsection
with a few paragraphs concerning his views. The material comes from his Systematic Theology,fourth
edition, 1969, Part IV, chapter 8, pp. 493 ff.
He admits that John 4:50 uses the verb pisteuo inthe literal sense of believing that a proposition is
true. Naturally, for the explicit object is the word orsentences that Jesus had just spoken. Similarly John
5:47. Berkhof even allows Acts 16:34, Romans 4:3, and II Timothy 1:12 to mean belief in the truth of a
proposition, although the explicit object of the verb is God or Christ.
In spite of these instances, where the predicate is the noun God,though the actual and immediate
object is a proposition, and particularly in contrast with the instances where the object is explicitly a
proposition, Berkhof says, "On the whole this construction is weaker than the preceding" (p. 494), where
pisteuo means confident trust in a person. But why weaker? Would it not be more accurate to say that this
construction with a proposition as the object is more literal and accurate than the preceding abbreviated
expressions? Berkhof continues, "In a couple of
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cases the matter believed hardly rises into the religious sphere, John 9:18, Acts 9:26 ... " But if these are
instances of ordinary usage, such as "The Jews did not believe that he had been born blind," it should
show all the more clearly what the ordinary meaning of "believe" is. No religious motif is there to distract
one's understanding. It is true that the object of belief in such instances does not rise into the religious
sphere; sometimes the object may be banal or trivial; but the point at issue is not the object of belief or
faith, but the nature of faith and the meaning of the verb pisteuo.
From page 493 on Berkhof speaks as follows. Pistis(the noun) and Pisteuein(the verb) "do not
always have exactly the same meaning." He specifies two meanings of the noun in classical Greek. "It
denotes (a) a conviction based on confidence in a person and in his testimony, which as such is
distinguished from knowledge resting on personal investigation; and
4 the confidence itself on which such a conviction rests. This is more than a mere intellectual conviction
that a person is reliable; it presupposes a personal relation to the object of confidence, a giving out of
oneself to rest in another."
The lexical information of this quotation is accurate enough; but the comments are groundless.
Why is confidence in a person’s truthfulness more than "a mere intellectual conviction that a person is
reliable"? What is intended in the pejorative use of the word "mere"? Why is a conviction of another
person’s honesty and reliability not a “personal relation”? And can any intelligible sense be found in the
phrase "a giving out of oneself to rest in another"?

However, to continue the quotations from page 494 on, we read that in the New Testament “the
following meanings [of the noun pistis]should be distinguished: an intellectual belief or conviction,
resting on the testimony of another, and therefore based on trust in this other rather than on personal
investigation, Phil. 1: 27 [which rather obviously refers to the doctrines of the gospel] , II Cor. 4:13, II
Thess. 2:13 [the object here is truth] and especially in the writings of John; and (b) a confiding trust or
confidence ... Rom. 3:22, 25; 5:1, 2; 9:)0,32. ... This trust must be distinguished from that on which the
intellectual trust mentioned under (a) above rests.”
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But, why? No reason is given. Rom. 3:22 does not support him, nor does 3:25. Nor do the other
verses. They make no distinction such as Berkhof makes. They simply speak of faith. By saying five lines
below that "This last [yielding to Christ and trusting in him]i s specifically called saving faith,” Berkhof
implies that the conviction of the truth of the gospel and "intellectual trust" is not saving faith. Romans is a
great book, and we are willing to quote it, more than willing; anxious; Romans 10:9 says that “if you
confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead,
you shall be saved." As the Old Testament makes abundantly clear, the heart is the mind; and believing
that God raised Christ from the dead is as intellectual an exercise as believing that two and two are four.
Emotions cannot believe anything.

On page 495 Berkhof continues, Faith “is also represented as a hungering and thirsting … In eating
and drinking we not only have the conviction that the necessary food and drink is present, but also the
confident expectation that it will satisfy us."
There are two things wrong with this paragraph. First, it literalizes a metaphorical expression. Of
course having food present before us does not nourish us. It must be eaten. Similarly, having the gospel
presented to us, so that we understand the meaning of the words does not save us: it must be believed. The
truth must be confessed with the mouth and believed with the heart. The term confess,Ibelieve, excludes
hypocrisy. But Berkhof seems to confuse the presence of food with the belief in the good news; whereas it
is the eating that represents the belief. Then in the second place, “the confident expectation that it will
satisfy us" (though Paul hardly had any confident expectation as he journed to Damascus) is itself an
intellectual belief. It is a thought that we entertain. It is an idea that we accept. Any belief is an
intellectual event. Emotions cannot believe.

From page 501 to 505 Berkhof discusses various types of faith: opinion, certainty,
historical faith, miraculous faith, temporal faith, and saving faith. Briefly, for it will be discussed
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later, saving faith includes an intellectual element (notitia);it also, he says, has an emotional element. This
emotional element he identifies as assensus.But assent, throughout the history of theology and philosophy,
has always been volitional, not emotional. Furthermore, he fails to overturn this age long understanding of
the term, for he nowhere shows that there is anything emotional about assent. Indeed, he gives himself
away by admitting that “It is very difficult to distinguish this assent from the knowledge of faith just
described." Must we not conclude that Berkhof's account of faith is utterly confused?
There are, he says, other instances of the verb believe where "the deeper meaning of the word,
that of firm trustful reliance, comes to its full rights." But. Berkhof, like others, fails to show how this
"deeper meaning" differs from the straightforward literal meaning. Among the many instances of the verb
believe, there is, to repeat, a difference of objects. One may believe that two and two are four, and this is
arithmetic; one may also believe that asparagus belongs to the lily family, and this is botany. Botany is not
mathematics, of course; but the psychology or linguistics of believe isidentical in all cases. Therefore,
one should not confuse an analysis of belief with an analysis of numbers or plants. Christ's promises of
salvation are vastly different from the propositions of botany; but believing is always thinking that a
proposition is true. The further development will also support this conclusion.

4. Person or Proposition?

WhiIe Professor Berkhof serves as a good example, many other Protestant theologians also, both
Lutheran and Reformed, tend to make a sharp distinction between 'a confident resting on a person' and 'the
assent given to a testimony.' 'Confident reliance' is supposed to differ from 'intellectual assent.' This
position is often bolstered up with references to pisteuein eis;but a few paragraphs back Kittel disposed
of such a contention. English also has the same usage. As modernism developed and suspicion attached to
this or that minister, people would ask, Does he believe in the Virgin Birth, does he believe in the
Atonement? One did not ask, Does he believe the Virgin Birth'? The preposition inwas regularly used. But
of course the meaning was, Does he believe thatChrist was born of a virgin? To believe in a person is to
be confident, i.e. to believe
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that he will continue to tell the truth. But Berkhof (p. 494) says, "Confidence ... is more than a mere
intellectual conviction that a person is reliable; it presupposes a personal relation to the object of
confidence, a going out of oneself to rest in another." If anyone stops to think, he will easily see that such
language is completely unintelligible and gives no understandable meaning.
In spite of the popularity, and supposed superior spirituality, of such a view, it seems to rest on a
mistaken psychological analysis. Even Berkhof admits, with at least an appearance of inconsistency, that
"As a psychological phenomenon, faith in the religious sense does not differ from faith in general ...
Christian faith in the most comprehensive sense is man's persuasion of the truth of Scripture on the basis
of the authority of God" (p. 501). This is an excellent statement and should be defended against Berkhof's
earlier contrary assertions.
The present textbook wishes to insist that believing or faith is an activity of the mind. It is
something that the person does. Not that it is an overt physical action, but it is activity, intellectual
activity, none the less.
Herman Hoeksema denies this. He makes faith a habitus. It was explained above that regeneration
is a habitus.But as the musician's habitus gives its evidence by the musician's execution of a Mozart
sonata, so the habitus of regeneration produces the activity of believing. Hoeksema says that the habitus
faith makes the soul "peculiarly fit to apprehend spiritual things. It is the fitness to believe, in distinction
from the act of believing itself" (p. 480). Me genoito! Not at all; faith is believing. It is the activity of the
regenerated sinner's mind. This is not to deny that faith is a gift of God. God causes us to believe. We
cannot believe unless God himself makes us willing. And faith is the will to believe. When Paul saw the
light and heard the words as he approached Damascus, he indeed saw and heard. These were his actions,
however much God had caused them. Now, one of Hoeksema's troubles is that he accepts an extreme form
of faculty psychology. He says, "there is no reason" whatever to limit faith to intellect or will; but we
must rather conceive the truth of the matter in this way, that from the heart of man the spiritual habitus of
faith controls both intellect and will" (p. 484). We reply, faith is believing.
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Because of the pietism of those people who might well be called superdevout, but more because
of twentieth century antiintellectualism in the forms of existentialism and socalled neoorthodoxy, this
section under the subhead of person versus proposition will conclude with a few more Scriptural
passages. The word gospel itself means good news. Mark starts with the beginning of the good news; and
in 1:15 after describing Jesus as preaching the good news reports that Jesus commanded the people to
believe this information. Information consists of propositions to be believed. But rather than a lengthy
examination of the Gospels1 it seems better to consider some less well known verses in Acts.
The word logos, unfortunately translated word in John 1:1, is better translated Treatisein Acts 1:1.
A treatise is presumably a mass of information. Acts 2:41 says that the people received the word, the
message, the information gladly. It does not say that they received a person without a message. Logos in
this verse could well refer to Peter's sermon.And certainly the next verse speaks of doctrine or teaching
(didache).In Acts 4:29, 31 we have the term wordagain, but the meaning is obviously message or sermon.
Naturally sermons are composed of propositions. When the servants of Cornelius came to see Peter in
Acts 10:21, the apostle asked them, For what .. logos,reason, did you come to see me. Reasons are
propositions that explain other propositions.

More pointedly the meaning of logos,the importance of true declarative sentences, and also their
relation to persons (for this material bears on the alleged separation between persons and propositions)
more pointedly the significance of the word logos is clarified in the remainder of the chapter, especially
Acts 10: 3638, and 44. Here the reader must follow the example of the noble Bereans and open the Bible
to examine whether these things be so. In verse 36 God sent a wordto the children of Israel; this wordwas
a message of peace through Jesus Christ. It was a sermon, a series of propositions. This same message is
designated by the term rhemain the following verse. Whereas logoscan mean any expression of reason it
can mean a
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mathematical ratio, a book, a question, an argument the term rhemaregularly carries the connotation of
words, words as listed in the dictionary, that is, just plain ordinary words. (That logosand rhemacan be
and often are identical is clear in the Gospel of John.) These words were published throughout all Judaea
and Galilee. And the following verse (v. 38) shows that this Logosor these rhemata are the works of Jesus
Christ. For the person of Jesus is not a person without an intelligible message. Subtract the words and the
person cannot be known. Then in v. 43 all that believe on him, that is, all who believe the words
preached, receive forgiveness of sin. And verse 44 uses the term rhemataagain.
For those who are linguistically inclined it might be wise to mention in passing that we are not
really talking about words. Words like dog,chien,Hund,are only symbols. They are symbols of thoughts.
So that when we identify a person with his words, the point is that the person is what he thinks. The
person is his mind. Paul exhorts us to have the mind of Christ, that is, to think his thoughts. But the theory
of language needs another publication.

Acts 15:6 says that the apostles came together to consider this matter.The Greek word is logos.It
refers to the question whether or not the Gentiles should be circumcised in order to be Christians. The
next verse speaks of the word of the gospel. It is not a single word, but an extended message. Verse 32
speaks of a large or great word (in the singular). It refers to two long speeches. Finally, to bring this
tedious list to an end, Acts 20: 7 tells how Paul's five or six hour sermon (logos) put a young man asleep.

All these references show that logos should hardly ever be translated word.It means thought or
mind or reason, so that John 1:1 can be compared with the wisdom of God and the mind of Christ as given
in I Cor. 1:24 and 2:16. Faith consists in believing the word.

5. Historical Note
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Since the early. Christians, before A.D. 325, had not settled upon the doctrine of the Trinity, it is
not surprising that they had no clear view of faith. Tertullian spoke about believing on authority rather
than by personal investigation and knowledge. After Athanasius, Augustine had more to say. Faith, for
him, was voluntary assent to the truth. This is more to the point than Tertullian's very good, but quite
inadequate, remarks. The present volume defends the Augustinian position.
The Thomistic view of faith may well be introduced by a reference to an earlier medieval
theologian, Hugo. Hugo of St. Victor proposed a definition of faith that was widely accepted both before
and after the Reformation: "Faith is a kind of mental certainty concerning absent realities that is superior
to opinion and inferior to knowledge." Thomas then notes an objection to Hugo's view. A mean must
always be homogeneous to its two extremes. Since both science and opinion have propositions as their
objects, the objects of faith must likewise be propositions. But contrary to this the Apostles Creed, an
expression of faith, says, "I believe in God the Father Almighty;" and this is different from the
proposition, “God is Almighty." Therefore faith concerns a reality, not a proposition. Further, in heaven
faith gives way to vision, as I Cor. 13:12 says; this is a vision of God himself, not a proposition; therefore
similarly the object of faith is a person, not a proposition.

Thomas Aquinas, noting the divergence between these two views, states his conclusions in his
Summa Theologica,(Blackfriars edition, Vol. 31, pp. 11 ff.). "The way the known exists in the knower
corresponds to the way the knower knows ... For this reason the human mind knows in a composite way
things that are themselves simple. ... From the perspective of the one believing, the object of faith is
something composite in the form of a proposition … In heaven ... that vision will not take the form of a
proposition, but of a simple intuition."

This quotation will puzzle anyone who has not studied Thomism. Yet it does have a certain
plausibility. Naturally, trivially, tautologically, the way the known exists in the knower corresponds to the
way the knower knows. Less plausible is the idea that something so simple as
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not to be a proposition, something that has no subject and predicate, can miraculously turn into a
proposition; or that a proposition, true because the predicate is appropriate to its subject, can be known
otherwise. Can the term catbe a truth? The proposition, 'this cat is black,' may be true; but can a subject
minus a predicate be true all alone by itself?
The following is much less plausible: Thomas insists we cannot believe anything that is false. At
least he says, "Nothing can be the completion of any potentiality ... except in virtue of the formal objective
of that power. For example, color cannot be the completion of sight except through light. ... Nothing
therefore can come under faith except in its status within God's truth, where nothing false has any place. ...
We can only conclude that nothing false can be the object of faith."
Such was not Augustine's view, for in his defense of faith, against its repudiation by science, he
used as an example the belief of a boy that a certain man and woman were his father and mother. In the
case of babies adopted in infancy this belief is often false.
Some pages further on (Blackfriars' edition, p. 61) Thomas gives a fuller explanation. "The verb
to think can be used in three senses. The first is the widest sense any act of intellectual knowing. ...The
second is a narrower sense, where thinkingdesignates a thinking of the mind that is accompanied by a
certain searching prior to reaching complete understanding in the certitude of seeing. ....The third sense is
an act of the cognitive power [and has no part in this
discussion] … In its first and broadest sense, 'to think with assent' does not bring out the precise meaning.
... If, however, tothinkis understood in its proper sense, the text does express the meaning distinctive of
the act of belief. Among the acts of the intellect, some include a firm assent without pondering thus when
someone thinks about what he knows scientifically. ... Other mental acts are ... inconclusive ... suspicion
... opinion. The act of believing, however, is firmly attached to one alternative, and in this respect the
believer is in the same state of mind as one who has science or understanding.”2
6 The notes in the Blackfriars' edition list other passages that go into further details.
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Since this is not a treatise on Thomistic theology, the conclusion is only that Thomas, with many
details, defined faith as assent to an understood proposition.
Somewhere in a discussion on faith, the Romish view of "implicit" faith should be considered.
When an Italian or Irish peasant asserts that he believes whatever the Church teaches, though, of course,
his knowledge of what the Church teaches embraces no more than one percent of the Tridentine
confession, he is said to have implicit faith. Even an educated Catholic, a professor of philosophy in a
secular university, did not know the essential element that makes baptism valid. But all such people
profess belief in whatever the Church teaches. Protestantism has always rejected this proposition as
absurd. It should be clear that no one can believe what he does not know or understand. Suppose a person
who knows no French is told, "Dans ce roman c'est M. DuPres qui est Ie meurtrier': can he believe it?
Certainly the Scripture does not countenance such ignorance. The sacred writers constantly emphasize
doctrine, knowledge, wisdom, edification. The well known verse, Matt. 28: 20 ,says, "Teaching them to
observe all things whatsoever I command you." Nothing is to be left untaught. A person cannot "observe"
a doctrine or obey a command unless he knows it. Faith is strictly limited to knowledge.

This note on implicit faith serves to introduce Calvin's discussion in the Institutes, Book III,
chapter ii. Ridiculing implicit faith he says, "Is this faith to understand nothing? ... Faith consists not in
ignorance, but in knowledge. ... By this knowledge [that God is propitious to us through Christ] I say, not
by renouncing our understanding, we obtain an entrance into the Kingdom of heaven. ... The apostle [in
Rom. 10:10] … indicates that it is not sufficient for a man implicitly to credit [believe] what he neither
understands nor even examines; but he requires an explicit knowledge of the Divine goodness. ... Faith
consists in a knowledge of God and of Christ" (III ii 2,3).
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Further: "Paul connects faith as an inseparable concomitant with doctrine, where he says ...'’as the
truth is in Jesus ... [and] 'the words of faith and good doctrine' ... Faith has a perpetual relation to the
word. ... 'These are written, that ye might believe. ' … Take away the word, and then there will be no faith
left. ... We must further inquire what part of the word it is, with which [saving] faith is particularly
concerned. ... When our conscience beholds nothing but indignation and vengeance, how shall it not
tremble with fear? ... But faith ought to seek God, not fly from him. But suppose we substitute
benevolence and mercy [and Calvin quotes a number of verses].
.... Now we shall have a complete definition of faith, if we say, that it is a steady and certain
knowledge of the Divine benevolence towards us, which, being founded on the truth of the gratuitous
promise in Christ, is both revealed to our minds. and confirmed to our hearts, by the Holy Spirit" (6 and
7).
With due respect to Calvin, one may ask whether or not this definition tends to confuse faith with
assurance. More on this later. It may aIso be doubted whether the definition is "complete." At least there
is more to be said. It is clear, however, that Calvin emphasizes knowledge, in particular the knowledge of
God's promise. Hence the object of belief is a proposition.
In reading Calvin one must consider the date of the Institutes.This work was first published in
1536. The final edition, much enlarged, came in 1559. The Council of Trent was called in 1542; it
recessed in 1547 and resumed in 1551. It recessed again from 1552 to 1562; and its final decisions were
confirmed by the Pope in 1564. Thus, Calvin began writing before the Council convened; he finished his
work before the Council concluded; and hence his description of Romanism could not be accurately based
on the Council's conclusions. He had to use concrete examples from actual authors and preachers. The
result is that some of his descriptions of Romanism are not true of what later became the official Roman
position.

For example, in III ii 8, he says, "They maintain faith to be a mere assent, with which every
despiser of God may receive as true whatever is contained in the Scripture." Now, maybe
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some brash or stupid Schoolman said this; but it is not the posttridentine position. In the twentieth century
Catholic Encyclopedia, faith is stated to be "fiducial assent." Nor is it clear that a despiser of God can
receive as true whateversome things no doubt, but everything?is contained in the Scripture.
However much we oppose the Roman church, even to asserting the Reformation view that the
Papacy is the antichrist, it is unnecessary, and we do our cause no good, to misrepresent these idolaters.
Hence, as a matter of history, there follows a section on the decrees of Trent. These decrees contain much
that is wrong. They teach that baptism is the instrumental cause of justification, and that in justification
God makes us just. They assert human cooperation and deny irresistible grace; and many other things,
including of course the abominations of the Mass. However, and nonetheless, there are some remnants of
Christianity. The quotation following concerns faith, and though mixed with stultifying error, there are
some good phrases.

Sixth Session, chapter viii: "We are therefore said to be justified by faith because faith is the
beginning of human salvation. ... without which it is impossible to please God. … We are therefore said
to be justified freely because none of those things which precede justification whether faith or worksmerit
the grace itself of justification … otherwise grace is no more grace."
Then follow (Chapter IX) a repudiation of Reformation heretics, (Chapter X) the increase of
justification; then on keeping the Commandments, presumption and predestination, perseverance,
(Chapters XI,XII,XIII) etc.
After Chapter XVI come some Canons opposing the Reformation view of Justification. For
example, "If anyone saith that men are justified either by the sole imputation of the justice of Christ ... to
the exclusion of (infused] grace and the charity that is poured forth in their hearts by the Holy Ghost, arid
is inherent in them. ... let him be anathema" (Canon XI).
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Even here this is not so bad as it sounds to postreformation ears; or at least the error is often
incorrectly identified. The Romanists included in their term justificationwhat the Reformers and the Bible
call sanctification.This latter of course requires infused grace and love. A more accurate identification of
the Romish error would be their complete blindness to Biblical justification. They used the term, but they
omitted and denied God's judicial, justifying acquittal, of which more will be said later.

In addition to the decrees of Trent, something from the Dogmatic Decrees of the Vatican Council
(A.D. 1870) forms an interesting historical note. "Chapter III, On Faith, Man being wholly dependent
upon God, as upon his Creator and Lord ... we are bound to yield to God, by faith in his revelation, the
full obedience of our intelligence and will. And the Catholic Church teaches that this faith, which is a
supernatural virtue, whereby, inspired and assisted by the grace of God, we believe that the things which
he has revealed are true. . . because of the authority of God himself ... But though the assent of faith is by
no means a blind action of the mind, still no man can assent to the Gospel teaching, as is necessary to
obtain salvation, without the illumination and inspiration of the Holy Spirit who gives to all men
sweetness in assenting to and believing in the truth. Wherefore faith itself, even when it does not work by
charity, is in itself a gift of God, and the act of faith is a work appertaining to salvation, by which man
yields voluntary obedience to God himself, by assenting to and cooperating with his grace, which he is
able to resist."

This is certainly not Reformation theology, and some of its phrases clearly contradict the teaching
of Scripture. Nevertheless it may appear that Calvin did not correctly anticipate the Tridentine Symbol
when he gave the Romish definition of faith as "a mere assent which every despiser of God may receive
as true whatever is contained in the Scripture."
In addition to the fact that Calvin wrote before the Council of Trent assembled, and finished
writing before it concluded, misunderstandings, especially on our part today, can arise because of changes
in the meanings of words over four centuries. Calvin says "the assent which
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we give to the Divine word ... is from the heart rather than the head, and from the affections rather than the
understanding." Since the Scripture never contrasts the head and the heart, but frequently contrasts the
heart and the lips, one ought to suppose that by head Calvin meant the understanding and by heartthe will
.Nor is "the obedience of faith," which he quotes in the very next sentence, an "affection," but a volition.
Obedience is always voluntary. A few lines below Calvin speaks more clearly: "It is an absurdity to say,
that faith is formed by the addition of a pious affection to the assent of the mind, whereas even this assent
consists in a pious affection, and is so described in the Scriptures" (III ii 8).

If much that Calvin says exposes the errors of Rome, these last words should warn evangelicals
not to belittle assent, 'mere' assent of the mind, for this voluntary acceptance of the truth is itself a pious
action (if not an 'affection').
The Larger Catechism (Question 72) will serve as a conclusion for this historical digression.
"Justifying faith is a saving grace, wrought in the heart of a sinner, by the Spirit and word of God,
whereby he, being convinced of his sin and misery, and of the disability in himself and all other creatures
to recover him out of his lost condition, not only assenteth to the truth of the promise of the Gospel, but
receiveth and resteth upon Christ and his righteousness therein held forth, for pardon of sin, and for
accepting and accounting of his person righteous in the sight of God for salvation."
Unfortunately there is one phase in this answer that seems to deviate from Calvin, and for which
the proof text follows an inaccuracy in the King James translation. Not to extend this subsection unduly,
the student may study the exegesis of Ephesians 1:13, in Hodge and other commentators. Though it differs
somewhat from Hodge, the student may consider this translation: "In whom also you received an
inheritance, having heard the word of truth, i.e., the gospel of your salvation, in [or by] which [neuter]
also having believed, you were sealed. ..."
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6. Psychology

Though the Larger Catechism does not address itself directly to the psychological analysis of faith
or belief) this problem is one that has merited the attention, not only
of Christian theologians. but also of secular philosophers. These secularists, even when they are not so
successful as the theologians, have one advantage; to wit, their task is simpler because they do not
consider religious complications. Many theological discussions fall into confusion because elements
necessary to saving faith are assigned to any belief whatever. Here one must first try to analyze belief as
such, and then characterize those beliefs, or that belief, which justifies.
The most usual evangelical analysis of belief separates it into three parts: notitia, assensus,and
fiducia,or understanding, assent, and trust. Perhaps even theologians who use this analysis might omit
fiducia, if they confined themselves to belief as such; for in a colloquial manner a person who believes
that Columbus discovered America in 1492, or in 1374, is not taken as an example of trust.Yet is he not
actually an example of confidence?
Thomas Manton in his Commentary on Jamesexpresses the usual evangelical view quite well; and
he distinguished, well or poorly, between saving faith and other faiths. The passage is too long to quote,
so a condensation, sometimes verbatim, sometimes not, must suffice.

Quoting James 2:19 about the devils Manton remarks that the faith here is a "bare speculation" and
cannot possibly save anyone.
That this faith cannot save is very true. It is no more than a belief in monotheism. This the
Moslems possess. But however it may be with Moslems, it seems incorrect to call the faith of devils a
bare "speculation." This word often is used to refer to some proposition that is so
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unverifiable as to be more likely false than true. Granted, Manton also calls it a knowledge; and this is
better, because on this point, if on nothing else, the devils believe the truth.
He continues: "Thou believest; that is, assentest to this truth."~ Belief therefore is an act of assent
to the truth. Yet Manton adds, believing is the "lowest act of faith.” In view of the Scriptural commands to
believe, this sounds very strange.
Is there than a higher act of faith? And if so, is it higher because it has a more detailed object, i.e.
a greater number of propositions? But in this case it would still be an ordinary act of believing. Or is it
higher because some element beyond the act of believing is present?
Manton continues with the object of this belief. "There is one God. He instanceth in this
proposition, though he doth limit the matter only to this." This is a now rare usage of the verb, not noun,
toinstance.It means, to give an instance; the proposition, 'there is one God,' is therefore an instance or
specification of what the man believes. Manton suggests that the man believes or assents to "other articles
of religion." This is doubtless true, for nearly everyone who believes in any sort of God believes
something else about him beyond bare existence. That the man has an extensive Jewish or Christian
theology, however, is not clear.

"Thou doest well", quotes Manton; "it [the scriptural phrase] is an approbation of such assen:,so
far as it is good and not rested in."
Again Manton has described the act as voluntary assent. Naturally, all assent must be voluntary.
But what also needs to be noted here are the words "rested in." When we say we rest in, or should not rest
in, this or that, do we mean that in addition to notitia and assensus there is some other psychological
element in saving faith called "resting"? Or does it mean that saving faith, rather than being
psychologically different, must be an assent to other propositions in addition to monotheism? The latter
seems to be the case, whether or not Manton meant it so. We should not rest in," i.e. be satisfied with the
single proposition, 'There is but one God.' This
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proposition even the devils accept. But for salvation men must not only accept the monotheistic
proposition, but as well other propositions relating to the Atonement.
On the next page Manton notes that the devils assent to this one truth and to other truths revealed in
the word, even to "many truths in the Scriptures" (on the following page). But how much of the Bible the
devils believe, justification by faith perhaps, is a question that we in our ignorance of satanic psychology
cannot answer. Manton apparently wants to maximize the devils' orthodoxy.
"Bare assent”, says Manton, "to the articles of religion doth not infer true faith. True faith
uniteth to Christ, it is conversant about his person." Two factors seem to be confused in Manton's mind:
the psychology and the propositions. Does this quotation mean that saving faith, in addition to belief in
monotheism, must also include the Chalcedonian Christology? Certainly an assent to Chalcedon, however
"bare," is "conversant about his person." Or does Manton' s statement mean that the devils themselves
subscribe to Chalcedon, and that "conversant" is a psychological element in addition to assent? It \vould
seem so because otherwise no contrast could be made between "assentto the articles of religion" and
"conversant about his person."
Faith "is not only assensus axiomati,an assent to a Gospel maxim or proposition; you are not
justified by that, but by being one with Christ. It was the mistake of the former age to make the promise,
rather than the person of Christ, to be the formal object of faith."

The mention of the person of Christ is pious language. Similar expressions are common today. One
slogan is, "No creed but Christ." Another expression, with variations from person to person, is, Faith is
not belief in a proposition, but trust in a person.3

5.
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Though this may sound very pious, it is nonetheless destructive of Christianity. Back in the
twenties, before the Methodist Church became totally apostate, a liberal in their General Conference
opposed theological precision by some phrase centering on Christ, such as, Christ is all we need. A
certain pastor, a remnant of the evangelical wing of the church, had the courage to take the floor and ask
the pointed question, "which Christ?"
The name Jesus Christ, at least since 1835 in Strauss' Leben Jesu, has been applied to several
alleged persons. Strauss initiated the "Life of Jesus Movement." It ran through Ernest Renan to Albert
Schweitzer.4 But the persons described are nothing like the person described in the Creed of Chalcedon,
nor, for that matter, are they alike amongst themselves. It is necessary therefore to ask, which Christ, or,
whose Christ? The Christian or Biblical answer is the Creed of Chalcedon. A person can be identified
only by a set of propositions.

This is what Manton refers to as “the mistake of the former age.” Thomas Manton was a Puritan of
the seventeenth century, and when he speaks of "the former age," he is not referring to apostate Romanism,
but to the Reformers themselves. Hence he is a witness that they defined faith as an assent to the promise
of the Gospel. By the same token, he wishes to introduce some other element into faith in addition to this
act of will. What is it? He answers, "There is not only assent infaith, but consent5: not only an assent to
the truth of the word, but a consent to take Christ. … True believing is not an act of the understanding only,
but a work of all the heart."
A careful study of these words, ,and of the complete context in Manton, plus a comparison with the
Scripture, should conclude that Manton is confused. The first point is that the word consent receives no
explanation. It makes a pleasant alliteration with assent, but literary

no sense be thought favorable to what Manton calls "the mistake of the former age" i.e. the mistake of the Protestant reformers, in his
superbly scholarly volume, The Semantics of Biblical Language,Oxford University Press, 1961, reduces the pseudoevangelical view to
unscholarly ruins.
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style is no substitute for analysis. Is "consent" an act of will? Ordinary language would make it seem so;
but if so, how is it different from assent? If "consent" is not voluntary, and if it cannot be an act of the
understanding either, what sort of mental state is it? Then too, when he says that "true believing is not an
act of the understanding only, but a work of all the heart," he is not accurately confronting "the former
age." The former a~e never said that true believing, or false believing either, is an act of the
understanding only. The former age and much of the Eater ages too specify assent in addition to
understanding. They make this specification with the deliberate aim of not restricting belief to
understanding alone. One can understand and lecture on the philosophy of Spinoza; but this does not mean
that the lecturer assents to it. Belief is the act of assenting to something understood. But understanding
alone is not belief in what is understood.

Manton himself acknowledges, "I confess some expressions of Scripture seem to lay much upon
assent, as I John 4:2 and 5:1; I Cor. 12: 3; Matt 16: 17; but these places [Manton strangely says] do either
show that assents, where they are serious and upon full conviction, come from some special revelation; or
else, if they propound them as evidences of grace, we must distinguish times."
Now, Matt. 16:17 is not clearly a special revelation. It can well be, and more probably is, an
illumination such as God gives to every believer. Nor is I Cor. 12:3 a special revelation: it refers to all
menit is a completely general statementand cannot apply only to the few recipients of special revelation.
Unless therefore one wishes to be very dogmatic about Peter in Matthew, all of these verses, in Manton's
opinion, are to be set aside, are to be explained away, by "distinguishing the times.” True enough, God
administered the covenant in the Old Testament in a manner different from his administration of the New.
Then too, but the differences are much less important, the apostolic age, and the following two centuries,
faced difficulties that do not so directly trouble us now∙. But such historical differences are entirely
irrelevant to the present discussion. Whether the propositions and promises of the Old Testament were
more vague and less specific than those in the New, and whether the truths of the Gospel seemed more
"contrary to the ordinary and received principles of reason" there than now [which is much to be
doubted),

39

all this is irrelevant because the mental act of believing is the same in every age and every place.
Manton's account of faith is therefore confused, and it has led him to set aside some instructive New
Testament material.
The crux of the difficulty with the popular analysis of faith into notitia (understanding), assensus
(assent), and fiducia (trust), is that fiducia comes from the same root as fides (faith).6 Hence this popular
analysis reduces to the obviously absurd definition that faith consists of understanding, assent, and faith.
Something better than this tautology must be found.

7. John Owen

If now Thomas Manton has deserved mention, all the more so does his younger and greater
contemporary, John Owen, who, among other things, wrote a four thousand page commentary on Hebrews.
Here his smaller four hundred and fifty page book on Justification by Faithcompels our attention. The
page numbers are those of the Sovereign Grace edition of 1959.
On page 70, Oven begins an examination of the nature of faith. But the reader must take care. The
examination is introduced thus: "Of the nature of faith in general, of the especial nature of justifying faith,
of its characteristical distinctions from that which is called faith but is not justifying. ..."

No objection can be made to such an examination; but the student should take care to understand
what the nature of faith is in general. Justifying faith is a species of faith, and if one does not know what
faith in general is, one cannot know' what the faith is that justifies. Does Owen keep this distinction clear?
Unfortunately he does not make it sufficiently clear to us. In fact he says, "The distinctions that we
usually made concerning faith. . . I shall wholly pretermit: not only as
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obvious and known, but as not belonging to our present argument." Owen seems to have had an optimistic
view of his generation." But even if these distinctions were as obvious and well known then as he says,
they are not so today. But even "pretermitting" much, Owen cannot escape giving some indication of what
the act of believing is.
His very next paragraph speaks of a nonjustifying "historical faith." It is not because this faith has
much to do with history that it is called historical. In addition to events to history, this faith believes the
promises of the Gospel. "But it is so called from the nature of the assent (ital. his) wherein it doth
consist." Apparently then there are two kinds of assent. What this difference specifically is, Owen does
not say. He indeed says the difference does not lie in the object of the faith, the proposition believed, but
in the nature, or psychological characteristics of this particular type of assent. We would like to know
what this different psychology is.

Owen is quite clear that "all faith is an assent upon testimony" (p. 72)'. "Divine faith is an assent
upon a divine testimony." Obviously divine testimony is different from human testimony; and as the great
Puritan said, the effects of some beliefs differ vastly from the effects of other beliefs. But differences in
effects as well as in objects are irrelevant to the question whether there are species of believing. It is to
be feared that some notion of ~species of beliefs' has been confused with 'species of believing.' Nor is a
reference to a temporary faith as opposed to a permanent faith any more relevant. In fact Berkhof (op.cit
.p.501) who follows Owen, adds that temporary faith may last all through one's life, that it is not
necessarily hypocritical and that it includes a stirring of the conscience. No wonder he remarks that
”Great difficulty may be experienced in attempting to distinguish it from saving faith,." This view also
bears on the doctrine of assurance. Yet Owen says, "Justifying faith is not a higher, or the highest degree
of this faith, but is of another kind or nature." Yet all his evidence shows not a different type of believing,
but a different object of belief. He refers to: (1) different causes, (2) different objects of a previous or
preparatory belief, and (3) different objects of faith (p. 80), though he had previously ruled out objects as
the difference.
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As Owen's account continues, the confusion grows worse. Not only does he misunderstand the
Roman position, describing their faith as an assent that does not produce obedience: but also he is
dissatisfied with "such a firm assent as produceth obedience unto all divine commands" (p. 801). For
Owen, faith seems to have three main characteristics, the third of which has eight subdivisions.
The first of these is assent to the truth: "all divine faith is in general an assent unto the truth that is
proposed unto us upon divine testimony." The second point is rather a reassertion of the first. The only
difference seems to be that the first refers to some limited number of truths a given individual happens to
know, while the second includes "all divine revelation." Now, it is not likely that a new Christian,
recently justified, understands and assents to every proposition in the Bible. After a lifetime of study a
learned theologian could hardly know so much. But, one may say, even the new Christian assents to
Biblical infallibility. Quite so, that is a single proposition. Does he then have implicit faith in all the other
Biblical propositions? On the contrary, Evangelicalism excludes the Romish doctrine of implicit faith.
Hence justification cannot depend on our assent to all revealed truth. Justifying faith must be an assent to
some truths, not all. Even Owen himself, after having said "all divine revelation," restricts justifying faith
to some truths only. But in addition to whatever, all or some, is believed, Owen insists that justifying faith
must include certain causes and adjuncts.
His third paragraph begins with an explicit denial that faith is an assent, no matter how firm and
steadfast, no matter how perfect an obedience it produces. Nor does it equally respect all divine
revelation, but only some. And then follow eight points, mainly negative.

10. Assent is not an act of the understanding only. Since, however, no one ever said it was, but all at
least include it, one may takE.~ Owen's first subpoint merely as an attempt to be complete.
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7. "All divine truth is not equally the object of this assent." If it were, the statement that Judas was a
traitor would as much effect our justification as that Christ died for our sins.
8. Justifying faith cannot exist without a previous work of the law. This may be true, though the sudden
conversion of Saul might make the word previous alogical rather than a temporal succession. In any
case, and no matter how true, this does not contribute to an analysis of the act of believing.

9. Point four is very confused, and point (5) asserts, what is at best doubtful, that the devils in James
assent to everything in the Bible. Point (6) asserts that hope and trust are not contained in a "mere"
assent to the truth, "but they hope and trust require mental actions other than what are peculiar to the
understanding only." But is not Owen off the track? Of course hope and trust require the volition of
assent as well as an understanding of the promise or hope.

Point (7) strays completely away from Scripture and depends entirely on introspective experience.
Thus his objection to assent here is given solely on his own authority, rather than upon the authority of
Scripture.

11. Point 8, however, is indubitable because tautological. "That faith alone is justifying which hath
justification actually accompanying it. ... To suppose a man to have justifying faith and not to be
justified., is to suppose a contradiction." Of course it is; but for that very reason it is a fallacy to
conclude "Wherefore it is sufficiently evident that there is somewhat more required unto justifying
faith than a real assent unto all divine revelations."

Owen continues for several difficult pages. He objects to identifying the object of faith with
Christ's promise of forgiveness. Instead he maintains that Christ himself is the object of justifying faith.
Although this sounds very pious, Owen and others might not have said this, if instead of the term faith they
had used the Scriptural word believe.When we believe a man, we believe what he says. Nor does it help
Owen's view to insist on the Scriptural phrase, believe in Christ,as something essentially different from
believing Christ. As we said before, believing in a
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man may indicate a willingness to believe what he will say in the future as well as what he has said in the
past. But belief must always have a proposition as its proper object, and therefore must be assent. Owen,
let it be repeated for the sake of clarity, does not deny that assent must always somehow be included in
faith. Speaking of the promises of forgiveness he says, "It cannot be but that in the actings of justifying
faith, there is a peculiar assent to them. Howbeit, this being only an act of the mind, neither the whole
nature nor the whole work of faith can consist therein" (p. 87). Now it may well be said that the work or
results of faith are several; but such results, such as the preaching of the gospel by an evangelist, are not
justifying faith they are works of righteousness, none of which justify; but if faith or believing itself is not
an act of the mind,there remains no hope for finding it anywhere else. Dare we suggest it is the work of
the fingers, lungs, or stomach?
All the foregoing comes from Owen's chapter on the causes and object ofjustifying faith; and this
may to a certain extent excuse the confusion. The following chapter is the nature of";justifying faith; and it
would seem better to have described what belief is before specifying the object of particular beliefs.
At the beginning he remarks that the faith he is discussing is a sincere faith. So be it. Assent is
always sincere. No matter what a person believes, he believes it sincerely. A person does not always
sincerely state what he believes. He may obscure or even deny his beliefs. But assent to a proposition is
ipso factosincere.
Owen then gives negative as well as positive examples. "The unbelief of the Pharisees ... is called
the 'rejecting of the counsel of God' ... most of those who rejected the Gospel by their unbelief, did it
under the notion, that the way of salvationand blessedness proposed therein was not a way answering
divine goodness ... " (p. 9495). Surely this quotation is a statement of truth; but it confutes much that Owen
has said, for whereas the disciples assented to Christ's statements when they understood them, the
Pharisees assented to or believed contradictory propositions. Therefore, one must reject what Owen says
a few' lines below; to wit, "unbelievers ... may give an assent unto the truth of it [the gospel], so far as it
is a mere act of the mind." This is logical

44

nonsense, psychological impossibility, and theological confusion. His only defense here, just a few lines
below, is that he is no longer talking about sincere faith but only insincere faith.
However severe this criticism of Owen may seem, let not the student suppose that Owen is to be
despised. He is one of the greatest Puritans, and we should be extremely happy if we could make as few
mistakes as they did. Furthermore, for all the confusion on this point, Owen nonetheless seems to
acknowledge that believing is voluntary assent to an understood proposition. Put aside questions as to the
object or objects believed, recognize that phrases not containing the words voluntaryor assentmay
nonetheless have the same meaning, and realize that the act of belief is psychologically the same no matter
do what is believed, and it is hard to find a phrase descriptive of belief better than voluntary assent.

Thus in his great commentary on Hebrews, at chapter eleven, verse 8, Owen says, "'By faith we
understand,' that is, by faith we assent unto the divine revelation. . . . we come not only to assent unto it as
true, but to have a due comprehension of it [creation] in its cause, so as that we may be said to understand
it ... Those who firmly assent unto divine revelation, do understand the creation of the world, as to its
truth, its season, its manner, and end." Perhaps Owen is too optimistic as to the extent of our
understanding; but any rate faith or belief is a volitional assent to an understood proposition.
Since chapter six on The Atonementquoted the Lutheran theologian John Theodore Mueller and
disagreed with him, it may be interesting briefly to note what he says about the elements of faith. On page
325 he uses the common threefold division of knowledge, assent, and confidence. But he seemsand this
puzzles a readerto restrict knowledge and assent to uninterpreted historical events. Surely he cannot have
meant this, for obviously a person can believe a doctrine as well as an historical event. Some
modification, fortunately, occurs on the next page, where he says, "However, if the term notitia 
isunderstood in the sense of true spiritual knowledge of Christ ... and the term assensus is conceived as
spiritual assent to the promises of the Gospel ... then both of these terms include the fiducia cordis."
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Even on the puzzling page he said, "Faith which justifies is not merely a knowledge of history ...
but it is assent to the promise of God …” And two pages earlier (p. 323) he asserted, "Saving faith is
always fides actualis(not the Romish implicit faith), or the apprehension of the divine promise by an act
of the intellect and will."
If a Reformed theologian begs to differ with the Lutheran on some very important points, he may
still be gratified here. Some supporting verses are now appropriate. Promises in the Bible, all of which
require assent, are too numerous to quote; but the following touch on knowledge.
John 17:3

This is life eternal, that they might know thee . . .

12. Cor. 4: 6 … hath shined in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the
face of Jesus Christ.

Phil. 3:8
my Lord.

I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus

I John 5: 1, 5 Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ is born of God ... Who is
he that overcometh the world but he that believeth that Jesus
is the Son of
God? (Note the emphasis on knowledge in verses 18, 19,
20).

So much then for defining faith as volitional assent to an understood proposition. But which of all
possible propositions is the object of justifying faith?
(b) The Object
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If the Romish doctrine of implicit faith be rejected, and if it is impossible, at least in any five
minute period, to believe every declarative sentence in the Bible, it is natural to ask, Which of all these
propositions is the one by whose means a sinner is justified?
This question obviously issues from the wording of some of Owen's paragraphs. It is not
irrelevant to the preceding discussion. But it is a question no one can answer. Years after Athanasius
wrote the Nicene Creed a socalled Athanasian Creed was formulated that pronounced damnation on
everyone who did not believe its numerous propositions on the Trinity. The propositions themselves are
on the whole very good; but less than one percent of the Christian community can recite them from
memory. Possibly not more than twentyfive percent have even heard them. No Calvinist would assert that
salvation requires us to believe them explicitly. On the opposite end of the scale from those who would
insist on the wording of the Athanasian Creed, some independent churches write their own creed of five
or six articles with fewer words than this one article on the Trinity. But are these few the irreducible
minimum for salvation? The question above asks for precisely those beliefs which are necessary for
justification.
Consider the case of Justin Martyr, one of the earliest heroes of the faith. Did he really have
saving faith? But he was a Christian, was he not? He died for the name of our Lord and Savior. He must
have been regenerated and justified, must he not? But it is doubtful that any strong Lutheran or Calvinistic
church today wouId have admitted him to membership. Quite possible the strifetorn church in Corinth,
troubled with fornication, lawsuits, and idol worshipits members do not seem to have denied Christ's
resurrection, but only the resurrection of believershad a better theology than his. But to what propositions
did he assent that he might be justified?

Now, Justin Martyr was not a moron. Morons have doubtless been regenerated and justified. Some
members of extremely primitive tribes also, with their minds incredibly confused. What propositions did
they believe? Is there any passage in Scripture that identifies, in a scale of decreasing knowledge, the
very minimum by which someone can still be justified?
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But even if a minimum of propositions could be listed, below which number justification were
impossible, it would still be the wrong question with a perverted outlook. The Church is not commanded,
encouraged, nor even permitted to be satisfied with a barest minimum of theology. The command requires
the maximum possible:
Matt. 28:19,20
commanded you.

Teach all nations … instructing them to observe all whatever I

There seems to be no other conclusion but that God justifies sinners by means of many
combinations of propositions believed. For which reason a minister should not confine himself to topics
popularly thought to be "evangelistic," but should preach the whole counsel of God, trusting that God will
give someone the gift of faith through sermons on the Trinity, eschatology, or the doctrine of immediate
imputation.
Part III Justification.

The two basic and essential principles of the Protestant Reformation, in scholastic terms called
the formal principle and the material principle, are (1) the Scripture alone, its inerrancy as the very word
of God, to which we must add nothing and from which we must subtract nothing; and (2) Faith alone, the
doctrine of justification by faith without any admixture of human works or merit. These two are the chief
and indispensable parts of the defini tion of the term evangelical.Deny the inerrancy and logically no
Christianity is left at all. Deny the two alone and we have Romanism.
The opponents of evangelical Christianity there is no Christianity that is not evangelical attack on
both fronts. The first chapter of the present volume examined the attack against the Bible. This chapter
will mention the less wellknown attack on the doctrine of justification and then proceed to expound the
same.
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Luther in particular and virtually the entire Protestant movement emphasized justification by faith
alone. On the corner stones of many Lutheran churches one can read the name Evangelical Lutheran
Church. It is no exaggeration to say that justification by faith alone was the driving impetus of the
Reformation. Even the later Arminians tried not to deny it.
However, today the ecumenical movement seeks reconciliation with Rome. This is true, not only
of the Anglicans, but even of several Lutheran bodies. Incredible as it may seem, a contingent of Lutheran
theologians, meeting at Wartburg (what memories the name Wartburg stimulates!) Seminary in Dubuque,
Iowa, made plans to celebrate the 450th anniversary of the Augsburg Confession in a joint conference
with the Roman Catholics. The name Reformation Sunday,it is planned, will become Reconciliation
Sunday.Doesn't anybody have an inkwell to throw at the devil? The arguments for rapprochement are
similar and even verbally identical to those used in the sixteenth century. Because of this Lutheran
development, because of the liberal rejection of all Christian doctrines, and because even the early
Arminians, perhaps unwittingly, undermined the doctrine of justification, this essential element of
Christianity needs special emphasis today.

1. Definitions

The plan now is to give a brief statement as to what Romanists and Arminians consider the
essence of justification and then to state the Calvinist definition.
Both Sola Scripturaand Sola Fideare contrary to Romanism. As explained in an early chapter,
Romanism adds tradition and papal infallibility to the Scripture witness its rosaries and crucifixes, its
sacraments and its priesthood, its idolatry and Mariolatry. It also lacks the doctrine of justification by
faith alone. To do justice to the Romish doctrine of justification, the simple contrast between justification
by faith and justification by works is not quite accurate. The underlying defect in Romanism at this point
is rather the lack of any doctrine of justification.
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One should say, the lack of any Biblical concept of justification. What the Romanists call justification
most assuredly depends partly on works; but what they call justification is not what the Bible means by
the term. Their use of the term is essentially the equivalent of sanctification. Of course this requires good
works. But what is lacking in Romanism is the concept of a divine judicial pronouncement of acquittal,
plus some other elements yet to be enumerated.
It is therefore essential and elementary to define the term justification; i.e. to state what the word
means in the Bible, particularly the New Testament. For this purpose, instances of its use are now quoted.
Luke 7:29

The publicans justified God.

Luke 7:35

Wisdom is justified of all her children.

Rom. 3:4
That thou [God] mightest be justified … and mightest have the victory when
thou art judged.
Rom. 3:20

By works of the law no flesh shall be justified.

Rorn. 3:24

Being justified freely by his grace.

Rom. 3:26

That he might be just and the justifier of him who believes in Jesus.

Rom. 3:28

A man is justified by faith apart from works of law.

Rorn. 5:1,9

Being justified by faith ... justified by his blood.

Some of these verses and many others in addition speak of justification by faith alone apart from
good works. This is the substance of the doctrine. But at this point the preliminary
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question is, What does the word justificationmean? This may appear as 'mere semantics' to some: cannot
anyone define his technical terms as he pleases? Yes, he can; but our aim is to determine how it pleased
the Holy Spirit to define this term. We want to know what the Bible teaches: not what some nonbiblical
religion teaches. Definition in any case is no trivial matter. The more important a subject is, the more
precisely must its terms be defined.

The Liddell and Scott lexicon lists these classica usages: to set right (from a fragment of
Pindar); proved or tested (passive participle); hold or deem right ...; pronounce judgment: do a
man right, chastise, pass sentence on; pronounce or treat as righteous, vindicate. Arndt and
Gingrich, briefly, have: to do justice to someone, vindicate, acquit, make free from (cf. Acts
13:38) and, to quote, "In I Corinthians 6:11 edikaiothete means you have become pure."The last
assertion, however, is more than doubtful: The context by no means requires a meaning not
found elsewhere in the New Testament, as many commentaries will show.

Lexicons get their information from the Greek texts themselves. We can begin this work by
examining the list of verses just quoted. The main question is, Does justifymean to make a man just, or to
declare that he is (already) just.

It is incredible that even Romanists should have missed the meaning. The first verse quoted says,
"The publicans justified God." How can anyone think that the publicans made God just? Next, the
metaphorical phrase, "Wisdom is justified of all her children," obviously means that the results of wisdom
demonstrate the goodness of wisdom. Wisdom did not wait to become good until her children made her
so. The third verse again speaks of God's being justified. God is judged, and pronounced just. God is not
made just; he is pronounced or acknowledged to be just. The fourth verse, "By the works of the law no
flesh shall be justified," supports the same conclusion because the works of the law are essential to
sanctification. Hence justification, which excludes works, is not any part of the process of becoming
subjectively righteous. This verse and the remainder in the list emphasize another aspect of the doctrine of
justification, but they are also instances of the same usage. The conclusion therefore is: The verb to justify

means
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to acknowledge someone as just or righteous, to vindicate or to acquit him of accusations. It does not refer
to any moral change by which a previously unjust person is made subjectively good. On the contrary, it is
a judicial pronouncement, which in itself does not alter the character of the accused in any way.
The definition, however, is not the full doctrine. It merely tells us what the Bible means by the
word.
(c) An Act

The whole doctrine, succinctly stated in the Shorter Catechism, is "Justification is an act of God's
free grace, whereby he pardoneth all our sins, and accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the
righteousness of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone. " The subheads will now follow this
outline.
Justification is an act of God's free grace. This proposition is most directly derived from the
meaning of the main term. The Shorter Catechism has another question: "What is Sanctification;" to which
the answer in part is, "Sanctification is a work of God's free grace. . . ." The contrast between act and
work isdeliberate, as are all the words of the Catechism. They were meant to distinguish between an
instantaneous pronouncement and a lifelong process.
As alluded to earlier, this distinction must be kept in mind in opposition to Romanism. The Roman
Catholics have no concept of a judicial acquittal. For them, justification is a long process of moral
improvement. But in favor of the term act inthe Catechism, the meaning of the Greek verb is decisive.
When the publicans justified God, they did not initiate a long, drawn out process of moral purification.
They made a judgment. It was a momentary act.

Although the publicans were not official, legal judges, God is; with the result that one may
properly call his act of acquittal forensic.It is the judicial act of a competent judge in
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absolving an accused person from the penalty of the law. That this is a forensic act is indicated by some
other verses now to be quoted.
Rom. 5: 16
For the judgment was from one to condemnation, but the free gift was from
many trespasses to justification.
Rom. 8:33 Who shall bring any accusation against God's elect? God is the justifier. Who
is the condemner?
It is obvious that condemnation is not a moral change for the worse in the condemned man. When a
judge condemns a man for a felony, he does not make him a lawbreaker. The judge declares that he has
already broken the law. The judge declares that he is a criminal and is guilty as charged. But this
declaration is not a moral process in the prisoner. Since now, in these both verses, justification and
condemnation are antithetical, the one is as much objective and forensic as the other, and as little a moral
process.
(d) Pardon

The previous chapter, under the subhead of Expiation, discussed the cancellation of sin by the
work of Christ. Here the concern is the application of redemption to believers, particularly in connection
with justification. The former is the prerequisite of the latter.
Now, essential as it is, in view of Romanism, to know that justification is a forensic judgment of
acquittal, more/a good deal more, must be said concerning its effect on the justified sinner. This
eventually includes, as an inevitable consequence, the whole process of sanctification, but at the moment
we are concerned with what occurs at the time of justification. Several things occur with or are included
in justification. The first, at least in the order the Catechism gives, is pardon of sin. As a matter of fact, the
English word pardon occurs rarely in the King James Bible. It seems strange that the Catechism chose it.
But though the word is rare,
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the idea is frequent. It is expressed in terms of forgiveness, remission, purging away, washing, cleansing,
and the like. The list is:
Isa. 40:2

John 20:23

Acts 2:38

Acts 13:39

Her iniquity is pardoned.

Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted.

Repent ... for the remission of sins.

By him all that believe are justified from all things from which ye could

not
be justified by the law of Moses.

I Cor. 6:11

James 5:15

I John 1:9

But ye are washed ... sanctified . . . justified.

It shall be forgiven him.

He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins.

That God is a God of mercy, and that "there is forgiveness with thee" (Psa. 103:4) is not
something a Bible student would likely doubt. He might suggest, however, that the verses quoted do not
clearly place pardon in the act of justification. In reply, one might say that Acts 13:39 connects
justification and belief, and that this is connected with freedom from the law of Moses, i.e. freedom from
its penalty, and we may infer that freedom from penalty is the equivalent of forgiveness.

I Cor. 6:11 makes a clearer connection between justification and pardon or washing. Washing
surely indicates some sort of escape from sin; and for all its figurative style it is still a rather momentary
than an incessant lifelong process, like sanctification. In fact, it is more than
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doubtful that "you were sanctified" (aorist tense) refers to the process of sanctification. Rather, as the
noun in I Cor. 7:14, it refers to being set apart or dedicated to God. Thus, a momentary act is indicated.
With this understanding, the verse definitely connects pardon or washing with justification. But it is not so
much these disjointed verses that so strongly connect forgiveness with justification, as it is the pervasive
meaning of the term itself as already s explained. When a judge pronounces acquittal, the accused is
discharged from all obligation to pay the penalty.
That John Wesley and the Arminians do not regard justification as a judicial act of acquittal is
evident from Sermon V in Sermons on Several Occasions(1746). "Least of all does justification imply
that God is deceived in those whom he justifies, that he thinks them to be what, in fact, they are not; that he
accounts them to be otherwise than they are." Before continuing the quotation one may note that this last
phrase denies that Christ's righteousness can be accounted to sinners. Of course God is not deceived into
thinking that his saints are subjectively and perfectly sinless; but the Scripture surely declares that
righteousness is imputed to us and that justification is the contradictory of condemnation. Now, the
quotation continues, “
(e) Neither can it ever consist with his unerring wisdom to think that I am innocent, to judge that I am
righteous or holy because another is so. He can no more confound me with Christ than with David or
Abraham." Again, if this were so, then neither could God "confound" me with Adam, and therefore I did
not die "in Adam." Clearly an error in one place reappears often throughout any system of theology; and
naturally so, because a system is as logically consistent as its author can make it.
Wesley thus restricts the meaning of justification to pardon. "The plain scriptural notion of
justification is pardon." To be sure, he adds that the Father pardons us "for the sake of the propitiation
made by the blood of his Son;" but why the Father needs propitiation in order to pardon can hardly be
made clear on Wesley's premises. Paul gives the why. That God may be justand the justifier" etc. The
Calvinist of course does not deny that God pardons our sins, but he finds in Scripture more than pardon in
the doctrine of justification.

55

The difficulty, however, is not yet entirely dissolved. Arminians are likely to contend that acquittal
and pardon are incompatible. If a man is pronounced innocent, he cannot be pardoned, since if innocent he
has no crime that needs pardon; but if he is pardoned, then he cannot be acquitted, for pardon is based on
his having committed a crime and thus his being ineligible for acquittal.
This difficulty would be serious if the conditions of the divine judgment seat were limited to the
conditions of a human court. When in human affairs a Governor of a State or the President pardons a
person who has broken the law, it is indeed an act of mercy, but it is not an act of justice. Justice is simply
set aside. There are often good reasons for this; and in any case that is the most a merciful executive can
do.
But God, if we may so speak, faces a problem that no human judge can meet. The pertinent verse
is found in one of the most important paragraphs in the whole Bible. It would be difficult to find any
passage of comparable length that so succinctly and completely presents the Gospel in its entirety. Of
these half dozen verses, the quotation is:
Rom. 3:26 To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: that he might be just, and the
justifier of him which believeth in Jesus.

The difference between a human court and the divine assize is that the former does not maintain
strict justice. The "problem" God faces was how to be just, completely just and righteous, and at the same
time to justify the ungodly. Its verse quoted and its predecessor speak of God exhibiting his righteousness.
As a matter of fact, there is no mention of pardon at all in these half dozen verses. Were salvation merely
a matter of pardon, God could simply forget justice and the law and let the guilty sinner go free. Pardon,
ordinary pardon, requires no atonement. God's salvation does. This disposes of the Arminian objection.
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(f) The Ground of Justification

The question here to be answered is, On “what ground, or for what reason goes God justify a
sinner? The answer to this question also shows how God can himself be just and also the justifier of him
who has faith in Jesus.
Since all men are sinners, totally depraved and utterly unable to do any spiritual good, it is
obvious that God cannot acquit them on the basis of their conduct. Even if someone at age nineteen could
from that day forth perfectly keep the law of God, he could not be acquitted on such a basis, for he had
already broken the law∙ before he became nineteen. It is no defense against a charge of murder, that one
has now given up his previous habit of murdering people.
Furthermore, the Scriptures teach that, whatever other grounds or reasons God may have, so far as
the sinner himself is concerned, the benefit is conferred upon him by God's free grace. The following
passages exclude all human works and assert unmerited favor.
Rom. 3:20,24
By the works of the law shall no flesh be justified. ... being justified
freely by his grace . . . (cf. 2728)
Rom. 4:4,5
Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned by grace, but of debt.
But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the
ungodly,
his faith is counted for righteousness.

Ga 1. 2: 16

. . . . not justified by the works of the law, ... because by the works of the
law shall no flesh be justified. (cf. 3: 11) .

Eph. 2:8

By grace are ye saved.

But while the theme of grace excludes all human merit, it does not specify the ground or reason for
which God extends his justifying grace to anyone. To acquit is to pronounce innocent,
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righteous, acceptable in God's court. Now, if God, who does not lie, pronounces a sinner righteous, what
is such righteousness and where does it come from? How can God be both just and justifier?
The Shorter Catechism, whose order this section somewhat follows, said, "Justification is an act
of God's free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for
the righteousness of Christ, imputed to us, and received by faith alone." Thus this document, written for
the instruction of children, asserts that the ground of justi fir'!ation is the righteousness of Christ.
Something has already been said about the active obedience of Christ. Had he not been altogether
innocent and perfectly righteous, had he offended in one point, had he sinned, he would himself have
deserved his punishment, which then could not have availed for anyone else. This is all part of the
doctrine of the vicarious, propitiatory atonement. But now that he did not suffer for himself, he paid our
penalty and God imputes his righteousness to us. On the ground of Christ's righteousness, therefore, as
imputed to us, God is both just and the justifier of him who has faith in Jesus. The present subhead
therefore merges into the next.
(g) Imputation and Federal Headship

That Christ's death was a vicarious sacrifice, that he paid our penalty, that he was our substitute is
the equivalent of asserting his federal headship. He was our representative, and what he did in this
capacity is reckoned or imputed to us. Adam was also our representative or federal head, and what he did
in such capacity had also been imputed to us. A page or so further on it will be necessary to discuss
Romans 5:1219. At that point one should note, what seems strange to us today, that Paul argues for the
federal headship of Christ on the basis of Adam's position; whereas we, with our modern mindset, must
defend Adam's headship on the basis of Christ's position.
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First of all, and aside from Romans 5:1219, is a selection of verses that mention imputation. These
will illustrate the usage and meaning of the term, and then the doctrinal discussion can follow.

Rom. 4:38

Abraham believed God and it was counted untohim for righteousness. (cf.
James 2:23, imputed).... the reward is not reckoned ofgrace,
but of debt.
... his faith is counted forrighteousness . . . unto whom God
imputeth righteousness without works . . . Blessed is the
man to whom the Lord will not imputesin.

(h) Cor. 5:19 God was in Christ . . . . not imputing their trespasses unto them. II Tim. 4:16
Let it not be imputed to them.
Philemon 18

If he hath wronged thee, or oweth thee ought, put that on mine account.

As various translations show, impute (logizo) means to reckon or to put to one's account. The
verses from Romans 4 say that God counted something as righteousness for Abraham; this something was
a gift of grace to Abraham; it was not a debt that God owed him. Because of this gift sin was not, or no
longer, counted. Now, what was it that God imputed to Abraham for righteousness? If one should restrict
his reading to just one or two verses in Romans four, or to James 2:23, it would seem that God accepted
the subjective act of believing in place of actual righteousness. Belief then would be taken for the
righteousness necessary for Abraham's acquittal. Does it not say, "His faith is counted for righteousness"?
However, this seems to imply that God set aside the requirement of perfect obedience, disregarded the
maintenance of justice, and pardoned Abraham on the basis of his belief in God's promise. Thus,
Abraham's own act would be the ground of justification; and he could boast of his insight into spiritual
affairs, an insight others did not have, for he was a better man than they. However, Romans 4:5 does not
stand alone. It has both an immediate context and a wider context. The immediate context says
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two things: (1) Abraham had no ground for boasting; (2) verse six says that the something which was
imputed was, not faith itself, but righteousness. The Arminian dependence on verse five, for the view
being discussed is Arminianism, is plausible only so long as the context is ignored, not only the
immediate context, but even more the passage in the preceding chapter. Note that after Paul includes the
whole human race under sin, he summarizes the doctrines of the atonement and justification in 3:2126.
Here we have Christ's propitiation and God's justice. Now, if faith as the mental act of believing is
sufficient for pardon, if not for acquittal, where is the need for an atonement at all? Must not the justice of
God be maintained? If God knew that he was going to lower his standards after man sinned, why did he
establish stricter standards in the garden of Eden? Well, then, after Paul in Romans 3:26 insists on divine
justice, he uses Abraham as an outstanding example of justification. But having already described the
work of Christ, he shortens his phraseology, expecting his readers to bear the preceding section in mind.
This should be sufficient for Romans 4 and James 2. But there is a still wider context to support the
conclusion that the basis of justification is Christ's merit, and not our act of believing. A very important
part of this context is Romans 5:1219. But since Arminianism has been mentioned, let us continue with it
for a while, since this discussion too will help to clarify the subject matter.

First of all, let it be stated that we do not wish to misrepresent the Arminians any more than we
wish to misrepresent the Romanists. Let it also be acknowledged that at least some Arminians repudiate
the objections above stated relative to faith rather than Christ's righteousness as the basis for justification.
Arminius himself (as quoted by Wiley) wrote, "Justification is a just and gracious act of God by which ...
he absolves man from his sins. . . on account of Christ and his obedience and righteousness ... " Wesley
defined justification as "that act of God the Father, whereby for the sake of the propitiation made by the
blood of his Son, he sheweth forth his righteousness by the remission of the sins that are past."

Both of these quotations seem to rule out faith as the basis of justification; both mention Christ's
propitiation, obedience, and righteousness. They might in some other respect be
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incomplete; they might restrict the effect of justification to pardon alone; but what they assert seems
Scriptural.
More surprising to those who have criticize Arminianism is Article IX of the TwentyFive
Methodist Articles: "Justification is an act of God's free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins and
accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the sake of Christ."
This is taken from the Westminster Shorter Catechism, verbatim with the exception of the final
clause. Perhaps that change is significant; it has to do with imputation; but at least it does not restrict
justification to bare pardon.
Wiley himself, who gave these quotations, shows some vacillation. On page .382 he says, "Here it
is evident that forgiveness and justification are synonymous terms, the one explanatory of the other, but
with a shade of difference." However, on the next page he indicates considerably more than a "shade" of
difference: "The justified sinner is accepted as righteous ... It is thus distinguished from mere
forgiveness." But he does not stay with this, because later (p.
(i) he adds, "The sole ground of justification being faith in the blood of Christ ... works of the
law are immediately excluded." Here faith is the soleground of justification: Christ's active obedience is
ruled out. And further on the same page he continues, the word imputation "is never used in the sense of
reckoning or accounting the actions of one person to have been performed by another. A man's sin or
righteousness is imputed to him when he is actually the doer of the sinful or righteous act."

These verbatim quotations, and their contexts which any student can look up, are sufficient to
show that without any misrepresentation Arminianism differs substantially from Calvinism. What follows
is more than sufficient.
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After the previous quotation Wiley continues by summarizing three theories of imputation. First is
the "Imputation of the Active Obedience of Christ." This is generally known as the HyperCalvinistic or
Antinomian theory of Justification" (p. 396).
If now we do our best not to misrepresent Arminianism, we would be pleased if Arminians made
a similar effort. Aside from the fact that HyperCalvinismis a pejorative term, usually left undefined, and
recklessly asserted even of weak Calvinists, Wiley's subhead, "Imputation of the Active Obedience of
Christ" fits Hodge, Warfield, and the Westminster standards themselves (cf. Conf. XI, 1,2, Larger
Catechism, 70,73). That this doctrine "is generally known as the ... Antinomian Theory of Justification" is
ludicrously false and positively slanderous. What other creed of any other church places so much stress
on the Ten Commandments? Have the Arminians ever read the Larger Catechism, Question 93: "The
moral law is the declaration of the will of God to mankind, directing and binding every one to personal,
perfect, and perpetual conformity and obedience thereunto . .. " If this be hypercalvinistic antinominanism,
let us have much more of it.

Wiley has further objections . The Calvinistic position, he says, "overlooks and undervalues the
subjective work of the Spirit in imputation of righteousness." But, to reply, justification is an objective
judicial pronouncement; it is not a change in the sinner's subjectivity at all. Regeneration produces
,subjective effects, particularly faith) and sanctification inevitably follows justification. An alleged faith
that results in no good works is not saving faith at all. But justification is a decision from the bench. The
Arminian holds, says Wiley, that "the faith by which we are justified … has in it the inherent power of
righteousness." So it does, but not as Wiley thinks. The righteousness, an imperfect righteousness, that
faith produces in the worst or best of sinners is not the perfect righteousness on the basis of which he is
acquitted of all guilt.
Further incompetent objections to Calvinism follow. Wiley (p. 397) quotes from Wesley's Sermon
on Justification,"God can no more confound me with Christ than with David or Abraham." Remarkable!
As if God could not distinguish Christ from the person to whom he has
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imputed Christ's merit. Then again, beginning with a Calvinistic quotation, Wiley adds, "'He who claims
for himself the righteousness of Christ presents himself to God, not in the habit of a righteous man, but in
glorious attire of the Divine Redeemer.' This attitude is not characteristic of the humility of the genuine
Christian."
But even John Wesley translated Zinzendorf, “
Jesus, Thy blood and righteousness,
My beauty are, my glorious dress.”

This is precisely the point: we stand before God's throne, dressed in the righteousness of Christ
alone.
Zinzendorf was not much of a Calvinist, so that perhaps Wesley had less qualms about translating
him. But Horatio Bonar added:
"Thy righteousness, O Christ, Alone can cover me."

And Edward Mote sang:
"My hope is built on nothing less than
Jesus' blood and righteousness
...
Dressed in his righteousness alone
Faultless to stand before thy throne.
...

All other ground is sinking sand."

To complete what Wiley would doubtless call this diatribe against Arminians, note that on page
400 he says, "it is faith itself, as a personal art of the believer, and not the object of that faith that is
imputed for righteousness." This means that our subjective or psychological act of believing, is imputed
or put to our account and naturally so, for it is our own personal
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psychology instead of the perfect righteousness of Christ. Hence we are acquitted, declared innocent, not
because we are innocent, but because we believe. The Arminians may say and hope that this believing is
not to be classed as a "good work"; but surely it is. It is such a good work that for them it produces
regeneration; regeneration does not produce it. For to continue, Wiley writes, "Justification ... cancels
guilt ... [regeneration] renews the moral nature ... The two, however, are coincident in time, for they are
accomplished in answer to the same act of faith" (p. 402; cf. pp. 416 ff.). Surely this makes faith a work
too good to be true.
The discussion now approaches a more expository form. The doctrine of the federal headship of
Adam and immediate imputation of Adam's sin to all his natural posterity depends chiefly on the exegesis
of Romans 5:1219. It is doubtless a difficult passage; but there is one exceedingly clear point, and this
clear point is the key to the main message. It is extremely clear that the passage draws a parallel between
Adam in his relation to the race and Christ in his relation to the elect. Furthermore this basic thought
sufficiently disposes of the main objection Berkouwer belabored. While various theologians bemoan the
injustice of God if he imputes guilt apart from the individual's own personal act of sin, they all, perhaps
with the exception of Pelagius, are quite satisfied to have God impute righteousness apart from the
individual's own personal perfect obedience to the law. Consistency requires one or two positions: either
there is no immediate imputation of guilt or righteousness, or there is immediate imputation of both. If
what is called vicarious ethics is acceptable in the case of righteousness, no one can consistently object to
vicarious ethics in the other case. And conversely, if one rejects the immediate imputation of sin as
immoral, logic requires him to reject the immediate imputation of righteousness as equally immoral, for
precisely the same reasons. Now, then, the exegesis.

Romans 5:1221, as was said before, draws a parallel between Adam and his natural descendents
on the one hand and on the other hand Christ and his spiritual descendants. The passage, no need to quote
it now, begins by stating that sin entered the world of humanity by the act of one man. It was not the act of
Eve, for she was deceived and Adam was not; nor was the introduction of sin and death due to Adam's
succeeding sins. It was through his(one) sin, or
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through the (this) sin, that death came. The cause was the one act of the one man. If anyone suspect that in
view of the exact wording of the verse, the idea of one has been given too great an emphasis, the reply is
that verses 15, 16, and 17 make this emphasis is more than sufficiently explicit. The cause of death
coming upon all men was the act of the one man "because all sinned."

But how can all have sinned, when only one man, by one act, committed a single sin? Those who
hold to straightforward justification by works (and this is not Romanism), and those or some of those who
assert free will, answer that Adam's posterity followed his bad example, so that their later personal
transgressions caused their death. To this the reply is, (1) The text does not say that all Adam's posterity
"have sinned"; the text says they all "sinned", (this is an aorist tense, denoting a single act, not a perfect,
indicating a continued series of acts or a present state); then (2) this aorist is in keeping with the idea of
the oneman and his oneact. Note particularly the adverb "thus:" one man sinned and thus all died. Death
was the punishment for sin, and since they all died, they must all have been guilty of the one act of the one
man. The implication is that Adam and Christ were both our representatives: the one for death, the other
for life; but both our substitutes.

Verse 12 is not a complete sentence. Verses 13 18 form a parenthesis and a subparenthesis; then
verse 19 rephrases verse 12 and completes the parallel. Note that in verse 12 there occur words "and
thus" but in verse 19 the words are "thus also." The former does not, the latter does complete the parallel.
However, since this is not a Commentary on Romans,only one point will be made for verses 1314, which
is that Adam is a type of Christ. There are of course important differences between these two, which
differences are indicated in verses 1517. But there is one great similarity: they both substituted for us,
they were both our federal head, one in sin, the other in righteousness.

The connection with justification and imputation becomes clearer in verse 18. Adam as the
substitute for all his natural posterity and by his one sin caused our condemnation; Christ,
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also by substitution, and by one righteous act of acquittal (verses 16 and 18) gave all his spiritual
posterity justification of life. By Christ's obedience, both active and passive, the many shall be
established as just.
So much should be enough for the conclusion that Adam's sin was imputed to us and Christ's
righteousness also to his chosen people, characterized as those who receive the free gift of righteousness.
There is another important point to be observed in this paragraph; but its discovery requires a
little meditation. The point is that in both cases the imputation is immediate, i.e., without means. The two
views may be contrasted as follows: Adam's s in produced his moral degradation, a depraved nature, and
tendencies to sin, all of which were transmitted to his posterity by natural generation; this inherited
depravity caused posterity to sin, and Adam's sin was imputed to them by means of inherited depravity. In
this view the death of a descendent is due to personal depravity. The other view is that depravity is not
the means or method of imputation, but its result.

In support of this latter view one must note that the death Adam incurred was not physical death
alone. It was spiritual death, of which physical death is only a part. God had said, "In the day thou eatest
thereof, thou shalt surely elie." Adam died that day; though his physical life continued for nine centuries.
This means that a depraved nature is a punishment for sin. This sin is the ground of the punishment; hence
the punishment or depravity cannot be the means of imputation. It is the imputation that makes the
depravity a just penalty. Therefore Adam's one sin must have been imputed without depravity as a means,
much more without subsequent sins as a means, for these follow naturally from the depraved nature.
Imputation of sin therefore is immediate imputation.
The Scriptural basis for this is not hard to understand. One must, however, consider the objections
of those who do not want to see the Scriptural position, probably because they are committed to some
foreign philosophical position. One needs also to consider how immediate
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imputation is integrated with federal headship, for an objection at one point affects all others. A chapter
from. Berkouwer makes a good example.
4 Berkouwer
Berkouwer (Sin,1971) seems to accuse federal theology of attributing caprice or arbitrariness to
God, if he imputes guilt and sin to other men on the basis of Adam's first sin. In support of this accusation
he refers to the attempt of Shedd ann others to establish a "realistic" connection, between Adam and his
posterity in their common human nature. Thus the realists arrive at some sort of personal identity with
Adam so that posterity personally sinned when Adam sinned; and therefore God did not arbitrarily impute
guilt and sin to anyone who had not himself personally sinned.

The motive behind Shedd and others in the earlier history of theology is to vindicate God's justice
by denying that he imputes guilt to any man for a sin which that man did not personally commit. To
condemn mefor what another man did is unjust.
The individual identification of John Doe with Adam is difficult to maintain. Plato himself, the
founder of Realism, never confused Socrates with Aristotle. Surely Adam and I are not the same person.
.Berkouwer points out that even Bavinck sidesteps the problem by qualifying the identity of the two
persons by phrases such as "in a certain sense," "virtually," "potentially," and "seminally." Such evasions
may point at the difficulty, but they are far from solving it. Shedd tried to solve it by a socalled "realism"
that merged all men into Adam. Hence when Adam sinned, I myself personally sinned, and hence God
does not so much impute Adam's sin and guilt to me, as he imputes my own.

At this point it is necessary for us to distinguish between problems, which, though related and
even overlapping, are nonetheless distinct. The general problem of realism is one. In philosophy the term
realism denotes any theory that holds it possible to know the "real" object and not just a representation of
it. Aristotle therefore was a realist though not a Platonic realist.
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Since the present writer cannot accept the Aristotelian theory of abstraction, as well as much else in that
encyclopedic philosopher, this volume is based on what may loosely be called Platonic realism though
actually Philonic realism; for there are varieties of even "Platonic" realism. Briefly, realism is necessary
to make knowledge possible. It was the well nigh universal position of the Church until Thomas Aquinas
rejected Augustine; and it became, at least more than any other philosophy, the somewhat tacit position of
Calvin and the Reformed Church.
Undoubtedly realism can be used in the manner to which Berkouwer objects. His account of
Bavinck's vagaries and Greijdanus' rather clearly unbiblical construction.s are well taken. But realism
itself does not require "a clear distinction between the ground for imputation in the case of Christ's
righteousness and the ground in the case of Adam's sin" (p. 439, n. 10). Realism and federalism are far
from being incompatible. There may of course be realists who reject federalism; but there are also
nominalists who reject federalism.
For this reason a certain awkwardness runs through Berkouwer’s discussion. He writes, "We can
only do justice to realism, however, when we inquire exactly what is meant by this 'cosinning.’” This
would be true if the men he has mentioned were the only realists. In that case "realism" would be nothing
else than the realism of these men. But Berkouwer gives the impression that refutation of these men
destroys all forms of realism. If it did, Berkouwer would be obligated to provide a different
epistemology. He would have to adopt nominalism, or the Aristotelian theory of abstraction, or some form
of representationism.
Aside from such basic philosophic choices, Berkouwer's objections to Bavinck and Greijdanus
are well taken: "It is very striking that when we ask that perfectly legitimate question, we receive no clear
answer" (p. 440). But his awkwardness appears when he tries to tie in the preexistence of the soul. To be
sure, Plato's realism, or better, Plato's general philosophy defended preexistence. Augustine, on the other
hand, explicitly repudiated preexistence without discarding realism.
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The immediate conclusion is therefore that Berkouwer reduces to absurdity the particular form of
realism adopted by Bavinck and others; but the refutation is based more on the Scriptural concept of
imputation than on any philosophic difficulty in generic Platonism.
In the next chapter Berkouwer considers Federalism.If the biological unity of the race, to which
Bavinck had virtually reduced realism, is not sufficient to explain the relation between Adam's sin and the
sin of his posterity, what other theory is there for this purpose and also for the purpose of explaining the
relationship between the righteousness of Christ and that of his people? The first half of the problem is not
the fact that some people suffer because of the sins of others, but the idea that some people are punished
for the sins of others, to wit, the sin of Adam. Does not this idea conflict with the justice ofGod? Are the
imputation and representation of the federal theory just?

The difference between federalism and Bavinck's form of realism lies in the fact that Bavinck and
Greijdanus consider men as personally cosinning in Adam, whereas federalism asserts that God regards
all men as sinners on the basis of God's having chosen Adam as his posterity's representative.

Berkouwer makes very clear his belief that "Consistent realism cannot be allied with federalism"
(p. 451, n.12), If he had said, 'The biological unity of the race and the federalist view of representation
cannot both be the explanation of universal human sinfulness,' everyone would have to agree. Berkouwer,
however, objects even to Honig's statement that the physical unity is of great importance, even though
inadequate as an explanation of original sin. But this statement by Honig is surely unobjectionable, and
indeed unavoidable. Does Berkouwer think that federalism must deny the "physical unity" of the race? Of
course not; but then once again Honig, whatever else he may have said, is correct that this obvious unity
does not explain original sin.
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Because of its importance the point at issue allows for emphasis. An imputation of guilt, sin, and
punishment to a man who has not individually committed a sin is capricious and arbitrary, according to
these "realists."
The tacit but plausible assumption in this view is that a wise, rational, just God cannot act
arbitrarily. But perhaps these theologians do not reflect sufficiently on the nature of arbitrariness in a
sovereign Being. Take for an example some less explosive matter. The solar system presumably contains
ten planets. The exact number is unimportant. Now, an omnipotent God could have created, for all we
know, a solar system with only seven, or as many as thirteen planets. Is not therefore the present number
arbitrary? Did it not depend on God's choice? Hence an accusation that federalism is false because it
pictures God as arbitrary carries no weight. Ultimately everything that God does is arbitrary.

Now suppose someone was to reply: Of course God is sovereign and the ultimate cause of
everything; but this does not make his choices arbitrary because in everything he does, he acts for a
purpose. Purposeful actions are not arbitrary.
This reply is, of course, no more than a definition of the term arbitrary.The term should indeed be
defined, for it is rather clear that those or some of those who charge God with caprice are not too sure of
what they mean by the word. So far, so good; but the reply itself is not of great help to the "realists"
mentioned. Their opponents can still object that though God always acts purposefully, yet if he entertained
immediate imputation as an essential means of his end, he would be acting unjustly.

Turning the question around, and inquiring whether the theory of mediate imputation one cannot
discard imputation altogether, for the Bible mentions it too often escapes the charges leveled against
immediate imputation, one might consider one of its advocates.
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Placaeus, a French theologian, tried to avoid arbitrariness, not by a realistic theory, but by
asserting that mankind inherited a depraved nature from Adam, anrl on the basis of this depravity God
adjudged them guilty. The Synod of Charenton in 1644, Greijdenus the realist, Shedd in America, and
others not so attached to realism easily pointed out the flaw in the theory of mediate imputation. The
question is obvious: On what basis does God cause degeneration in Adam's posterity? Or, as Shedd put it,
"Why should the effect be imputed, and not the cause?" PIacaeus thus did not escape arbitrariness; he
merely located it in a different spot.
Since it seems impossible on any ground to escape arbitrary sovereignty, why should one try?
Why not embrace it?7 Berkouwer and Barth quote Polanus: "The reason for thistruth [of imputation] is
nothing other than the will of the Creator." Barth, and no doubt Berkouwer agrees, calls this a strange and
bitter truth, but he also calls it indisputable. Indisputable truth, however, can be strange and bitter only to
those who feel more comfortable with error than with truth.

In spite of Berkouwer's declaration that "federalism is unable to answer these questions in a
satisfactory manner, the federalist is satisfied upon two grounds: first, the exegesis of Romans 5:12ff, and
second, the concept of justice.
The subject of justice is doubtless a more profound theological and philosophical matter than the
exegesis of a single passage'; but it is less detailed. The question is, What is justice, which acts are just
and which are not, and does God's justice differ from ours? Human obligations to act justly can easily be
defined by referring to the divine commandments. For man, stealing is unjust, so is murder, and any other
infraction of the moral law. But what is divine justice? It cannot be the same as human justice because, for
one thing, the Ten Commandments do not apply to God. God cannot steal, for he is the owner of all
wealth. God cannot honor his

(ii) Parenthetical note. Perhaps a realist might be found or imagined who would say that since Adam is generic humanity, the sin of generic
humanity (this realist's substitute for the Platonic Idea) is ipso facto,the sin of every man. 'This surely seems to avoid arbitrariness, but at an
impossible price, for the Scripture describes Adam as an individual human being, not as a Platonic Idea, and his sin was a temporal act, not an
eternal characteristic of an eternal idea.
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father and mother; nor covet, and so on. Therefore, when we say that God is just, we use the predicate in a
somewhat different sense from that by which it is predicated of men. This view, which frequently
stimulates expressions of horror on the part of devout and pious saints, has been almost uniformly
accepted by theologians who on other matters disagree considerably.
The solution must be that men are just, or unjust, as subject to the laws God imposes on them. But
God is just in the sense of imposing these laws. If one asks, why is an act just, the answer must be,
because God commanded it. But what answer can be given to the question, was God just in issuing this
particular commandment?
Only two answers have been tried in the history of philosophy. Plato, especially in his Euthyphro
,and Leibniz posited a principle of justice superior to God. Of course, Plato's Demiurge, maker of heaven
and earth, was neither omnipotent nor sovereign. There was a World of Ideas above him, to which he
owed moral conformity. The World of Ideas itself, the supreme reality, contained the Idea of justice, and
can even be taken as a personal God; but the Demiurge, not the Ideas, was the maker of heaven and earth.
With further Platonic scholarship, we have nothing to do at the moment. Leibniz, with his astounding
theory of the best of all possible worlds, pictured God to put it in modern terms as looking over all the
blueprints of worlds he had in his filing cabinet. Some were poor, some were better, and one was the best
of all possible worlds. So God created our world on this plan. In such a view God is not sovereign; there
is a principle of goodness and justice independent of his will and he must submit to it in order to be a
good God.

Calvin and Descartes had a different view. For Descartes there is no "best of all possible"
worlds. Any world that God might have created would have been good simply because God would have
had created it. This present world is good for the same reason. Goodness depends on God's decision.
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Maybe Descartes (died 1650) took this view from John Calvin (died 1564). In any case, Calvin
wrote, "Augustine justly complains that it is an offense against God to inquire for any cause of things
higher than his will" (Institutes, I, XIV, 1). Later, in two chapters or a whole book that should be
repeatedly studied, he says, "The will of God is the highest rule of justice; so that what he wills must be
considered just, for this very reason, because he wills it. When it is inquired therefore why the Lord did
so, the answer must be, Because he would. But if you go further and ask why he so determined, you are in
search of something greater and higher than the will of God, which can never be found" (III xxiii,2). Then
he explodes the pretensions of those who try to solve the present problems by inventing a distinction
between a decretive and a permissive will. Calvin remarks, "Here they recur to the distinction between
will and permission, and insist that God permits the destruction of the impious but does not will it. But
what reason shall we assign for his permitting it, but because it is his will?” (III, xxiii, 8; cf. III, xxiv, 14).
Similarly Zanchius in his Absolute Predestinationsays: "Whatever comes to pass, comes to pass
by virtue, of this absolute omnipotent will of God, which is the primary and supreme cause of all things"
(I, Position Six). "His will is the rule of all things. He did not therefore will such and such things because
they were in themselves right ... but they are therefore equitable and right because he wills them ... Bucer
likewise observes, 'God has no other motive for what he does than ipsa voluntas,his own mere will,
which will is so far from being unrighteous that it is justice itself'" (I , Position Seven) . And finally,
"Whatever things God wills or does are not willed and done by him because they were in their own
nature and previous to his willing them, just and right, or because from their intrinsic fitness he ought to
will and do them; but they are therefore just, right, and proper because he, who is holiness itself, wills
and does them" (V, Position Three).

These passages should be studied all the more careful because contemporary evangelicalism has
so deteriorated from the doctrine of the Reformers that the latter seems strange now. There are still some,
however, who hoId to the Reformation principles.
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There is one theme in Berkouwer that deserves explicit commendation. He excoriates the several
theologians who, either through incompetence or, worse, through a cowardice to acknowledge the clear
implications of their positions, take refuge in pseudopious protestations of humility and finite
comprehension. In the sixteenth century, when such tremendous progress was being made, the absence of
some distinctions that were later drawn is not surprising. Calvin himself cannot be blamed for not
arriving at a clearer distinction between saving faith and assurance, nor for not going further toward the
immediate imputation of Adam's sin than some now tantalizing references to Adam's being the "trustee" of
human nature and the one who lost God's gifts not only for himself but also for others. However, after the
distinction between imputed guilt and inherited depravity had been made, and after the Westminster
Confession contrasted the guilt's being imputed with the corruption's being conveyed,a theologian must
face the problem anti give his opinion in clear language. He may fail through incompetence, but to evade
is dishonest.

Nine

Eschatology

K The Definition

Etymologically this term refers to the events that happen last, at the end of the world. Traditionally
these events have been identified as the return of Christ, the resurrection, the judgment, heaven and hell. In
recent years, however, some liberals have extended the term eschatologicalbeyond the limits of its
previous meaning. They label the incarnation and the resurrection of Christ as eschatological events. Even
the Flood, the Exodus, and the Babylonian captivity qualify for inclusion. Orthodox theology, on the other
hand, and Merriam Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, remain true to the temporal etymology of the word
the dictionary specifying death, resurrection, immortality, the second advent of Christ, judgment, and the
future state.

To include the death and resurrection of Christ, or any other divine intervention in the past,
obscures the predictions of Christ’s return. There is indeed a worthwhile point in the liberal discussions,
and it even bears on eschatology properly socalled. It is not, however, a recent liberal discovery. The
point is that Christianity is an historical religion. This does not mean that Christianity, like Buddhism or
Hinduism, has a history. It means that the theological contents of Christianity include assertions of
historical events. The doctrines of the Atonement is not an historical events; but the crucifixion of Christ,
which is an historical event, is an essential part of that doctrine. So too is the Exodus and the giving of the
Law of Moses; and so on. If the enemies of Christianity could disprove the actual occurrence of these
events, Christianity would have been refuted. Christianity is historical. Islam could perhaps get along
without Mohammed; Hinduism and especially Buddhism do not stand or fall with any event of history.
More obviously the systems of the great philosophers, Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and Hegel, do not contain
historical data, but Christianity does.

This means that the world, and in particular mankind, is governed by teleological laws. History is
not positivistic but providential; and as such, like a Divine Comedy, it has a beginning, a middle, and an
end. Though the beginning, the creation, and the middle, the Flood, the Babylonian captivity, and
especially the incarnation, require supernatural intervention, the end events, resurrection and judgment,
are alone properly designated as eschatological.

15. The Intermediate State.

Unfortunately this strict definition leads to an embarrassment. With the emphasis on the end of
history in the future, it seems improper to classify as eschatological events that have been repeated
innumerable times in the past. But the state of the soul between death and the resurrection, a past and
present reality for our ancestors, continues until the end. Where else then, other than in eschatology, can
this Biblical teaching be located?
Chapter One of this volume mentioned the behavioristic theory of language in connection with the
intermediate state of the soul. Behaviorism virtually dominates psychology today. Not only did Logical
Positivism school now in considerable disarray propagate it; but influential philosophers also, for
example, Bertrand Russell and John Dewey, were its advocates. Innumerable psychologists teach it.
B.F. Skinner, undoubtedly the best known of contemporary behaviorists, has all human action
determined by the strictly mechanical laws of physics and chemistry. Since behaviorists best understand
the laws in the biological realm, it is they who should control the conduct of all people. Politicians and
ordinary citizens should be made to conform to the behaviorists’ plans for society.
Now, if we grant that behaviorists understand this science better than anyone else, it still follows
that their thoughts and plans, which are of course only their bodily motions, are as much as the result of
mechanical causes as the motions of other human bodies. But if all plans and ideals are equally
mechanical, it is hard to show in what way the behaviorists’ plans are better than those of corrupt
politicians. They are all generated by the same method.

Now, it may eventuate through this causation that such psychologists will be able to seize political
power. But if physics does not so favor them, and another group comes to power, the behaviorists cannot
complain, for there is no rational basis for preferring their ideals above other ideals. Hence Skinner
cannot rationally justify his view that since human behavior is determined in any case, it oughtto be
determined by scientific behaviorism. Where does Skinner found an oughtin mechanism? Or even a better
?
So much for the obvious enemies of Christ. There is also a lesson here for Christian apologetes. It
is this: Since a person himself, Paul, Calvin, you and I, or better, since the souls of believers are at their
death made perfect in holiness, and do immediately pass into glory, “while” their bodies … rest in their
graves till the resurrection,” it follows that the man himself, far from being an instance of organic
chemistry, is not even a combination of soul and body, but is strictly the soul. Thomas Aquinas followed
Aristotle too closely in the definition of the soul as “the form as an organic body.” Aquinas tried to avoid
the denial of immortality inherent in Aristotle’s definition, but avoidance is difficult. Some other
theologians or apologetes, even if they are not Thomists, argue that man is a unity, and that there is no
duality of soul and body. Well, if man is the soul, he is a unity. But if we follow Augustine a man is no
more a unity of soul and body than a carpenter is a unity of hand and hammer. For Augustine and what
other theory so well accommodates the Biblical data on the intermediate state? the soul is the person and
the body is its instrument. So also Charles Hodge: “The soul is the self, the Ego, of which the body is the
organ” [instrument] (Vol III, p 725). Also, “the body [is] not a necessary condition of [the soul’s]
consciousness or activity.” (p. 726). To which Hodge adds

Rev. 14:13
Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth; yea; saith the
Spirit, that they may rest from their labors, and their works do follows them.
This is not the the only verse in the Bible that teaches the existence of such a soul (psyche),mind (nous),
or spirit (ruach,pneuma).This was documented in the discussion on the creation and nature of man. To this
the New Testament adds:

Matt. 22:32
I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob? He is
not the God of the dead but of the living.
Luke 23:43
paradise.”

Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in

J Cor. 5;8We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be
away from the body and at home with the Lord.
The first of these three occurs in Jesus discussion with the Sadducees concerning the resurrection
of the dead. The resurrection, however, requires the continuous existence of the person from the time of
death on. Hence the phrase, “the God of Abraham” asserts that Abraham is living now, even more
pointedly than it asserts the resurrection. And lest it be thought that Jesus did not quite meet the
Sadducees’ denial of the resurrection, be it remembered that they denied the resurrection because they
denied all life after death (Josephus, WarsII, 8, 14).
The Sadducees’ denial invites comparison with an extremely opposite, though equally
nonchristian, assertion of the “immortality” of the soul. The word immortalityis put in quotation marks
here because it is not the right term. The Pythagoreans and especially Plato it s not true of Democritus,
Epicurus, nor presumably of Aristotle either thought not only that the soul survives death, and is in this
sense immortal, but also that it will be reincarnated. It will not only survive all future deaths but has
already survived all past death. The soul is eternal or more accurately everlasting. Such is the argument of
Plato’s Phaedo;though the Timaeusseems to speak of the construction of the World Soul out of preexisting
elements, and if the World Soul, then afortiorihuman souls. At any rate the Bible, denying that souls are
eternal, asserts that by God’s providence they are immortal.
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With respect to some more modern religious groups, the most important of the three verses just
quoted is the one in Luke. To this, however, one may add the account of the Transfiguration. As with the
thief on the cross who entered paradise with Christ late Friday afternoon, so with Moses and Elijah. On
the mount they appeared and discussed the doctrine of the atonement with Jesus. The bodily appearance
was doubtless a theophany Peter would never have recognized them by sight anyhow but the important
point is that they discussed theology. Their minds were active, and no doubt acute.
If, now, thinking were a function of the brain, of of the muscles as Dewey holds, Moses and Elijah
could have taken no interest in the atonement. Although this consideration does nothing to convince
secular psychologists, as was explained in chapter one, it ought to warn Christian psychologists to avoid
contamination from their professional colleagues.
From time to time in the history of theology a view surfaces which, though it does not deny the
existence of the soul, nevertheless denies that the soul immediately upon death enters upon a state of
conscious bliss. Those who hold such a view divide into two groups. The one asserts a sleep of the soul;
the other asserts a period of punishment in purgatory.
Eusebius reports that there was a sect of Christians in Arabia who held that the soul remained
unconscious from death to the resurrection. Calvin wrote a refutation against a similar group in his day.
Since the view is not unknown today, some space can well be allotted to its present exponents.
The Seventh Day Adventist church is the best known contemporary exponent of the view that the
soul does not remain conscious after death. To support their position they assemble a large number of
Scripture references. (Questions on Doctrine.1957, pp. 522 ff.)
Some of these are:

Psa. 6:5
thanks?

For in death there is no remembrance of thee: in the grave who shall give thee

Psa. 30:9
What profit is there in my blood, when I go down to the pit? Shall the dust
praise thee? Shall it declare thy truth?
Psa. 115:17

The dead praise not the Lord, neither any that go down into silence.

Isa. 38:1819 For the grave cannot praise thee, death cannot celebrate thee; they that go
down into the pit cannot hope for thy truth. (19) The living, the living, he shall praise thee,
as I do this day: the father to the children shall make known thy truth.
Strange to say, they include in this very list

I Cor. 15:1718 And if Christ be not raise, your faith is vain; ye are yet in your sins. Then
they also which are fallen asleep in Christ are perished.
This is strange because Paul’s general argument here is a hypothetical destructive syllogism. The
premise “Christ is not raised” implies the conclusion “They that have fallen asleep in Christ have
perished.” But since the premise is not Paul’s own it is the premise of those he opposes neither is the
conclusion his. When the SDA includes this in its list, it give the impression of denying the resurrection of
Christ. One would also like to know what they say about Christ’s condition between Friday 3:00 P.M. and
Sunday 5:00 A.M. They quote, “His soul was not left in hell (Greek, hades, “the grave”).” IF then his soul
was not in Hades, and certainly not in the grave, for souls are not bodies, nor in heaven conscious with
the Father, where was it and what was it doing that Saturday?

At any rate they say about the dead, and therefore presumably about Christ, “The saints go to the
grave … while asleep in the tomb the child of God knows nothing. … One who serves God closes his
eyes in death, and whether one day or two thousand years elapse, the next instant in his consciousness
will be when he opens his eyes and beholds his blessed Lord”, (pp.
523524). But this was not true of Moses and Elijah.

The SDA writer considers the cases of some who have been raised from the dead; the widow’s
son, the daughter of Jairus, Lazarus, and four others. The argument is interesting: “It would surely be too
bad to bring one back from heaven, where having once arrived, he would naturally expect to remain
forever.” This, however, is not strictly so; for presumably when a soul enters Paradise at death, he will
know that he is not yet in the final state. But to continue the quotations, “to bring one back from the realms
of bliss to this vale of tears would be to run the risk of his sinning again, and so of losing his eternal
reward!
This argument may impress Arminians and any others who deny predestination. But it only causes
Calvinists to smile. The present volume has tried to stress the point that Christianity is a logically
concatenated system. Numerous examples have been given. But what student at the start suspected that the
doctrine of the intermediate state presupposes the doctrine of predestions?
The SDA author picks up some verses on which orthodox Christians have placed more weight
than they can bear. But not always. II Cor. 5:8 contains the phrase, “absent from the body and present with
the Lord.” The SDA argument is, “Nothing in this text [justifies] … the conclusion that being present with
the Lord will occur immediately upon ‘being absent from the body.’ The text does not indicate whenthese
experiences take place. We simply recognize the interval of death between the two experiences. …
Making reference to the future state, Paul speaks of a ‘building of God … eternal in the heavens’ and ‘...
our house which is from heaven’. When the change takes places and we put on immortality, he remarks
that it is in order that ‘mortality might be swallowed up of life.’ Then it is at the resurrection, it seems to
us, that Paul

expected to be ‘present with the Lord,’ for he says in I Cor. 15:53 that at the second coming of Christ, this
mortal must put on immortality” (p. 529).
These conclusion are far from certain. First, the subject matter in I Cor. 15:33 is not the same as in
II Cor. 5:8. The former says that our “phthartonmust put on aphtharsia.”i.e. the corruptible must put on
incorruption. But this does not refer to the soul receiving a resurrection body, because the soul is already
incorruptible. The soul we have now, the soul we now are, is immortal. The next phrase is, “this thing that
is subject to death (thneton touto) must put on deathlessness.” But this refers to the body, not to the soul.
The verse says, “This mortal body must put on an immortal body.” Such an interpretation fits very well
with the illustration of the grain of wheat in I Cor. 15:36, 37, 44. Hence the idea is not that the soul
becomes deathless at the resurrection.

With this elimination of the former passage the exegesis of II Cor. 5:8 will not be burdened with a
false comparison. The verse said, “absent from the body … present with the Lord.” What or who is
absent from the body? Paul of course. Then Paul is not his body. Paul is his soul. Note previously in
inverse 6, Paul was at home in the body, and therefore absent from the Lord. Who or what was “at home”?
Paul of course. Then his body is his home; it is Paul, that is, Paul himself, who resides there. At home in
the body is absent from the Lord; and absent from the body is present with the Lord. Clearly the SDA is
mistaken in referring this to the resurrection of body.

If anyone think that this is not sufficient to refute the opposing position, something more can be
said II Cor. 5, not only to refute, but to explain more fully what the Bible says about the intermediate state.
In chapter four Paul had been speaking of his many afflictions. He could hardly have been
unaware that he might be murdered or executed by his enemies. Nevertheless he knows that

if the home in which he now lives be destroyed, he has an eternal home in heaven. He groans in his
present home and desires to live in his heavenly home.
What is this heavenly house? The SDA says it is the resurrection body. There are two other
interpretations. One is that the house or home is heaven itself. The other is that the soul at death enters an
“intermediate body” suitably constructed to last until the resurrection. For this view there is neither
support elsewhere in Scripture, nor hint in these verses. It has been based only upon nonrevelational
psychology: “As without body there is no soul, so without a corporeal organisation there can be no
salvation; a corporeal organisation as the necessary condition of personality, is the end of God’s work. …
The continued existence of the soul as a pure spirit without a body is to the apostle an impossibility … for
selfconsciousness in a created being necessarily supposes the limitation of a bodily organisation”
(Olshausen, Commentary,in loc.).
This view is probably based on Aristotle’s definition of the soul as the form of an organic body,
as opposed to Plato’s view of the soul as an independent reality. Eusebius (Church History, VI, 37)
reports a view very similar to that of the SDA. Calvin in his day attacked a view of “soulsleep”, called
Psychopannychianism. But let us return to II Cor. 5.

Does then the passage in question refer to the resurrection body? In opposition to this view, one
may note that heaven is described as a place of many mansions, a city with many houses, or a habitation
(Jn. 14:2; Heb. 11:10, 14; 13:14; Rev. 21:10; Lk. 16:9, 22). Then too, the resurrection body is not eternal.
It may in some way be derived from our present natural body; but this is not eternal. Hence the house must
be heaven, not a new or renovated body. Furthermore, in consoling himself and others who may suffer
death in the persecutions, Paul says, “we have ... “ The argument is: Do not be alarmed: if we die, we
now have a heavenly home to which we shall go. It is rather obvious that the consolation depends on the
fact that immediately at death, we enter a glorious home. The contention that it merely seems immediate
because we are unconscious for a thousand years or so is a very strained interpretation. The

conclusion therefore is justified that being absent from the body is coterminous with being present with
the Lord.
However, the SDA quoted verses from the OT and these require a mention. They were in general
similar to Psa. 115:17, “The dead praise not the Lord.”
Now, as a preliminary remark, one may mention the fact that the OT says so little about life after
death that some liberals assert the OT denies it. The liberal position on this point can be met with Job
19:2527 and with various passages describing the intimate covenantal relationship between God and his
people. But if the OT has little to say about a future life and a resurrection, it is not surprising that it has
still less to say about the intermediate state.
Since, however, the SDA is at this time a rather prominent religious group, it is well to consider
their use of the OT. For this purpose a fairly long quotation will be made from a book in which the author
analyses SDA theology in considerable detail. The student will do well to read the entire book.
“The appeal to verses referring to the condition of man in death.In the Old Testament, especially in
the Psalms and Ecclesiastes, there are more than a few verses which speak of the silence of the dead, the
perishing of the dead man's thoughts, and so forth. These passages prove to the satisfaction of the
Adventists that there is no continuation of consciousness or of any kind of activity after the occurrence of
death. An examination of such texts in their setting, however, may very well lead to a conclusion different
from that reached by Adventism, namely, that at the least they allow, and in some cases fairly well
require, the construction that they refer to the dead not in an absolute sense but in their relationship to
living persons or earthly activities.”

“An examination of one of these, selected at random, evinces this fact. Psalm 146:4, cited on page 522 of
Questions on Doctrine,reads: "His breath goeth forth, he returneth to earth; in that very day his thoughts
perish." This verse, however, is found in the course of an exhortation by
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the Psalmist that men should trust in God and not "in princes, nor in the son of man in whom there is no
help." Why is this counsel to be heeded? It is because all men are subject to death; even the mightiest of
them expire and are buried out of the sight of their fellows; all their designs and plans, everything that has
relevance to this present form of existence, are finished completely and finished forever. This is what the
text intends to teach; there is no reflection one way or the other upon the state of the person after death.
Indeed, if it should be insisted that this and similar verses must be applied to the destiny of the individual
in a rigidly literal sense, and that the writers of such passages had in mind to say everything that is to be
said concerning death, one who believed in no kind of immortality or resurrection at all would be
perfectly justified in finding support for his view in these words. Understood as referring to anything
more ultimate than the the phenomenal aspects of death, they fit a view of man of the type which B. B.
Warfield classifies as "Pure Mortalism" better than they do the doctrine of conditional immortality. Does
not Ecclesiastes 9:5 say" ... the dead know not anything, neither have they any more a reward; for the
memory of them is forgotten"? Where, by Seventhday Adventist canons of interpretation, is there room for
even a "conditional immortality" here?”
“The appeal to passages referring to "immortality" and "life". The Adventists argue that since "God
alone hath immortality" (l Tim. 6:1316), man does not have it innately; further, since "man is urged to seek
for immortality (Rom. 2:7), he does not now possess it."

“The former of these verses, Paul's words to Timothy, are among the favorite texts by which Adventism
proves that man is not immortal, and at first glance it would seem that this is all they need to make their
case; the verse says in so many words that immortality cannot be predicated of anyone but God. The
difficulty is, however, that if the "immortality" which is envisioned here is of a kind which can be
partaken of by a creature at all, the movement has on its hands a text which proves far too much. How, if
"God alone hath immortality," can man have "conditional immortality"? It should be obvious, therefore,
that Paul is at this point using the word in a sense in which it cannot be applied to any creature. This
"immortality" is an exclusively divine quality; no angel or glorified saint, not to mention the demons or
lost men, will ever possess it as God
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possesses it. Indeed, it is unlikely that any group in the history of Christianity, other than an occasional
isolated and shortlived mystical sect, has ever taught that man does or shall have immortality in this sense,
namely, as an original, eternal or necessary quality. Certainly when traditional Protestantism affirms that
men are naturally immortal, it does not mean that they are so in the same way as God is immortal; it is
using the term "immortality of the soul" with respect to men in general as the equivalent of "endless
existence."”
“The latter of these passages, Romans 2:7, speaks of "immortality" in still another sense. That this is so is
evident from the context, in which the words "glory," "honour," and "peace" (v. 10) are conjoined with the
"immortality" for which men are urged to seek. All of these are in antithesis to "indignation and wrath and
tribulation and anguish," the lot of the unrighteous. The force of "immortality" here, then, is not
quantitative, in the sense of bare continuance of existence (in which sense all men are "immortal"), nor is
it that of eternal and original immortality (in which sense only God is "immortal"); this "immortality" is of
a qualitative kind, connoting incorruptibility, in which sense it is used of the redeemed people of God and
of no others. The same principle may be applied to those passages which speak of "eternal life" as the
"gift of God." This is not a "gift" of endless existence, but of perfect blessedness "in the full enjoying of
God to all eternity.””
“The appeal to passages referring to "death". The situation here is parallel to that which was noted in
the preceding section. "Death" is used in Scripture in more senses than one, and "cease to exist" is by no
means its most frequent meaning. This is manifestly the case even on the Adventists' own principles; if
there is to be any future punishment at all (as the Adventists say there will be), "annihilation" cannot
exhaust the meaning of "death" as the "wages of sin." The term, as will be apparent when the question of
annihilationism comes under discussion, is used in a fuller and far more sober sense.”

“The appeal to the use of "sleep" to refer to death.The point is emphasized by the Adventists that "the
Greek words for 'sleep' . . . refer in many instances to the sleep of death." In this
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connection they cite the remark of W. E. Vine: This metaphorical use of the word sleep is appropriate
because of the similarity in appearance between a sleeping body and a dead body. It is difficult to
determine what the writers of Questions on Doctrine had in view in calling attention to this fact. Vine's
observation is quite correct, and it is the interpretation placed upon this terminology by the great host of
Christian writers. "Sleep" is indeed a natural euphemism for death, referring to the appearances of things,
no reflection upon matters more ultimate being intended. As far as the nonmaterial part of man is
concerned, therefore, it is impossible to decide from this expression, taken by itself, whether or not there
is consciousness after death. There is, in fact, but one place in Scripture where the term "fall asleep" is
used in close conjunction with a reference to the departure of the nonmaterial part of man, namely Acts
7:5960. Here, in the account of the martyrdom of Stephen, the verses read: And they stoned Stephen,
calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. And he kneeled down and cried with a loud
voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And when he had said this, he fell asleep.”

“The point will probably not need to be elaborated that this connection gives scant support to the view
that to "fall asleep," used of death, implies that Stephen did not enter consciously into the presence of his
Saviour and Lord.”1

The section on Seventh Day Adventism began with a remark that two groups deny that the
righteous soul upon death immediately experiences conscious bliss. The second of these groups is
Romanism. Unlike the SDA Romanism affirms the consciousness but denies the bliss in its doctrine of
purgatory. If the former section has been so long, two short considerations are enough to dispose of
purgatory.
The first point is that the bible contains no mentions of purgatory. Sometimes I Cor. 3:15, and,
even less appropriate, Jude 23 are used. Neither of these provide any basis for the doctrine.

Herbert S. Bird, Theology of Seventh Day Adventism pp. 5053, Eerdmans 1961.
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Rev. 21:27 says that nothing defiled shall enter heaven; but this would imply purgatory only if the
redeemed saints continued in their defilement. The apocryphal Maccabees 12:43 is a little better, but
neither Jews nor Protestants accept the Apocrypha. The only valid argument that Romanists can use is:
Many truths not written in the Bible were given to the Roman church and constitute its tradition; purgatory
is one of these truths; therefore this doctrine must be accepted. This argument differs from those
preceding. The former Scripture references are excellent premises, but the inference to purgatory is
invalid. Here the logic is perfect, but the premises are false.
The second point can be connected with I Cor. 3:15 and Rev. 21:27. Nothing defiled enters heaven
and all evil works are like hay and stubble to be burned up. This figure of burning up stubble may seem to
hint at purgatory. Actually, however, there is a great difference. Purgatory is supposed to be a place where
sinner suffer for their sins and thus complete their atonement. Christ’s sufferings have expiated some sins,
but not all. Since Christ’s death was not sufficient (however necessary itmight have been) to atone for all
sin, the sinner himself must pay the penalty for the remainder. The present writer in another book quoted a
well known gospel hymn:
Jesus paid it all,
All to him I owe.
Sin had left a crimson stain
He washed it white as snow

The Romish counterpart is worth repeating here because it emphasizes the contrast.
Jesus paid in part:
Thanks to him I say.
Sin had left a bluish stain;
He washed it somewhat gray.

3. The Second Advent.
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With the doctrine of the intermediate state placed here because there is no better place for it, the
next discussion takes up what is more properly called eschatological. The first point, possibly too
obvious to mention, but clearly essential, is the fact that the NT predicts the future.
Luke 21:6 ff.
There shall not be left one stone upon another. ... Nation shall raise
against nation … ye shall be hated of all men for my name's sake.
John 21:18
When thou shalt be old, another shall find thee and carry thee whither thou
wouldest not.
Rom. 11:26

And so all Israel shall be saved.

Rev. 20:7
prison.

And when the thousand years are expired, Satan shall be loosed out of his

Of the events the NT predicted, some have already occurred, e.g. the destruction of Jerusalem.
Others, such as the worldwide preaching of the gospel, are occurring. The remainder are yet to come; and
it is these, or, better, the temporal relations among these, that puzzle us as we read.
Though there are three distinctly different views concerning the order of the several events which
constitute the age to come, the one event, of all the most important, and so acknowledged by all
evangelicals, is the return of Christ.
Acts 1: 11
This Jesus, he who has [just] been taken up from you into heaven, shall so
come in the Hay you have seen him depart into heaven.
There may be a hundred verses in the NT that predict or refer to the return of Christ. Most, if not
all of the others, add some detail concerning concomitant circumstances. This one in Acts, unless one
boggles at the simple phrase “in like manner," seems to be the only one that
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restricts itself to the bare event itself. Even so, it is unambiguous in predicting that Jesus himself Hill
return from heaven to earth.
With the rise of modernism in the nineteenth century, many liberal who wished to avoid too great a
rejection of Scripture tried to interpret the return of Christ as the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70
(Jesus on his Second Coming,by W.Roy Goff, 1917), or as the death of the believer, or even as the
experience of regeneration. Against these views the fundamentalists emphasized the personal and bodily 
return of the Lord. Of course, they were right. But this emphasis need not be so vociferous today as it was
then because the liberals’ subterfuges are no longer possible. The subterfuges are no longer possible
because (1) they were exegetically incompetent, and because (2) the liberals today do not need to fear
outraging their unbelieving congregations by denying the Bible. ∙In fact, though they often try to prove that
Paul believed and has mistaken that Christ would return in his own lifetime, liberals can often please
orthodox believers with their fairly accurate exegesis Such is what the Bible teaches, the fundamentalists
understood the Bible correctly, but they believed it how stupid!

What the unbelievers reject as stupid is the obvious supernaturalism of Christ’s return. Scripture
emphasizes this in its description of the event. Though evangelicals divide into three main groups on the
question of the millennium, they all agree that Christ will return on the clouds of heaven, in flaming fire,
with the sound of the trumpet and the voice of the archangel, accompanied by angels and saints. The
student may make his own list of verses to complete this description. Deny the supernatural, and no
Christianity remains.
But beyond this unanimous agreement on the main point of Christ's personal and visible return,
there are three divergent theories concerning the temporal relations among some concomitant events. The
questions are basically: Will there be a millennium or not; and if so, does it come before or after Christ’s
return.
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12. a ) Postmillennialism is the view that the preaching of the gospel will eventually convert the world
and that a thousand year period of all but universal righteousness will ensue. Then Christ will return.
His return is postmillennial. By far the most thorough defense of this view is

David Brown’s The Second Advent(on the cover of the book ) or Christ’s Second Coming,Will it be
Premillennial?(on the title page).

It is not possible here to reproduce the 489 pages of this carefully written volume; but some of the
scripture adduced must be mentioned. Early in the volume Dr. Brown considers the parables.
First he refers to Matt.28:1820 as indicating a long time and extensive changes between the two
advents. Christ's return therefore could not have been imminent. To this agrees the parable of the tares.
The field is the world not the Church, as those who oppose ecclesiastical discipline try to maintain in
which tares and wheat both growl until the harvest. This indicates a long time of slow but steady growth.
The mustard seed and the leaven teach the same lesson. Something small becomes large through its
inherent power.
But although the gospel is thus to permeate the world, there will be great reverses at times (I Timl.
4:13; II Tim.3:15; II Peter 3:34). These reverses do not annul the teaching of the parables on the eventual
triumph of Christianity, but they do indeed show that it will be a long long time before Christ returns.
The wording of Acts 3:2021 also, “whom the heavens must receive until the times of restitution of
all things ... "tends to discourage an expectation of Christ’s return during the first century.
The parable of the ten pounds likewise teaches that the nobleman went into a far country for a long
time. The details of the story the antagonism of the citizens, the investment of the money, and the words of
the nobleman upon his return all teach that Christ’s return was not imminent.
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Dr. Brown then quotes an earlier writer:

"It is worthy of note that the only errors mentioned in the New Testament respecting the time of our Lord’s
coming, all consist in dating it too early... The case of the servant represented as saying, ‘My Lord
delayeth his coming.’ ... The servant had taken up a wrong impression of the date when his Master was to
be looked for; and as his Master did not show himself according to that false date, the servant, instead of
distrusting his own understanding, memory, or calculation
acted on the assumption that his Master would not come ... and so acted to his ruin. And Dr. Brown goes
on to show how Paul rebuked the Thessalonians for their belief in an imminent return. Than the apostle in
the second epistle explains some events that must take place before Christ returns. The Scofield Bible
tries to defend an imminent return, though two thousand years have now elapsed, by defining imminence
as the absence of any known or prophesied event that must occur before the second advent (Note on Mt4:
17). But Paul made the prophecy.
Later in the volume ( pp.335358, et passim)Dr. Brown finds in Daniel the gospel's gradual
conquest of all nations as the small stone grew into a great mountain and filled the whole earth.
In addition to a great amount of similar scriptural argumentation, Dr. Brown is, let us say,
vehement against the premillennialists' lukewarmness toward foreign missions. In particular he castigates
the Messrs. Bonar, quoting A. Bonar who called missionary zeal “a visionary hope” (p. 317), and
referring to H. Bonar’s rebuke to the London Missionary Society (p. 319).
Unfortunately castigation has not been confined to one side of this debate. Time and time again the
premillennialists have accused their opponents of substituting political socialism for the gospel. This is a
completely false accusation. It is true that the modernists largely depend on and trust in leftwing politics
“to bring in the Kingdom of God." But this is not postmillennialism.
The modernists along with their rejection of the Virgin Birth and the vicarious Atonement also reject the
personal return of Christ. But the postmillennialists put their trust in the preaching of
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the gospel. The contrast between the two millennial views has to do with the question whether God has
ordained a general conversion of all people under the preaching of the gospel, or "whether God has
reserved his regenerating power, on this scale, until Christ returns and ushers in a millennium.
Reliance on the return of Christ for the conversion of the world Dr. Brown considers, not merely
pessimistic, but as a denigration of the gospel. He holds that the gospel is the power of God to salvation,
to the Jew first and also to the Greek. Therefore to make the return of Christ the power of salvation,
chiefly through his converting the Jews by his appearance, is to contradict Romans, even if the Jews then
preach the gospel to the Gentiles and usher in an age of righteousness. Not only do the premillenarians
denigrate the power of the gospel, they also face a difficulty in the role they assign the Jews. For if Christ
converts the Jews by his appearing, why should not the same event also convert the Gentiles without
making use of Jewish preachers? On this supposition the gospel remains entirely useless.
Dr. Brown was no modernist or liberal; yet he lived in an age that was unbelievably optimistic.
Herbert Spencer had just predicted that his millennium was just about to break forth. Nearly everyone,
even good Christians, were influenced. by this general optimism. Great missionary endeavor would soon
convert the Chinese. But today the work of the great China Inland Mission is in ruins. Since the Congo
became Zaire, nearly all Africa has turned violently antichristian. When Christ returns, will he find faith
on the earth ?
Although the foregoing summary is quite inadequate to indicate the scope of Dr. Brown’s constructive
argument, exegeting hundreds of verses, a great deal of it is not so much constructive as it is an
exploitation of the unavoidable difficulties, as well as some distressing stupidities, into which many
premillenarians have fallen. The proliferation of imposing charts, predicting the order of future events in
great detail, and with great imagination, could hardly avoid the absurdities of careless enthusiasm. Many
of these chart makers had little or no theological training. Even those who did, sometimes made what we
today can see are egregious
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blunders. In 1927 a well educated, popular preacher in Philadelphia explained that the national
boundaries in Europe were then precisely those of ancient Rome. No further changes would occur;
Mussolini was restoring the Roman Empire; he was the antichrist; and the Lord would return very shortly.
What about Hitler? Oh, no; Hitler is unimportant; Mussolini and Rome will dominate until Christ returns.
That was 1927.
On the other hand and quite aside from the fundamentalism of post World War I, the exegetical
problems are very real and very great. Then after exegesis the piecing together of the Scriptural
prophecies is more difficult than any jigsaw puzzle. This is characteristic of predictive prophecy. Christ
said, “and now I have told you before it come to pass, that when it is to come to pass, ye might believe” (
John 14:29 ). This statement may refer to the death and resurrection of Christ, to Pentecost, or even to the
second advent. In any case the disciples could not have described, on the basis of John fourteen, what was
going to happen the next day, fifty days afterward, or two thousand years later. Jesus upbraided his
disciples for not understanding the Old Testament. But if we are honest with ourselves, we should hardly
claim to have understood the prophecies better than they. So, today, those who construct detailed charts of
the future must have a very good opinion of themselves.
An integral part of the postmillenarian argument is the inability of the human mind to decipher
predictive prophecy. This includes particularly the premillennialist's preference for a literal fulfilment
rather than a spiritual one.
One item that Dr. Brown labors upon for some length is the assertion by many premillennialists
that the Jewish temple will be literally rebuilt on the spot that now supports the Dome of the Rock. That
the Israelis may yet drive out the Arabs and build a temple where Abraham was about to sacrifice Isaac
cannot be adjudged impossible. But that such a rebuilding is a fulfillment of Ezekiel's prophecy and that
God and the Messiah would accept the sacrifices of lambs again is quite another matter.
For one thing, not all prophecies were intended literally, though a good number of
premillennialists so assert. For proof one need not read beyond Genesis 3:15. But there is also Numbers
24:17, “There shall come a star out of Jacob and a Scepter shall rise out of Israel …”
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This might be a prophecy of the second coming rather than the first; but Jesus is not a planet or a sun. Nor
is he a literal cornerstone, as Isaiah says.
Cannot then the temple prophecy of Ezekiel also be figurative? Aside from the fact that the man in
Ezekiel 4043 was not a literal man, the rest of the chapter sounds very literal. However, a doubt arises
when we read that holy waters flow from under the sanctuary into the Dead Sea and purify it so that the
Israelites will have fish to eat. The assignment of territories to the tribes is also suspicious. Ezekiel's
scheme requires parallel strips of land, each extending from the Mediterranean to the Jordan. The
symmetry is perfect, but the geography is puzzling.
(b) Amillennialism.
The exceptional difficulties that eschatology presents have led some theologians to escape them by
a complete denial of a millennium. If there is no millennium, then it is foolish to ask whether Christ's
return precedes it or follows it. The only place where the Bible explicitly mentions the thousand years is
in the extremely puzzling and apocalyptic book of Revelation (20:47). These visions from chapter four on,
with the exception of the eventual victory of God over Satan, are almost completely unintelligible.
Commentators cannot agree. Those who take chapters two and three literally. i.e. letters to existing
churches in Asia minor divide on the remainder. One group dates the book at A.D. 64 and explains
chapters 412 as a description of Jewish persecutions of Christians; then to the end of chapter 18 is a
prediction of the Roman persecutions. Finally chapters 19 and 20 describe the worldwide conquest of the
gospel.
Others who also take the letters literally, but who date the book at A.D.96, explain chapters four
on as a series of visions all with the same meaning and all covering the same time. The meaning is God's
victory over Satan, and the time in every case is from John's day to the return of Christ.
But there are some unfortunate souls who, though they acknowledge that these letters were sent to
seven actual churches in Asia Minor, hold that these seven churches prefigure seven ages in history from
John’s day to the second advent.
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To support this view Scofield's note on Rev.1:20 states, " It is incredible that in a prophecy
covering the church period there should be no such foreview." Now, assuming that the Apocalypse must
cover the “church period”, one may ask why chapters 419 cannot be such a foreview. Clearly there is
nothing in the seven letters to suggest that they predict the course of history. Nor is Scofield’s division of
history at his particular junctures required by anything in Scripture. Nor by anything in history either. True
enough, he selects some important points, such as Emperor Constantine in A.D. 316. gut why not specify
the fall of Rome in A.D.410 and the ensuing four hundred years of the Dark Ages? Why not put a division
about A.D. 1274, when Aristotelianism conquered Augustinianism? But the worst aspect of Scofield's
division is his view of the Protestant Reformation. No doubt its "works were not fulfilled", for Romanism
lives on; but shall we say the Reformation has It a “name that livest, and art dead … I have not found thy
works perfect before God… Repent… Thou has [only] a few names … which have not defiled their
garments …” Does this describe the activities of Luther, Calvin, and Knox?
Then, next, Scofield places the second advent the end of chapter three. The text itself gives no hint
of this, for which reason Scofield describes it as a "secret" rapture, quite different from the very noisy
and visible rapture of I Thess.5:1617 and Rev. 1:7. Then chapters four to twenty are supposed to describe
a great tribulation on earth, after which Christ comes the third time.
In view of all these perplexities it is not surprising that some expositors simply denied the
millennium and thought thereby to escape the difficulties.
If the outright denial of a millennium is not attractive, for Rev.20:47 must mean something,
amillennialism can be equated with one form of postmillennialism. Of course David Brown expected a
millennium of righteousness in the future. But St. Augustine, comparing the restricted knowledge of God
during OT times with the worldwide preaching of the gospel since the apostles, taught that the millennium
extends from Christ’s resurrection to his return. Most Christians, however, at the end of this twentieth
century, have a more pleasant picture of the millennium and are less enthusiastic about contemporary
civilization.
Amillennialism can more easily accommodate contemporary savagery. Though some
amillennialists expect great revivals, or at least vigorously assert that no one can deny their
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possibility, the system does not need any further extension of the gospel, If the Russian communists
regularly employ torture, if Mao has massacred twenty or thirty million Chinese (and so alleviated hunger
in China ), not to mention his extermination of the Tibetans, and if savages have brought back cannibalism
to the Congo and terror to all southern Africa, the amillennialist can accommodate it all under the parable
of the tares and the wheat. He may not be so adamant as the premillennialist in asserting the inevitability
of things getting worse and worse, but he can still ask, with the premillennialist, will Christ find faith on
the earth when he returns?
Nevertheless, arguments against a future millennium are not too convincing. When carried out
consistently they become improbable. Sometimes extremely so. Two examples are those of William
Milligan, The Book of Revelation,and B.B. Warfield, The Millennium and the Apocalypse,in his Biblical
Doctrines.

Milligan’s exposition of Rev. 20 begins plausibly enough. “the overthrow of Satan and not the
reign of a thousand years is the main theme of the first ten verses" (p. 336). "The thousand years
mentioned express no period of time." This seems strange. But "They are not a figure for the whole
Christian era [as with Augustine] ... Nor do they denote a certain space of time ... at the close of the
present dispensation. ... They embody an idea; and that idea, whether applied to the subjugation of Satan
or to the triumph of the saints, is the idea of completeness or perfection" (p. 337). To show that the terms
year and month do not always denote periods of time, Milligan refers to Ezek. 39:9, 12. He acknowledges
that a "difficulty connected with this view is that in the third verse of the chapter Satan is said to have
been shut into the abyss until the thousand years should be finished, and in the seventh verse we read,
'And when the thousand years are finished, Satan shall be loosed'" (p. )39). Milligan immediately adds,
"but the difficulty is more specious than real." What is more specious than real, however, seems to be
Milligan's defense of his claim by a further reference to Ezekiel. More of this in a moment, after a
consideration of B.B. Warfield's argument.
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One of the most capable defenders of Amillennialism was B.B. Warfield, who published an
article The Millennium and the Apocalypsein the Princeton Theological Review (Vol 2, 1904 nw
included in Biblical Doctrines, Oxford Univ. Press. 1929 pp.643 ff.). His thesis is not simply that the
scriptures are silent as to a millennium, but that they “definitely exclude the whole conception” (p.644 ).
To sustain this position Warfield assumes that each of the seven sections of Revelation begins with the
first advent and pictures history on to the second advent. He calls this
1 the principle of recapitulation." This is, of course, an assumption. It is the assumption of some very
estimable theologians, from Augustine to Hengstenberg. But others would say that any assumption begs the
question.
Warfield also stresses the fact of symbolism. John saw visions, not history. Many of the details of
these visions belong to the visions only. Their purpose is to make the picture vivid no more; and hence
they do not indicate events additional to the main one that the total picture symbolizes.
Less acceptable is Warfield's next assumption: “Here as in all prophecy: it is the spiritual and
ethical impression that rules the presentation and not an annalistic or chronological intent” (p.646 ).
Well, of course, some ethical or moral instruction can be found in these visions; but in
contrast with the parable of the unjust steward (Mt.18:23 ) or the famous Samaritan neighbor
or the parable of the sower, where the ethical element is predominant, and where the historical if
present at all is subordinate, in contrast with these the material in Revelation is strongly
chronological. No doubt exegetes differ; but the interpretation that finds first a Jewish
persecution and then a Roman persecution is not so absurd as to be disposed of by a mere
assumption that the material is ethical and not historical.

There is one point that should be noted before discussing chapter twenty. David Brown mentioned
it, and Warfield mentions it twice. The reference is to the conquering sword of Christ, which proceeds
from his mouth. Warfield belabors the fact that Christ's victory is not achieved
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through literal warfare bullets and atom bombs. He holds that the sword in Christ's mouth signifies the
worldwide preaching of the gospel. But this latter view cannot be deduced simply from a denial of
military might. The sword in Christ’s mouth could be a personal declaration of Christ himself to the Jews
that he is Messiah. or, more in accord with the context, a judgment of doom.
What is really troublesome with Warfield' s view is that the person on the white horse, the person
called Faithful and True, whose eyes were as fire, with many crowns on his head, who had a name no man
knew but himself, is taken as a symbol of a thousand missionaries, none of whom, nor all together, merit
this glorious description. Is it not clear that the vision symbolizes Christ himself? At his first advent he
spoke in person and miracles occurred. Why not again?
Now comes the main question: Does Rev. 20 teach that there is a future millennium or does it not?
Warfield's first argument (p.649) against a millennium depends on the word souls inRev.
20:4. The millennium supposedly takes place on earth and those who enjoy it are people in the flesh. But
Rev.20:4 is in heaven, and the souls have no bodies.
Here Warfield has forgotten what he so vigorously urged against the premillennialists, that these
are visions or pictures symbolizing realities on earth. If Warfield wishes to take souls literally, as distinct
from bodies, he should explain how souls can sit on thrones. Can he hold that thronesand satare figurative,
while souls in the very next phrase is literal? Then too, if we must be literal, the souls were the souls of
them who had been beheaded. Hence saints who had died a natural death are excluded. Yet Warfield
wants the thousand years to be a description of the intermediate state of all believers.
And for good measure, when John said, "I saw the souls of them "who had been beheaded,” and
four lines later says, “they lived and reigned with Christ," must the theywhich is merely the third plural
form of the verb must the they mean souls? Could it not possibly be those who had been beheaded”? This
may not seem so convincing as the previous objections to Warfield; nevertheless the following words are,
" the rest of the dead ... " Hence in both cases the
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subject of the verb could be simply “those who had lived " without any necessary inference that John is
talking about souls in sharp distinction from bodies.
The idea that the thousand years is the intermediate state of redeemed souIs in heaven leads
Warfield to strange conclusions. The student may consult the full text, but this abbreviation cannot much
misrepresent it. “The picture is ... the picture of the intermediate state of the saints of God gathered in
heaven away from the confused noise and garments bathed in blood ... The thousand years, thus, is the
whole of the present dispensation ... This period between the advents is, on earth, a broken time three and
a half years, a “little time” (Ver.3 ) ... To the saints in bliss it is, on the contrary, a long and blessed period
... “a thousand years" ... The “binding of Satan” is therefore in reality not for a season, but with reference
to a sphere; and his “loosing” again is not after a period but in another sphere. ... There is indeed no
literal “binding of Satan” … what happens, happens not to Satan but to the saints, and is only represented
as happening to Satan for the purpose of the symbolical picture” (pp.649651).

Surely such an attempt at exegesis is a device of desperation. Augustine' s view that current
earthly history is the millennium may sound strange to those who expected peace and blessedness on earth
instead of World Wars, communism, and terror; but it is not utterly absurd. The gospel has indeed been
preached to all kindreds, tribes, and nations. This is history, chronology, on earth. Warfield well,
chronology can profit by another mention.
Warfield had ruled out “chronological intent,” not only from chapter 20, but from Revelation as a
whole. Let us look at the chronology of chapter 20.
First there is the binding of Satan for a thousand years. It is just nitpicking to debate whether the
thousand years are precisely 365 x 24 x 60 x 1000 minutes. This precise number of minutes or years may
indeed be symbolical; but it must be symbolical of a long period of time. During this time Satan can
deceive the nations no more. The text does not say that Satan cannot deceive the souls in heaven any more.
No doubt he cannot. But the text says he cannot deceive the Russians, Chinese, and Americans any more,
until the thousand years is completed. Here is
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another point of chronology: Satan deceived the nations for centuries; then for a long time he will be
unable to do so; then he will again deceive the nations for a little season.
If this does not refer to history and chronology on earth, Warfield would have to say that although
the disembodied souls of the saints are now free from Satan's power, they will again be deceived for a
little while before they are reunited with their bodies.
Another chronological note comes in verse five: the rest of the dead do not live [again] until Satan
is released from his bonds. The verse is difficult. Who the rest of the dead are is not explained. And it
does not seem proper to attach to them the immediately following phrase, "This is the first resurrection,”
Nevertheless, it is perfectly clear that chronology is involved. We must conclude that Warfield is greatly
mistaken in ruling out all temporal sequence from this passage.
Read carefully what Warfield says. The quotation is abbreviated, but the sense is clear; and
anyone can easily find the original and study is slowly.
"Any hesitancy ... to adopt this [amillennial] view appears to arise chiefly from the difficulty we
naturally experience in reading this apparently historical narrative as a descriptive picture of a state in
translating, so to speak, the dynamic language of narrative into the static language of description. Does not
the very term "thousand years" suggest a lapse of time? ...
Natural as this feeling is, we are persuaded it is grounded only on a certain not unnatural incapacity to
enter fully into the seer's method and to give ourselves entirely to his guidance. ...
The number 1000 represents in Bible symbolism absolute perfection … When the seer says seven or four
or three or ten, he ... expresses by each a specific [nonnumerical] notion. The sacred number seven in
combination with the equally sacred number three forms the number of holy perfection ten [of course, not
twentyone] and when this ten is cubed into a thousand the seer has said all he could say to convey to our
minds the idea of completeness." Thus Warfield tries to rid Revelation of its chronology. How he knows
that the seer by using the number 1000
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has said all he could say about the complete bliss of the saints, remains unexplained. It would seem that
nearly any ordinary Christian could say considerably more.

20. Premillennialism

The present volume advocates premillennialism, though in a manner that many premillenarians
will not like. For it is to be feared that premillenarians are their own worst enemies. Why, may become
somewhat clear as the end approaches. At any rate, the argument of the present volume is not so much that
the Bible teaches it unmistakably, as that postmilennialism and amillennialism can in no way be fitted into
the Biblical data, and hence only premillenarianism is left.
Since the dispensationalists have been so vociferous and so dogmatically detailed with their
charts only an architect could draw, the exegesis of a few more passages is needed to point up how much
we do not know about the subject.
True, dispensationalists are not the only ones strongly attached to their formulations. Geerhardus
Vos wrote The Pauline Eschatology,a tremendously scholarly work and a tremendously difficult one. In it
he tries to prove beyond the shadow of a doubt that I Cor. 15 definitely makes premillennialism
impossible. After one had studies his argument for hours and analyzed it for more hours, one should
conclude that Vos failed to prove his point. At the same time also it seems that premillennialists who want
to find their view ineradicably embedded in that chapter are equally unsuccessful.

There was a short discussion of Rev. 20 a few paragraphs back. In order now not to be onesidedly
critical of some premillenarians, an amillennial objection can be disposed of. Some of them argue that in
Rev. 20:4 the thrones are in heaven, that the souls of the martyrs are in view and not their bodies; and
therefore John is not predicting a millennium on earth. There are two answers to this. First, chapters 420
are all visions in heaven, but clearly the visions are
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symbolic of what happens on earth. Of the beast with seven heads (Rev. 17:9), John said, "The seven
heads are seven mountains on which the woman sitteth ... and the woman … is that great city which
reigneth over the kings of the earth" (17:18). What is seen in heaven symbolizes Rome. It may be imperial
Rome, as many early Christians thought; or it may be the Papacy as the Reformers thought; but it must be
something on earth. Second, the reference to soul s reads, "the souls of them that were beheaded …” Then
it says, "They lived and reigned." The pronoun they can refer to souls though even so the souls symbolize
something or it can as well refer to "them that were beheaded." There is no intent to contrast souls in
heaven with bodies on earth.

But the premillennialists, especially the dispensationalists, face embarrassments too. The passage
now under consideration, in verse 5 says, “This is the first resurrection." Are there two resurrections?
Well, in his Gospel John (5:29) asserts a resurrection of life and a resurrection of damnation. But in Rev.
20:5,6 the contrast is not between a first and a second resurrection, but between a first resurrection and
the second death. What is envisaged is one resurrection and two deaths. Further, there may be a third
resurrection besides the two in John 5:29. To grasp the whole picture, or, better, to recognize some more
elements of the intricate puzzle, one must note that not only in the symbolic book of Revelation, but in the
prosaic epistles, the word resurrectionand its equivalents do not always, do not usually, mean a bodily
resurrection from the grave. Ephesians 2:16 identify resurrection and regeneration. Indeed, the New
Testament designates the initial act of the Holy Spirit in saving a sinner as a resurrection, and uses this
term more frequently than terms expressing a new birth.
Warfield, however, does not interpret the resurrection of Rev. 20:5 as the new birth. He identifies
both the binding of Satan and this first resurrection with the intermediate state of the saints.
Though Warfield's interpretation is bizarre, it cannot be denied that the verses pose difficult
problems. One is the identification of "the rest of the dead [who] did not live [again should be omitted]
until the thousand years were finished." A second, closely related to it, is the
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meaning, of the word live. Could the rest of the dead be the unregenerate? There is no hint of this in the
verse. Similarly, if they did not live until the thousand years were finished, one would suppose that they
did live afterward. Since, now, the word livein verse four can hardly be restricted to mere physical life
such as the lost may have, but includes a reigning with Christ nor is any resurrection yet mentioned the
idea of spiritual life cannot be immediately ruled out in verse five. It almost seems required. Must we
then conclude that verse four refers only to Christians who were martyrs, while those who were indeed
Christians but not martyrs have to wait a thousand years for something similar to verse four?

Next comes the puzzling phrase, “This is the first resurrection." It has already been noted that the
term resurrection often means regeneration. John himself in his Gospel (5:25) uses the idea if not the
word resurrection to describe spiritual life. And of course there is Ezekiel's valley of dry bones. This
interpretation of Rev. 20:5 has at least one thing in its favor: it removes all the awkwardness of attaching
the last phrase of the verse to the people inverse four, with another group between who do not belong
there. The rest of the dead also had been raised from with the result that they too would not suffer the
second death.
Another indefensible aberration of the dispensationalists is their insertion, between Rev. 3:22 and
Rev. 4:1, of a rapture so secret that there is no reference to it in the whole Bible. Incompetent novelists
have described the bewilderment of the nonchristian population when they discover that a fair number of
people have vanished. The novelists try to achieve a dramatic effect by having engineers on trains
suddenly caught up in the air with Christ while the train ploughs on to destruction. The idea could be used
in the age of air travel as it was in an earlier year, but perhaps dispensationalism has receded somewhat
since the demise of the Broadway Limited.

However, the appeal must be to Scripture. In support of a "secret rapture" J Rene Pache (Le
Retour de Jesus Christ,pp. 120, 121) argues that no one saw Enoch as he was taken away. Nor did anyone
see Elijah ascend in the fiery, fiery chariots (except Elisha). Only the disciples
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saw Jesus ascend. Further only the Wise Men, not the general public, saw the star of Bethlehem. And
Paul's companions on the road to Damascus, though they saw the light, did not hear Christ's words to Paul.
Then continues M. Pache, "Similarly it could. be that the voice of the archangel and the sound of the
trumpet ... will be heard only by believers. lt Of course, M. Pache cannot show any necessity that these
several incidents prefigure the second advent. It is all unfounded supposition. What is more disconcerting,
he does not explain as he should have if he wished to anticipate objections
Rev. 1:7
Behold, he cometh with clouds and every eye shall see him, and they also
which pierced him.
Although I Thess. 4:7 does not say in so many words that the unregenerate will see Christ
descending with clouds, angels, and saints, the text surely describes a noisy spectacular affair. More
explicit is
Mt. 24:27 ff.
As the lightning cometh out of the east and shineth unto the west ... the sun
shall be darkened and the moon shall not give her light ... then shall all the tribes of the
earth mourn, and they shall see the Son of Man coming in the clouds of heaven with power
and great glory.
Now, someone may say there are two future advents, one secret, one public and Matt. 24:27 refers
to the second, while I Thess. 4, whose saints are not seen and whose trumpet is not heard, refers to the
first. But this device begs the question. If exegesis shows that there are two future advents, one might
possibly be secret. But there would be no Scriptural reason to suppose so, unless exegesis supported the
idea of secrecy. Unsupported suppositions beg the question.
There are indeed good exegetical indications of more that one advent; but they do not establish the
dispensational view, for the passages assert more than two advents, comings,
parousia.
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Mt. 10:23

Ye shall not have gone over the cities of Israel till the Son of Man be come.

Mt. 16:28
There be some standing here, which shall not taste of death, till they see the
Son of Man coming in his kingdom.
Both of these verses speak of a coming within the first century. One interpretation of the second
verse identifies the coming in glory with the Transfiguration that immediately follows. Some support of
this view comes from I Peter 1:16, where Peter himself calls the Transfiguration theparousia.Thus the
technical term, which most people reserve for an event still future, is assigned to an event that took place
before Christ was crucified.
However, while the Transfiguration is a parousia, on Peter's authority, a relative secret parousia,
seen only by three disciples, it can hardly be the correct interpretation of Matt. 16:28. The reason is that
in the verse that precedes it Jesus had connected this coming with a judgment upon all men. Obviously this
does not fit the Transfiguration. Therefore it seems best to take both 10:23 and 16:28 as references to an
event that was far from secret, invisible, or ∙inaudible, viz., the destruction of Jerusalem. Both verses
predict something that was to happen in the first century. Occasionally someone tries to understand such
prophecies as referring to Pentecost. But though this occurred in the first century, the Holy Ghost is not the
Son of Man, and Pentecost is not a judgment or condemnation of men because of their evil works.
There is another matter that ought not to be passed over in silence. Standard dispensationalism
predicts a time called "The Great Tribulation."
Rev. 1:13,14
What are these that are arrayed in white robes? ... These are they which
came out of great tribulation [KJ omits the double article: the tribulation
the
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great] and have washed their robes ...

The dispensational construction is that Christ returned secretly between 3:22 and 4:1. It is so
secret that the text does not mention it. At this return Christ raptured all true believers, taking them up into
the clouds with himself. Then for a period of seven years the great tribulation falls on the unbelievers left
on earth. Somehow or other, during this period a number of people are converted, to whom alone 7:1314
refer.
In recent years some dispensationalists have had doubts about the pretribulation rapture. Two
views have emerged. One allows the church to go halfway through the tribulation to a midtribulation
rapture. The other is that of a posttribulation rapture.
Now, there are two main objections to both these views. First, Matt. 24:21 and Luke
21:1624 describe the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. These verses do not refer to the second
advent, as Matt. 24:24 makes clear. Further Matthew says

Mt. 24:21
Then shall be great tribulation, such as was not since the beginning of the
world to this time, no, nor ever shall be.
Not even Hitler's treatment of the Jews was worse than that of the Roman armies. And if no future
tribulation can be so terrible, nothing can now occur to deserve the name of The Great Tribulation.
What then can Rev. 7:13,14 mean? The answer, which is the second objection to the
dispensational scheme, is not one that appeals to Christians in the United States of America, for we, by
God’s grace, have lived a calm, protected, and quiet life. But beginning with the persecutions in the
Roman Empire, Christians in other nations have not been so blest. Even we face at least … Bunyan's Holy
War. The great tribulation therefore is simply the present life.
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Matt. 13:21

… when tribulation or persecution ariseth …

John 16:33

In the world ye shall have tribulation.

Acts 14:22

We must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God.

I Thess. 3:4

We told you before that we should suffer tribulation.

Then, finally, if this is a third point in opposition to dispensationalism, the people mentioned in
Rev. 7:13,14 do not seem to be restricted to a small number who were somehow converted during a seven
year period. To begin with, there as a symbolic 144,000 Jews. In addition to these there was another great
multitude which no man could number, of all the nations and kindred, and people, and tongues. These are
they that came out of the tribulation the great and have washed their robes ... in the blood of the lamb.
Let this much be sufficient for the great tribulation.

Since the return of Christ is a very important event and is also a very interesting subject, the
student will no doubt read about it in many articles and books. A small volume of systematic theology is
not supposed to be interminably exegetical. Therefore this subsection will conclude with a very brief
defense of premillennialism.
First, Rev. 20 mentions a millennium. The verse must mean something. It clearly means a period of
time. Vision though the chapter may be, it refers to events on earth. This much refutes amillennialism.
Furthermore, if Rev. 19 depicts the return of Christ, premillennialism is the only possible view. Two
considerations support the contention that the chapter indeed predicts Christ's return. First, the description
of the rider on the white horse fits Christ and no one else, as previously argued. Second, in an'
apocalyptic book such as Revelation, whether the successive
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visions are each a summary of all history or whether they are consecutive, one expects to find Christ's
return somewhere. Other events and details we might be interested in can well have been omitted, such as
the Protestant Reformation, but not the I return of Christ. It is irresponsible to find it, unmentioned,
between chapters three and four. Chapter nineteen is the only possibility. This disposes of
postmillennialism.
Then next, many postmillennial and amillennial objections are based on the idea that the second
coming is an instantaneous event; for example, there is an hour of not more than sixty minutes when all
who are in their graves shall come forth to a resurrection including both saved and lost. Hence a thousand
years cannot intervene. Other events which premillennialists separate in time must likewise be
simultaneous. But the parousia is not an instantaneous coming. It is a presence. In classical Greek
Sophocles and Aristotle both use the word to denote a being present, especially a royal visit. In the New
Testament parousia very definitely means a presence; (cf. I Cor. 16:17, II Cor. 10:10, Phil. 2:12, and
particularly II Peter 1:16). Since a royal visit, a tour of inspection in one of the king's provinces, can last
several months, why cannot the visit of the King of kings last a thousand years? Therefore the meaning of
the term parousiadisposes of several objections to premillennialism.

A final point in this discussion is not so much an argument for or defense of the premillennial
return of Christ, as it is a bit of advice to all three groups of proponents. It was said earlier that the Jews,
not merely the Pharisees, but all the Jews from Adam (or Abraham) on failed to understand the divine
predictions. Though Christ rebuked the Pharisees, we cannot see the future, even with our additional
information, much better than the Jews did. Yes, we have additional information in the New Testament.
Without doubt the New Testament implies more than we can see. That is just the point. We do not see too
clearly. Implications definitely contained in the Bible escape our deductive activity. But also it is clear
that not all future history has been revealed. No one should try to prevent someone else from deducing as
many implications as possible. Rather we should thank God that he has given some men superior
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minds. But in the actual situation, and on this subject as contrasted with the doctrine of the Atonement for
example, the wise course is that of cautious humility.
3 Judgment and Hell

0. Judgment

The first point, obviously, under this heading, is the fact that God, the moral Governor of the
universe, will pronounce judgment upon all people. More explicitly the judge will be Jesus Christ
himself.
John 5:22,27

For the Father judgeth no man, but hath committed all judgment to the Son.

Acts 17:31 Because he a hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world in
righteousness by that man whom he hath ordained.
Rom. 2;6, 16

Who will render to every man according to his deeds. ... In the day when
God shall judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ...

Rev. 20:1215 And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God ... and the dead were
judged … according to their works. ... They were judged every man according to their
works… And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of
fire.
As a preliminary observation one notes that premillenarians generally assert two temporally
separated judgments: Christ judges the saints at his coming, and God judges the reprobate after the
millennium. Without prolonged exegesis it may be further noted that there is no good reason for a
judgment at the beginning of the millennium. The saints at their death are
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made perfect in holiness and do immediately pass into glory. If therefore no formal judgment is necessary
for a saint at death in order to be received into heaven, none is necessary in order to be raised and
participate in the millennium. So also the wicked at their death begin their punishment, though their
judgment may be delayed several thousand years.
Perhaps some, for the purpose of having a judgment before the millennium, will quote

4 Tim. 4:1 ... the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall judge the
quick and the dead at his appearing and his kingdom. (cf.
Mt. 25:3132).
The difficulty with this interpretation is first, that the phrase "the quick and the dead" rather
suggests a judgment of all people, and not saints only. Then, second, if the term parousia does not mean a
momentary instantaneous event, but a lengthy visit; epiphameia (appearing) can also refer to a lengthy
appearance. Similarly, and even more clearly, the term kingdom isnot synonymous with the millennium,
and surely cannot be restricted to the latter's initial moment.

If there were a judgment day for saints only at the beginning of the millennium and another for the
wicked at the end it would be difficult to exegete
Matt. 25:3233 When the Son of Man shall come in his glory. and all his holy angels with
him ... he shall at set the sheep on the his right hand, but the goats on the left.
Thus the judgment is depicted as separating the sheep from the goats; and if so, both must appear
before the judgment bar together. Various verses speak of or indicate all human beings, not just half the
population:
Heb. 9:27

As it is appointed. unto [all] men once to die, but after this the judgment.
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Heb. 12:23

God, the judge of all.

I Peter 4:5

... the quick and the dead.

Jude 1415

Behold, the Lord came with his holy ten thousands to execute judgment
on all, ...

Consider these verses. The first quoted suggests that the judgment is for all the dead. True, men do
not die all at the same time; but if this were pressed to support judgments at different times, it would
imply a separate day for each man (or for all men who died on one single day), not two for two classes,
the days being separated by a thousand years. The second verse speaks of all. This does not of itself
preclude several days of judgment, tnt neither does it favor such a division. Peter speaks generally of all
the dead. Jude strengthens this inference. The Lord is descending with his holy myriads, presumably
angels, possibly saints also; at this descent he executes judgment on all. To be sure, the emphasis falls on
the unrighteous; tnt the "all" includes the saints too. Verse six includes the wicked angels as well.
That the saints also must stand in judgment is clear from

I Cor. 4:4,5

He that judgest me is the Lord … who will bring to light the hidden things

of
darkness and will make manifest the counsels of the hearts;
and then shall every man have praise of God.

Here Paul may first have in mind the adverse judgments of some Corinthians against him in
contrast with the Lord's contemporary approval. But beyond the troubled situation in the Corinthian
church, there is a future public judgment indicated. At that time what is hidden now will be made manifest
to all. It may seem strange that "every man shall have praise from God,"
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when there was so much evil in Corinth. This seeming universalism is, however, ruled out by two
considerations. The first concerns the translation. One can read the phrase as "then the praise due to each
one shall come from God." Stressing the article "the praise due" allows some to receive a zero amount.
More on the surface is the idea that the faithful servants of the Lord who are misjudged by their
contemporaries will at the end receive God's approbation. Thus saints as well as reprobates are judged.
If now it be admitted that there is one future it great day of judgment, the next and much more
important topic is the nature of such a judgment. This ties in too with the nature of God, discussed in
previous chapters.
When God first revealed himself to Adam, he did not particularly speak of his mercy. No doubt he
exhibited his love by placing Adam in a beautiful garden and by giving him a lovely wife. But the
emphasis is on the blessings of obedience and the penalty for disobedience. "In the day that thou eatest
thereof, thou shalt surely die." Man sinned, the punishment fell, and mercy was then revealed. But the
mercy was not an ignoring of the penalty; it consisted in providing a substitute to bear the penalty. Abel
made use of the substitute; and Moses instituted a complicated sacrificial system. The details are
somewhat multitudinous; but nothing obscures the need of shedding blood.

Christian Science and those of the general populace who believe in a future life emphasize a God
of love. In this they make two mistakes at once. They misunderstand love and they deny that God is just.
Punishment is not punishment, in their view; it it is rehabilitation. Civil society in America generally
accepts this theory of penology. The murderer is not sinful; he is sick and must be cured. Capital
punishment is immoral because it prevents rehabilitation. But this is not the Christian view of man, crime
and punishment, nor of God. Christ died to satisfy the justice of his Father. No doubt the cross is also an
expression of God's love for his elect. But this sort of love is entirely different from the Christian Science
kind.
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I John 3:16

In this have we known love, namely, that this one laid down his soul for us.

I John 4:9,10
In this was manifested the love of God toward us, that God sent his only
Son ... to be the the propitiation for our sins.
The Bible teaches throughout that sin deserves punishment. Otherwise there was no need of
Christ's propitiatory sacrifice. One of the strongest assertions of God's justice and the necessity for
punishment is
Rom. 2:511 But after thy hardness and impenitent heart treasurest up unto thyself wrath against the
day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God, who will render to every man according to
his deeds: to them who by patient continuance in welldoing seek for glory and honor and immortality,
eternal life; but unto them that are contentious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness,
indignation and wrath, tribulation and anguish upon every soul of man that doeth evil, of the Jew first, and
also of the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace to every man that worketh good, to the Jew first, and also
to the Gentile; for there is no respect of persons with God.

It is hard to restate in other words, certainly in any clearer words, the principles of this section. It
says that there will be a day of wrath and righteous judgment. The popular god of love has neither wrath
nor indignation, nor righteousness, either. The God of the Bible is righteous because he renders to every
man according to his deeds. To those who continue patient in welldoing and who seek glory, immortality,
and honor, God will give eternal life. That is, if there are any such persons. But on the disobedient and all
have sinned God will impose indignation, wrath, and tribulation. This is divine justice, impartial because
it applies to the Jew as well as to the Gentile. "For there is no 'pull' with God." Note then that God's
rewards and punishments do not aim at the reformation of the sinner. On a smaller scale the flood and the

40

doom of Sodom did not have that aim. Nor can eternal punishment have that aim. The point is that God is
a God of justice.
In this discussion of the final judgment it has been impossible to avoid saying something about
subsequent punishment. But before going on, we may summarize the main teachings on the judgment itself.
Admittedly much of the Scriptural teaching has been omitted, particularly Jesus' parables. However, some
of this must be included in the next subsection.
As for the judgment: there is indeed such a future event. Christ will be the Judge and pronounce
the verdict. This judgment takes place at, or insignificantly later than, the resurrection. Those judged are
all human beings and wicked angels. Is there a verse that includes the righteous angels also? The subject
matter of the judgment will be the actions (external actions and internal thoughts) of those judged. And
apart from a substitute to pay the penalty, all will be declared guilty.

10. Hell

The Westminster Shorter catechism asks, "What doth every sin deserve?" The answer is, "Every
sin deserveth God's wrath and curse both in this life and that which is to come." Eternal punishment in
hell is an uninspiring topic. Even an evangelical, J. Oliver Buswell, Jr., in his Systematic Theology(Vol.
II,~. 302), can restrict himself to one third of a page in a thousand page work. His section on eschatology
covers 243 pages, but there are less than twenty lines on hell. This hardly does justice to the New
Testament emphasis. To minimize the doctrine because of its unpleasantness is somewhat natural, for if
the doctrine had not been divinely revealed, it is unlikely that any mademade religion would have
invented it. True, the Homeric religion seems to have punished Tantalus and Sisyphus with unending
torment; but with the other exception of a few heroes who became demigods, all men meet a dismal future.
Dismal, but not punishment for sin. So too in Buddhism: Nirvana is tantamount to personal extinction;
what punishment there is in Buddhism is temporary. Other religions uninfluenced by Judaism or
Christianity hold
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ambiguous, illdefined views. Religious liberals, with their doctrine of the universal fatherhood of God,
hope to sit down with Holy Hitler and Saint Stalin in the heavenly kingdom. The secularists deny a future
life altogether. But the Bible says,
Matthew:

Fear not them which kill the body but are not not able to kill the soul; but
rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in hell (10:28).
His angels shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and
gnashing of teeth (13:42, 50). Depart from me, ye cursed,
into everlasting
fire prepared for the devil and his angels ... .And these shall
go away into
everlasting punishment, but the righteous into life eternal
(25:41, 46).

These are not the only verses in the Gospels, or even in Matthew, that speak of everlasting
punishment. If they were all assembled, one might see that the person who most forcefully and most often
taught the doctrine of hell was not Peter or Paul, but Jesus himself. Paul of course stresses the wrath and
justice of God; Peter, Jude, and John', particularly John, make some statements; but Jesus himself is the
main source for the doctrine of hell. Were it not so, even more theologians than at present would at least
keep silent about it.
Early in this volume the proof text method was defended, not merely as permissible but as
indispensable. Like any method it too may be abused by careless thinkers. But there is no other way to
find out what the Bible teaches except by reading the text. Here then are a few samples samples only, not
exhaustive lists selected from Peter, Jude, and John's Apocalypse.
Revelation: If any man shall worship the beast … the same shall drink of the wine of the wrath of
God, which is poured out without mixture into the cup of his indignation; and he shall be tormented with
fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels, and in the presence of the Lamb; and the smoke of
their torment ascendeth up for ever and ever; and they shall have no rest day nor night (14:911). And
whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire (20:15).
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Revelation is an apocalyptic book, and amillennialists never tire of saying how unintelligible it is.
Assuredly there are many passages whose meaning we can hardly guess at; but some passages are
exceedingly clear.
6 Peter 2:49 If God spared not the angels that sinned, but
cast them down to hell • • • to be reserved unto judgment,
and spared not the old world ... turning the cities of Sodom
and Gomorrah into ashes ... the Lord knoweth how to
deliver the godly out of temptation, and to reserve the unjust
unto the day of judgment to be punished.
Jude 46
There are certain men crept in unawares, who were before of old ordained to
this condemnation, ungodly men ... denying our only Despot and Lord, Jesus Christ, ... and
the angels which kept not their first estate … he hath reserved in everlasting chains under
darkness unto the judgment of the great day.
In addition to the idea of a terrible punishment, these verses in Jude assert the doctrine of
reprobation. God's sovereignty, his doing whatever he pleases, his governance of all his creatures and all
their actions, the doctrine of predestination, have all been discussed in earlier chapters.
Here we have an explicit statement, similar to Rom. 9:1622, that God has ordained certain men
to destruction. This ordination did not occur after the men had infiltrated some is first
century congregations: the ordination occurred before,ofold.From eternity they were ordained
to this condemnation, as Judas had been.

Some people accept the Bible as the Word of God. It is the explicit, propositional revelation of
his truth; and he himself is truth. Other people pick and choose as much or as little as they like, just as they
might from Thus Spake Zarathustra,using their own preferences as the criterion of truth. But anyone who
tries to say that the Bible does not teach what these verses express entangles himself in exegetical
impossibilities. The verses themselves are unmistakably
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clear, and the present exposition has refused to soften them. The popular glib dismissal of the doctrine of
hell has of course no logical force; nor does it evince wisdom, for
In that sleep of death what dreams may come
Must give us pause.

Or if Berdyaev is more contemporary than Shakespeare: "It is remarkable how little people think
about hell or trouble about it. This is the most striking evidence of human frivolity."
2

Since it was Jesus Christ himself who spoke more often about hell than anyone else did, (in
addition to the verses quoted, see also Matt. 7:22,23; 11:23; Mark 9:4348; Lake 9:25; 12:9, 10, 46;
16:22,23; John 5:28,29; 8:21) a Christian must not be silent but must continue to preach the message.
The Christian must preach the message accurately, not only because the secular world hates it, but
also because various religious writers dishonestly misrepresent it. Nels F. Ferre (The Sun and the
Umbrellap. 33) says that the doctrine of Christ's second coming "shuts out the living God embracing and
reconciling all men with his eternal time and power," and substitutes the concept that "all mankind would
be extinguished or tormented forever except the few who would escape punishment through faith in the
merits of Jesus. ... It seems doubtful that Jesus ever taught such a doctrine."

In view of the many passages in which Jesus speaks of fire, wailing, and gnashing of teeth, and so
on, it follows that if the New Testament is so unreliable as to make it "doubtful that Jesus ever taught such
a doctrine," then the New Testament is also so I unreliable that Ferre has no ground for his principle of
Agape. More of this in a moment. The immediate point is Ferre's misrepresentations.

7.

This quotation was given by the late Fred Carl Kuehner, Heaven and Hell, in Fundamentals of the Faith, ed. by Carl F.H.Henry (p. 236).
Dr. Kuehner received a spate of hate mail because of his chapter; yet he said no more than what the New Testament says, and less
than the present chapter here.
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The charge that the doctrine of hell means that nearly everybody will be tormented forever and
only a few will enjoy eternal felicity is sometimes answered by the statement that all who die in infancy
will be saved, and since there is such a high infant mortality rate in pagan lands, it follows that the
redeemed will be "a great multitude which no man could number." But the question of proportion is
irrelevant both to the Christian and antichristian alike. Ferre need not have presupposed what the exact
proportion of saved to lost may be; more perspicacious than either the liberal, or the or the orthodox who
uses infant mortality in his reply, William James said bluntly that one could not believe in an omnipotent
God if even one cockroach suffered from an unrequited love. This is honest opposition.
Dr. Ferre's rejection of Jesus' teaching on hell is set in a context which includes the denial of the
Virgin Birth. His basic principle is Agape or "indiscriminate kindness to all" (p. 57). Thisof course
means universal salvation (pp. 246247),3 if there is such a thing as sin to be saved from.
It is worthwhile here to point out some of the inconsistencies in Dr. Ferre’s position,
inconsistencies which in one form or another plague other liberals a swell.
First, if Agape is sufficiently defined as indiscriminate kindness, based (?) on the verse that God
sends the sun and rain upon all people, it is still impossible to deduce from this basic principle the
Christology Dr. Ferre wants, or any other Christology, either. Second, Dr. Ferre cannot appeal to the verse
on sun and rain because he cannot depend on "any fanciful ipsissima verba"(p. 57); and because Jesus
himself was inconsistent (p.60); nor did the disciples understand him. For example, Jesus' denunciation of
the Pharisees is not an "authentic report in detail" and remains "a problem within the major conclusive
context of Jesus' living and teaching Agape" (p. 83). Further, "we cannot know the historical Jesus" (p.
58). If, now, the Scriptures are so untrustworthy as Dr. Ferre says, no one can appeal to them for anything.
Dr. Ferre’'s religion

6.

Christ and the Christian.

45

therefore is not Christianity, but a personal subjective invention. "The use of the Bible as the final
authority for Christian truth is idolatry. Actually it has become a very thick and formidable Umbrella to
hide the Sun."4 But it is the Bible in its entirety, and the Bible alone, that defines Christianity.
Other liberals professing a somewhat greater respect for Scripture have tried to avoid the doctrine
of hell by expedients so puerile that a Systematic Theology is likely to think it a waste of time to mention
them. But an example or two may be given. One attempt was to assert that the word eternal in "eternal
destruction" merely meant "agelong." This would terminate hell in a finite time. But it would also set a
terminus for heaven as well, for it is the very same word that is used for "eternal life." Nor can it be
maintained, a really foolish idea, that eternal does not denote length of time, but quality of state.
Obviously the quality is denoted by the words life and death;both are everlasting. J. A. T. Robinson tried
to reduce the idea of eternal punishment to the phrase, "the eternal seriousness of the choice before man."
But so to reduce hell is also to reduce heaven; and it becomes questionable whether the author believes in
any future life at all.

The answer to all such evasions lies in the New Testament usage of the words. There the meaning
is clear. To be specific, the word aionios,eternal or agelong, describes the future happiness of the saints
some fifty times, and seven times the punishment of the wicked. Dr. Kuehner was completely justified in
quoting W. R. lnge, "No sound Greek scholar can pretend that aionios means anything less than eternal"
(p. 238).
There is another confusion that can easily be avoided. In addition to Gehenna,the Old Testament
mentions sheol and the New Testament mentions hades.There is also “Abraham' s bosom." Quite
commonly these have been regarded as places, positions in space, geographical localities. Since both the
righteous and the wicked equally descend there at death , some people divide the place into two
compartments. One is purgatory, where the righteous add to the merits

8.

The Sun and the Umbrella,p. 39.
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of Christ by suffering enough to make up for what Christ's sacrifice did not cover; and the other is a place
of torment which is eventually cast intoto into the lake of fire.
It should be obvious that sheol and hades are not places. The two words simply refer to the fact
that the persons in question are dead. That this does not involve space is clear from the fact that the
resurrection has not yet occurred, and the bodies of the dead are in their graves. The man is his mind or
soul; this is spirit and like God does not occupy space.

I Peter 3:1822 is a passage which ingenious imaginations, under the illusion that sheolis a space,
have used for their fanciful views of a part of the intermediate state and time.

Verses 19 and 20 have puzzled a great many people, and they have tried various devices to
explain how Christ preached to the spirits in prison. In general there are two types of explanation. First,
the verses are taken to mean that Christ used Noah to preach to the wicked that were about to be drowned
in the flood. Second, the verses are interpreted to mean that Christ in person preached to spirits in the
realm of the dead. This second interpretation is divided on the identity of the dead: the dead to whom
Christ preached might be the righteous dead, or they might be the wicked dead. Let us examine this second
interpretation first.
This is an old and widely accepted interpretation. Irenaeus, Tertullian, both the Greek and Roman
churches, and also Zwingli and Calvin hold that Christ announced salvation to the Old Testament
believers and brought them from the realms of death into heaven. In accordance with this idea John 3 :13,
"No one has ascended into heaven but he that came down from heaven," is said to mean that no Old
Testament saint could precede Christ into heaven. They had to wait for Christ's ascension. The prison is
the abode of the dead, and the preaching is the proclamation of Christ's victory.
As further support of this view Acts 2 :27, 31 are taken to mean that Christ's soul went to hell or at
least to the abode of the dead, though of course God would not permit his soul to be held there. Some
have also appealed to Philippians 2 :10 by taking the things under the earth that
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bow at the name of Jesus to be either the righteous or wicked dead. More plausible is the use of
Ephesians 4 :8, 9. "When he ascended up on high, he led captivity captive … Now that he ascended, what
is it but that he also descended into the lower parts of the earth?" These lower parts of the earth are
supposed to be the realm of the dead, and the idea is repudiated that this descent is the Incarnation or
Christ's descent to earth.
Before adopting this ancient view certain problems must be faced and solved. In the first place
Peter's text does not mention anything about preaching to the saints. The spirits to whom Christ preached
are explicitly called disobedient. This fact must be taken as a fixed point of interpretation. There is no
reference to Old Testament saints. So, if Christ preached in person to anyone between the time of his
death and resurrection, it would have to be the wicked dead, and whatever captivity Christ led captive, it
could not be the Old Testament saints considered as held in prison.
In the next place the only disobedient people that Peter mentions are those who lived in the days of
Noah. This timereference is another reason for refusing to think that Christ preached to Abraham, David,
and the prophets. Not only is it wrong to call these men disobedient, but further they did not live at the
time Peter mentions.
This timereference also militates against the view that Christ preached to all the wicked dead.
From what Peter actually says, we could only conclude that Christ preached to those who were
disobedient in the time of Noah. But without pressing this point too far at the moment, let us consider
other aspects of the idea that Christ preached personally to the wicked in hell, and that the preaching, of
necessity, is the announcement of their condemnation.
As for the notion that Christ announced the damnation of the wicked in hell, it is hard to see how it
ties in with the context. The main idea that Peter wants to enforce is that Christians should be willing to
suffer for Christ's sake and to suffer unjustly. Preaching to the wicked in hell does not advance Peter's
main purpose. Or, if attention be centered on the nearer idea of Christ's
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being raised from the dead by the Holy Spirit, it stilI is not cIear how this announcement of damnation
adds to the theme. And it wiII hardly do to say that Peter just had to fill space to make his epistle long
enough, and so was driven to insert something true but irrelevant.
But the decisive objection to understanding these words to refer to the announcement of damnation
is that the verb, to preach, ordinarily means to preach the gospel. It does not mean a judicial sentence, nor
in the New Testament does it refer to sundry announcements. The regular meaning is the announcement of
the gospel.
Because this is so obvious, some interpreters have tried to hold to the general view while
modifying it to make Christ's work the preaching of the gospel instead of the announcement of damnation.
While this maneuver escapes these immediate objections, it must face others.
Since the Bible does not teach that there is a second chance to be saved, a chance in the next life,
but teaches that man's destiny is irrevocably fixed in this life, there would remain no reasonable purpose
for preaching the gospel to the wicked in hell. And, to return to a previous point, all these attempts fail to
explain the mention of the antediluvian unbelievers. Any preaching in hell should be directed to all, and
not to just a few. But the text specifically mentions those who lived in the days of Noah.
This view therefore, though adopted by many and held for so long a time, must be set aside.
Perhaps the other view, held by Augustine and Beza, will prove better. According
to this interpretation Peter is thought to say that Noah spoke by the Holy Spirit to his disobedient
contemporaries and that the flood which destroyed them is a type of baptism.
This interpretation must also face objections. For one thing, it is pointed out that Peter makes the
subject of the verb Christ. Christ went and preached, and hence Noah cannot be the preacher. However,
this objection is not so serious as it might seem at first. Peter actually says, Christ was made alive by the
Spirit, by whom also he preached. This preaching therefore was
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done by Christ through the Spirit. What this might mean can be seen in chapter one verse eleven. In the
first chapter Peter speaks of the Old Testament prophets. These prophets had received a message from
God, and they studied the message to see what God meant. The words are, "searching what ... the Spirit of
Christ which was in them did signify when it testified beforehand
... " Now, obviously, if the Spirit of Christ spoke through the prophets, then too Christ through the Spirit
could very well preach in the person of Noah. To suppose that the Spirit of Christ is not the Holy Spirit
and could not therefore inspire Noah is a supposition contrary to Peter's thought and contrary to other
New Testament passages. For example, Paul in Ephesians 2 :17 virtually says that it was Christ, through
his missionaries, that preached the gospel in Ephesus. So far as this point goes therefore, this
interpretation stands up under scrutiny.
If the preaching was Noah's testimony to his contemporaries, then one, must ask the question, What
is the prison? The other interpretation assumed that the prison must be hell or hades. But could it be hell,
if Noah was preaching to living people? There are two answers to this question. First, one might assume
that the prison is the prison house of sin. It is as reasonable to speak of the bonds of sin as it is, to speak
of the bonds of hell. The mention of a prison therefore does not rule out the idea that Noah was the
preacher. But there is a second and a better answer to the question. The prison may still be hell and Noah
still the preacher. For the verse can be interpreted to mean "the spirits (now) in hell." That is, the men to
whom Noah preached are now in Peter's day suffering their just recompense. This is not just a guess, but
is based on Peter's manner of speech. In 4:6 we shall see that the gospel was preached to certain people
who are now dead. The preaching had been done previously; when Peter wrote, they were dead. Further,
that Noah was the preacher is supported by II Peter 2 :5.
Another argument is that the participles, died,Made alive,w ent,and the verb preached, indicate a
temporal succession, and hence the preaching must have occurred after the death of Christ, and not in the
time or Noah. But in the first place, if this were so, the preaching would have had to occur after Christ's
resurrection, and not between his death and resurrection, as is usually supposed. Furthermore, the mention
of the preaching is not so clearly connected with any

50

alleged temporal succession as it is with the reference to the Spirit. Of course the resurrection had to
follow the crucifixion; but the thought of the passage is not on the time element, but on the significance of
these events in bringing sinners to God.
Thus the several objections that are raised against the personal preaching of Noah do not make
this interpretation impossible.
Now, positively, this interpretation is the only one that can explain the mention of the wicked at the
time of Noah, and the mention of Noah is motivated by Peter's desire to show that the flood is a type of
baptism. In the larger connection Peter is explaining the work of Christ, the turning away from sin, the
salvation of believers out of an ungodly world, and their tribulations during their lifetime. Peter thinks he
can make his ideas clear by an Old Testament example, and Noah is more suitable than any other. For this
reason Peter can confine his thought to one group of men. Had he been thinking of a personal preaching by
Christ in hell, he could not have restricted his attention to this one group.

The reference to the time of Noah is of course explicit and obvious; and the statement that eight
souls were saved in the ark is a plain matter of fact.

Some further historical information could prove useful. In earlier centuries several theologians
have held nonscriptural views about hell. Origen (185254) of Alexandria and John Scotus Eriugena
(810877) both make statements that sound like universalism. But also they seem to speak of the fixed
reprobation of the wicked. Often by very conservative writers they are castigated for having corrupted
Christianity through the intervention of Neoplatonic philosophy. There is some truth in this, particularly in
the case of Eriugena, who labored under the misapprehension that 'Dionysius the Areopagite' was actually
Paul' s convert, when factually he lived in the fifth century. Origen, of course, could not make this mistake.
One must note that he lived before Athanasius, that he opposed Gnosticism, that he came at least close to
the doctrine
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of the Deity of Christ by using the Old Testament concept of Wisdom, that thus and in other ways
anticipated the full Athanasian doctrine, even using the " terms consubstantiality and coeternity. But it is
hard for us, who live under the influence of sixteen centuries of Trinitarianism, and almost five centuries
of Reformed theology, to evaluate justly the confusion of those early minds.
The Anabaptists at the time of the Reformation were clearly universalists than was Origen. The
great Lutheran creed, the Augsburg Confession of 1530 (chapter 17) says, "They [the Lutheran churches]
condemn the Anabaptists who think that to condemned men and devils shall be an end of torments.”
At the present time, in addition to the "mainline' liberal churches, such smaller groups as
Jehovah's Witnesses and the Seventh Day Adventists deny the Scriptural doctrine of hell. One of their
number (and therefore not necessarily an official opinion) explained to the present writer that the fires of
hell consume the wicked, but after they are completely burned up, the fires naturally go out. Strange: had
he never heard of the worm that dieth not and the fire that is not quenched?
Objections to the Scriptural doctrine of hell are easily answered exegetically, if the objector
acknowledges the written words of God. Of course the large majority of contemporary objectors do not
believe the Bible; and it is quite useless to base a Christian answer on their private nonchristian criteria.
Yet a little attention to their views may disclose, sometimes, either selfcontradictions or
misrepresentations of the Biblical position. For example, some may say it is unreasonable and unjust to
punish a man eternally for an offense that took only a few minutes to commit. The more thorough
procedure would be to require the objector to deduce his theory of justice from his empirical basis; and
this cannot be done because normative principles never follow from factual observation. But more
superficially, though at the same time more embarrassingly, At can be pointed out that the seriousness of a
crime is not proportional to the time it takes. A murder may take a second; an embezzlement a long time;
but most people would
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admit that murder is worse than theft. Further too, the seriousness of a crime depends on the position of
the party offended. To lie to your neighbor is a sin; but to lie in court under oath is a greater sin. To sin
against God merits eternal punishment because God is the eternal God.
To give such answers is to obey the divine command of

I Peter 3:15
Sanctify the Lord Christ in your hearts always and be ready to give an
answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you.
In summation then, the Bible teaches that every sin deserves God's wrath and curse both in this life
and in that which is to come; and that this punishment lasts forever. It would be hard to state the doctrine
in clearer language that the words of the Bible itself.
2 Heaven

If Dr. Buswell gave so few lines to the unpleasant subject of hell, one might think that theologians
would wax expansive on heaven. H. B. Smith has one page in 621. H. C. Thiessen has about a page and a
half in 281. W. G. T. Shedd gives heaven just about two pages out of some 1350, and concludes with 137
pages on hell. Hodge does not do much better. If the present writer is any improvement in proportion, it
may be because he has padded the section with Scriptural quotations.
That the righteous dead, after the resurrection, will enjoy an everlasting felicity has already been
indicated in those verses which contrast it with the everlasting punishment of the wicked. Several verses
from Matthew (chapters 10, 13, and 25) were quoted, And there is no need to repeat them here. There
was also a slight reference to II Peter 2:49, something a little fuller than Romans 2, and some reference by
chapter and verse only. To these must now be added, in a condensed form, the longest of all Biblical
accounts of heaven.
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Rev. 21:1 22:5

And I saw a new heaven and a new earth … the new Jerusalem

8. prepared as a bride … And I heard a great voice ... Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men ...
And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes, and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow
nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain ... the holy Jerusalem ... having the glory of God ...
And I saw no temple therein, for the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are the temple of it … And
there shall be no more curse; but the throne of God and the Lamb shall be in it .. his servants … shall
see his face ... For the Lord God giveth them light; and they shall reign for ever and ever.

In addition to the absence of tears, sorrow, crying, and death, this. passage excludes also the cause
of such evils, namely sin. As it is said in
Matt. 13:43

Then shall the righteous shine forth as the sun.

Since the tares have been gathered and burned, and all things that offend and them that do iniquity
have been cast into the furnace, and Satan has been cast into the lake of fire, the redeemed will find
themselves to be the spirits of just men made perfect. Further references will substantiate this point in one
way or another.
To show the systematic or interrelated nature of theological truth, the mention of the indefectible
righteousness of those in heaven reminds us of the earlier denial of free will. As Augustine long ago
pointed out, in heaven man non posse peccare,cannot sin. He has no free choice whether to steal, commit
adultery, curse God, or not. If there were such a thing as free will, it would be a curse, rather than a
blessing as the Arminians hold.
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Before continuing with New Testament references, let us note that many liberal theologians deny
to the Old Testament any notion of heaven and a future life. Such a view, however, seems utterly
inconsistent with the theme of the Covenant. When God said, "Fear not, Abram, I am thy shield and
exceeding great reward," though the context mostly concerns earthly affairs, one must reflect that if there
be a God and it is hard to understand how those who deny God can have any hope of a future life
whatever and if God makes such a covenant with his chosen people, an everlasting life with him who is
eternal is most probable. But in addition to sections on the Covenant which predict earthly blessings,
there are other and clearer Old Testament teachings. We admit that the Old Testament says much less than
the New Testament. However, there are definite statements and fairly clear implications. The case of
Enoch and Elijah come immediately to mind. These two translations absolutely require a life after death.
Otherwise the accounts would be meaningless. Another passage, short but more explicit, is
Job 19:26

After my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God.

Then, too, though an orthodox Jewish rabbi would be hesitant to admit that the New Testament correctly
interprets the Old, for us
Heb. 11:1719 By faith Abraham … offered up Isaac ... his only begotten son, …
accounting that God was able to raise him up, even from the
dead ...

is at least a hint that Abraham believed in the possibility of life after death. True, the verse might mean
only that Abraham expected God to raise Isaac to this life again. But even this minimum meaning would
suggest further ideas. One should not automatically opt for the literal minimum.
Similarly the resurrection in I Kings 17:21 ff. and II Kings 4:34 ff. require some sort of
intermediate state and an incorporeal soul. In conjunction with the covenants and promises, these two
implications would cause a meditative mind to think of heaven. Psalm 86:1213 is somewhat of a support;
and Psalm 16:1011 speaks explicitly of everlasting felicity at God's right hand.
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Although this should be sufficient to show that the Old Testament does not limit human life to three
score years and ten, which means that there is no further obligation to defend the presence in the Old
Testament of the ideas of heaven, reference may be made to
Provo 14:32
translation.
Prov. 15:24

The righteous hath hope in his death. And if anyone object to this

The way of life is above the wise, that he may depart from hell beneath,

cannot be altered by a better translation. See also Prov. 23:14

It is indubitable therefore that Scripture contains a clear promise of heaven. But does the Bible
give any detailed information about the character and activities of that future life? This is a question
which not only interests believers, but which also stimulates unbelievers to their objections.
Corliss Lamont, in a remarkable chapter, This Life is All and Enough(Humanism as a Philosophy,
second edition, pp. 100144; and The Philosophy of Humanism, i.e. the fifth edition of the preceding, pp.
81115) in addition to his arguments for evolutionary behaviorism, where memory consists of "neuronic
pathways of the cortex," which means that "Human bodies think" (ital. his), attacks the idea of a life after
death on the ground of its boring triviality. If there were a future life, not only "good old Rover” should be
immortal, but poison ivy as well. Now, while many people would love to pet good old Rover in heaven,
the idea of poison ivy is not so appealing. Since heavenly flees and lice are, in Lamont's view,
foolishness, "This Life is All and Enough." Communistic equality can make this present life so lovely that
no one would want immortality. Medicine will increase the life span though if 100 years is better than 70,
why is not a thousand, or an eternity, still better? However, death is inevitable and we might as well like
it. This view also removes the fear of hell. Anyhow, there is plenty of enjoyment here. Man is

clearly a success because the population is steadily increasing and at an ever higher rate" (p. 137). We
may soon produce the Superman and how that will rejoice the neuronic pathways of our cortex as it
decays in the grave! Also in the longer run, we need net anticipate an end to progress because we need not
accept the' tr second law of thermodynamics: which is of course true, but irrelevant.5
But then and incredibly, This Life, if it is All, really is not Enough; for “Even I, disbeliever that I
am, would frankly be more than glad to awaken some day to a worthwhile eternal life" (p. 124). Lamont
clearly thinks that the Biblical picture of the future life is not worthwhile. But how pitiful is his
humanistic lament!
If any Christian in the pew is disturbed by Lamont's refutations of arguments in favor of immortality, one
word will stabilize him. Well meaning, but not always too intelligent theologians have tried to defend the
doctrine of immortality and heaven by, for example, "the light of nature and reason." Even Bishop Butler,
whose scholarship was considerable, opened his Analogy
of Religionwith a chapter on the Future Life, based on empirical observations, and did not get to
Revealed Religionuntil page 185 (Works, ed. by Gladstone, 1896). Even John Gill tried this, and added a
paragraph on the natural desire in mankind for happiness, plus another on the unequal distribution of
goods and evils. We may grant that all such arguments are logical fallacies, as Duns Scotus, who was not
a dunce by any means, long ago showed. Lamont's arguments therefore do not disturb the Christian
because he bases his hope on revealed information rather than on sensory observation.

Accepting now the truth of a future life in heaven, we look to revelation for some information on
the nature of its activities.6

10.

As to inevitable progress, cf. A Christian View of Men and Things, pp. 42 ff.; and on thermodynamics, cf. The Philosophy of Science
and Belief in God(both by the present writer).

6

Mystically minded liberals and neoorthodox often deny that revelation is a matter of information. God is not suppose to communicate any
truth to us, any information, but he gives us himself. And what is true about such a god?
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With sin and all its deleterious effects gone , are we restored to Adam's position in Eden, or do
we enjoy a higher and happier type of life? What does the Bible say?
Point one, though expressed in figurative language, is the Biblical assertion of a direct vision of
God. In addition to the verse in Job, previously quoted, there are
Matt. 5:8

I Cor. 13:12

They shall see God.

For now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to face.

I John 3:2

We shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.

Rev. 22:4

They shall see his face.

The Old Testament had already said that we shall be like him:

Psalm 17:15
I will behold thy face in righteousness, I shall be satisfied, when I awake
with thy likeness.
Since God is spiritual and not corporeal, this 'vision' will be quite different from our present
eyesight. Let us not inattentively quote "Eye hath not seen … neither have entered into the heart of man, the
things God hath prepared for them that love him.” Here Paul speaks of what "God hath [already] revealed
unto us by his Spirit.” We must not minimize the riches of God's present revelation. Nevertheless the
heavenly revelation will be greater. When Paul
was caught up into the third heaven, God revealed truths to him that he was forbidden to repeat
to us. Doubtless God will give us those truths and others too when we see him 'face to face.' By

way of " contrast, Peter, on the lake of Galilee, at the 'great draft of fishes, said to Jesus, “Depart

58

from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord." At times therefore Jesus so revealed his deity that men wanted to
escape from his presence. But in heaven, with sin eradicated, we can see God as he is.
But do we just stand and look? Hardly: at least 'vision' is figurative. An entirely literal meaning
can be had from the scene on the Mount of Transfiguration. It is not that Moses and Elijah literally saw
Christ through their eyeballs, for Moses' body, if not Elijah's, lay buried beyond Jordan. What they 'saw ,
was the doctrine of the Atonement, as they discussed it with Christ. The verb see often means understand.
When a student in High School puzzles over the instructor's explanation of a theorem in geometry, he
finally (we hope) exclaims as the truth 'dawns' on him "I see it.” From common language therefore, and
from the Transfiguration, we may well surmise that much of our activity in heaven will be theological
study. But before going on with the idea that God is truth and thus rational, and that therefore the surmise
is correct, here on earth we are interested in some other matters.

Some things that have interested us in this life, such as theology, will interest us in heaven also;
but not all of our present activities will be reproduced. This is to be expected, for "We shall be like him."
In what respects we shall be like and in what we shall remain unlike him must be determined by various
references. One present interest is marriage. Yet even on earth the marriage bond is dissolved by death
and the surviving spouse is free to marry again. We now all remember the question about the woman with
seven husbands. It came as an objection to the concept of the resurrection; and Jesus replied
Mark 12:25
When they shall rise from the dead, they neither marry nor are given in
marriage, but are as the angels which are in heaven.
Other bodily functions also cease. Consider roast beef and lobster tails.

I Cor. 6:13

Meats for the belly, and the belly for meats; but God shall destroy both it
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and them.

This verse gives us some difficulties. In Luke 24:43 the resurrected Christ ate a little fish. So far
as the "marriage supper of the Lamb" is concerned, and Christ's not drinking wine again until he drink it
new with us in his Father's kingdom (Matt. 26:29), we may regard the language as figurative. Certainly
there are no flocks and herds in heaven, of if there are, there is no beef and no ovens. But Christ's eating
fish before his disciples eyes can only be literal. Now, it must be acknowledged that Christ's body after
the resurrection was surprisingly different from the one he had before. First, it was not always
recognizable, as Luke 24:16 indicates. If this verse means only that God altered the vision of the two
disciples, and thus has no bearing on the recognizability of Christ's body as such, the last verse of the
account (at 24:31) relates something that never happened before the resurrection. Verse 36 also is
startling; and
verse 51 records the ascension. Similar to Luke 24:36 is John 20:26. So, then, his eating fish, it seems
reasonable to suppose, may have been an anomalous miracle, uncharacteristic of resurrection life.
Otherwise I Cor. 6:13 would be hard to understand.
But there is something further. Paul in I Cor. 15:322 most strenuously asserts the bodily
resurrection of Christ, not only as an historical event but as an historical event that is absolutely
indispensable to Christianity. Karl Barth therefore cannot be called a Christian, as his famous or infamous
interview with Carl F. H. Henry proved. Nevertheless Paul makes some puzzling statements about the
resurrection body.
I Cor. 15∙: 3550 With what body do they come? Thou fool, that which thou sowest is not
quickened except it die. And that which thou sowest, thou sowest not that body that shall be ... But God
giveth it a body ... It is sown in corruption; it is raised in incorruption ... a spiritual body
... [so] we shall also bear the image of the heavenly ... Neither doth corruption inherit incorruption.
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These verses come in answer to objections raised by some persons in the Corinthian church. They
thought that a resurrection was impossible because of the nature of the body. Paul sharply begins his
answer by calling them "Stupid!" He goes on to stress the great difference between our present body and
the resurrection body. Instead of referring to the changed nature of Christ's resurrection body (perhaps
because he had already spoken at length about Christ's resurrection), he draws an analogy of a grain of
wheat and the plant that grows from it. But analogies do not give much specific information. The student
may wish to consult a few commentaries.

However, and however great the differences may be, at least one thing remains the same. Man is
still a temporal being in heaven. The Greek Orthodox often say, 'God became man so that man could
become God.' But it is a little late for man to become eternal and omniscient. Eternity is without
beginning; man began. Omniscience does not merely mean 'knowing everything;' it also means not having
learned. But men learn. In conjunction with this, Augustine made memory the principle of personal
identity. Mr. Jones in heaven is the same person as Mr. Jones was on earth, because of his intellectual
continuity. But memory requires a prior time. Man, a created being, remains forever a created being and
therefore remains temporal.
Parenthetically let the student be advised to compare Hume's humanistic account of personal
identity with that of the great bishop of Hippo.
But though temporal, man was created in the image of God. The image is rationality because God
is spirit and truth. Therefore life in heaven will be chiefly or perhaps entirely intellectual activity, for we
shall be like him. If memory serve the writer, it was C. S. Lewis who said that whatever in heaven is not
silence is music. If by "silence” he meant the absence of communication, the Bible adjudges him to be
wrong. We shall discuss the Atonement with Moses and Elijah, and with Christ too, and with the Father
also. In heaven we shall know and know more.
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I Cor. 13:12
Now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to face. Now I know in
part, but then I shall know, even as also I am known.
Some theologians, the great exegete H. A. W. Meyer, for example, want this verse to say, 'I shall
know as God knew or chose me at the moment of my conversion.’ This interpretation depends on
restricting the aorist tense to a single point of time which is often the case. But the chapter does not
concern itself with a contrast between our partial choice at the moment of conversion and our fuller and
perfect choice of God later in heaven. Meyer takes his view in order to avoid the superficial
understanding of the verse that makes our future knowledge entirely on a level with God's omniscience.
Yet even so he does not succeed, for he says, "Then will my knowledge of God be so wholly different
from a merely partial one, as it is now, that, on the contrary, it will correspond to the divine knowledge,
so far as it once at my conversion made me its object, namely (opposite of ekmerous)by complete
knowledge of the divine counsel." But in complete knowledge one item is integral with all others.
Complete knowledge of one event involves knowledge of every other event. Thus with "complete
knowledge of the divine counsel" Meyer ascribes too much to human beings in heaven.

Nevertheless we must insist that the heavenly life is one of knowledge. This introduces a slight
difficulty with one verse, for I Cor. 13:8 says that knowledge shall vanish away. This could mean that
God's activity in revealing new information to the apostles will cease with their death. The canon then
will be closed. Or one may seek the explanation in the next verse, introduced by the conjunction gar 
toindicate a reason for what precedes: "for we know in part." Thus a fuller knowledge will abolish the
partial characteristic of former times. At any rate, verse 12 asserts the continuance and multiplication of
knowledge in heaven. Naturally love or obedience also remains because, as previously shown, sin or
disobedience has ended.

Some people on the basis of verse 2, deprecate knowledge. They should remember, however, that
without knowledge there could be neither love nor obedience. Paul excuses, or at
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least extenuates, his youthful persecution of the Christians because he did it ignorantly in unbelief.
Responsibility depends on knowledge.
In any case, when Paul most emphatically asserts, "But we have the mind of Christ," and "Let this
mind be in you which was in Christ Jesus," and when John records Jesus' words, "Ye shall know the truth
and the truth shall make you free, I, we must not assume that their full force. and application is exhausted
in this earthly life.
On the contrary, ''We shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is," as Job said previously.
While this does not guarantee that the poor pupil who has been deprived of a solid education by the fad of
the new math and other atrocities of the National Education Association will instantly become expert in in
calculus; nevertheless each saint will become fully rational, as God is, since the noetic effects of sin will
have disappeared, so that no longer will anyone make mistakes in simple addition.
Nor shall we any longer be deceived by disturbing emotions, for God is without parts and
passions; and no one will base his conclusions on empirical inductions. Rather,
Psalm 36:9

I John 1:5

In thy light shall we see light.

God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.

If in this life

I John 5:20 The Son of God hath given us an understanding, that we may know him that
is true, ... This is the true God and eternal life,
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if in this life we have the glorious yet incomplete light of the gospel, and if "now are ye light in the Lord
[and] walk as children of light,” how much more shall we live in truth and understanding when we no
longer are confined to a mirror and a dark enigma!
I John 5:6

The Spirit is truth.

Rev. 21:24 The nations of them which are saved shall walk in the light [of God's glory
and of the Lamb].
Rev. 22:5

For the Lord God giveth them light.

Rom.11:33,36 O the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God ... For of
him and through him and to him are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen

