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Preface 

More than a decade has elapsed since the original appearance of Christian Theology. It was written to fill the need for a readable, up-to-date evangelical systematic theology. At the time, I really did not think of anyone else utilizing it. The acceptance of that original work has proven that the effort expended to produce it was well worthwhile. In addition, numerous other texts have appeared since that time, greatly enriching the available resources for teaching systematic theology.

In that ten-year interval, there have been many changes in the theological world and in the intellectual, political, economic, and social worlds as well. It is therefore desirable to revise the original work to take account of these changes. A number of sections have been added, as well as one complete new chapter on postmodernism. At several points, the discussion has been updated. Some portions of the original have been condensed, since the issues they originally dealt with are no longer as crucial as they were earlier. Language has been changed at some points to reflect current usage. In undertaking this revision, I have sought to take into account the reactions received from students, colleagues, and reviewers. These have been of immense help to me. I have not, however, substituted more recent sources for the original ones simply for the sake of currency, when there is no essential advance of thought upon those originally cited.

One of the phenomena of this past decade has been the increasing ethnic and cultural diversity of those engaged in the study of theology. The days of a token woman in the seminary classroom have given way to much more gender-balanced student bodies. Formerly predominantly Anglo student bodies now include larger numbers of ethnic minorities and international students. This enrollment phenomenon has been paralleled by the increasing amount of theological writing being done by Third World Christians, whose numbers are growing much more rapidly than are European and North American Christians. This trend of globalization has not been reflected in theological texts being written by North American evangelical theologians during this past decade. I have consequently made special effort to include representatives of those segments of the Christian church. Conversely, I am encouraged that Christian Theology has been or is being translated into a number of foreign languages, including several in Eastern Europe.

One of the most frequent comments made about the original edition has been its user-friendliness. I have striven to retain and extend that characteristic, heeding the excellent advice Clark Pinnock gave me several years ago, to “make it sing like a hymnbook, rather than read like a telephone book.” The text has also been strengthened by the addition of chapter summaries, objectives, and study questions. I am grateful to a former colleague, Dr. Edward Buchanan, now professor of Christian education at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, a specialist in adult education, for his work on these ancillary materials. I have been gratified that a number of lay persons have also availed themselves of the original edition. To make this edition more accessible to such persons, transliteration of Greek words has been added to that of Hebrew. And, to extend the usefulness of this theology, two simpler versions have been developed, a college-level doctrine text, Introducing Christian Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992) and an introductory lay doctrine book, Does It Matter What I Believe? (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1992).

Writing the original edition piqued my interest in investigating a number of topics in greater depth, an interest that has also developed in some readers. Some of these have been developed in The Word Became Flesh (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1991), God in Three Persons (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995), How Shall They Be Saved? (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), and God the Father Almighty (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998). These deal, respectively, with the doctrines of the incarnation, the Trinity, the destiny of the unevangelized, and the attributes of God. Readers desiring to go more deeply into those areas are encouraged to investigate these books.

I wish to acknowledge again those whose special assistance enabled me to bring the original edition to fruition. Several students read portions of the manuscript and offered me reactions from a student perspective: Bruce Kallenberg, Randy Russ, and Mark Moulton, and my teaching assistant, Dan Erickson, read the entire manuscript. Laurie Dirnberger, Lorraine Swanson, Aletta Whittaker, and Pat Krohn typed portions of the manuscript. Three students covenanated to support the endeavor with prayer and encouragement: David McCullum, Stanley Olson, and Randy Russ.

In addition to the many persons who encouraged me and contributed to the original edition, I wish to acknowledge the counsel and encouragement of Jim Weaver, Academic and Reference Books Editor at Baker Books, and Maria denBoer, who has supplemented the excellent editorial work of Ray Wiersma on the original edition with her own careful and gracious editorial work on this revised edition. My wife Ginny’s expertise as an English teacher has been a valuable resource, particularly in matters of grammar and form.

In many ways, the status of systematic theology in the last years of the twentieth century has been paradoxical. Whereas in the 1960s and 1970s systematic theology was waning, and some biblical scholars suggested that it could be eliminated, it has undergone a major resurgence in theological schools. The bourgeoning of systematic theology texts is just one indication of this trend. Yet the move away from reflective thought and toward experiential religion on the popular level does not augur well for the future of theology. Nonetheless, the challenges to Christian faith, both from religious competitors and from nonreligious ideologies, mean that careful theological reasoning and affirmation is even more important than when the first edition of this book was written. As with that first writing, this revised edition is sent forth with the hope and prayer that it may be used by God to strengthen the church and extend the kingdom.
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2. Theology and Philosophy

3. The Method of Theology

4. Theology and Critical Study of the Bible

5. Contemporizing the Christian Message

6. Theology and Its Language

7. Postmodernity and Theology



1 What Is Theology? 

Chapter Objectives 

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the following:

1. To develop an understanding of the concept of religion in history.

2. To compose a brief definition of theology that focuses particularly on the understanding of the discipline.

3. To distinguish among biblical, historical, philosophical, and systematic theology.

4. To demonstrate the need for systematic theology in contemporary society.

5. To relate Christian theology to Christian living and Christian ministry in today’s world.

Chapter Summary 

Theology in a Christian context is a discipline of study that seeks to understand the God revealed in the Bible and to provide a Christian understanding of reality. It seeks to understand God’s creation, particularly human beings and their condition, and God’s redemptive work in relation to humankind. Biblical, historical, and philosophical theology provide insights and understandings that help lead toward a coherent whole. Theology has practical value in providing guidance for the Christian life and ministry.

Study Questions 

• In his philosophical works, to what extent did Immanuel Kant restrict religion?

• State and explain five facets of the definition of theology.

• Define systematic theology and explain how it relates to the three other disciplines of theology: biblical, historical, and philosophical.

• What is natural theology, and which theologian developed a more empirical approach to it?

• Defend the statement, “Theology should continue to reign as Queen of the Sciences.”

The Nature of Religion 

The Definition of Theology 

Locating (Systematic) Theology on the Theological Map 

Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology 

Systematic Theology and Historical Theology 

Systematic Theology and Philosophical Theology 

The Need for Theology 

The Starting Point of Theology 

Theology as Science 

Why the Bible?

The Nature of Religion 

Humans are wondrous and complex beings. They are capable of executing intricate physical feats, of performing abstract intellectual calculations, of producing incredibly beautiful sights and sounds. Beyond this, human beings are incurably religious. For wherever we find humanity—in widely different cultures geographically dispersed and at all points from the dimmest moments of recorded history to the present—we also find religion.

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

Certain common features appear in many descriptions of religion. There is belief in something higher than individual human persons. This may be a personal god, a whole collection of supernatural beings, a force within nature, a set of values, or the human race as a whole (humanity). Typically there is a distinction between sacred and secular (or profane). This distinction may be extended to persons, objects, places, or practices. The degree of force with which it is held varies among religions and among the adherents of a given religion.1

Religion also ordinarily involves a world-and-life view, that is, a perspective on or general picture of reality as a whole and a conception of how individuals are to relate to the world in light of this perspective. A set of practices, of either ritual or ethical behavior or both, attaches to a religion. Certain attitudes or feelings, such as awe, guilt, and a sense of mystery, are found in religion. There is some sort of relationship or response to the higher object, such as commitment, worship, or prayer.2 Finally, there are often, but not always, certain social dimensions. Groups are frequently formed on the basis of a common religious stance or commitment.3

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

It was natural that doctrinal teachings should have been seen as primary during the period from the beginning of the Middle Ages through the eighteenth century. Since philosophy was a strong, well-established discipline, the character of religion as a worldview would naturally be emphasized. And since the behavioral sciences were still in their infancies, relatively little was said about religion as a social institution or about the psychological phenomena of religion.

With the start of the nineteenth century, however, the understanding of the locus of religion shifted. Friedrich Schleiermacher in his On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, rejected the idea of either dogma or ethics as the locus of religion. Rather, Schleiermacher said, religion is a matter of feeling, either of feeling in general or of the feeling of absolute dependence.4 This view has been developed by the phenomenological analysis of thinkers such as Rudolf Otto, who spoke of the numinous, the awareness of the holy.5 This has been continued in much of twentieth-century religious thought, with its reaction against logical categories and “rationalism.” Popular contemporary Christian worship shows a strong emphasis on feeling.

Schleiermacher’s formulation was in large part a reaction to the work of Immanuel Kant. Although Kant was a philosopher rather than a theologian, his three famous critiques—The Critique of Pure Reason (1781), The Critique of Practical Reason (1788), and The Critique of Judgment (1790)—had an immense impact on the philosophy of religion.6 In the first of these, he refuted the idea that it is possible to have theoretical knowledge of objects that transcend sense experience. This of course disposed of the possibility of any real knowledge of or cognitive basis for religion as traditionally understood.7 Rather, Kant determined that religion is an object of the practical reason. He deemed that God, norms, and immortal life are necessary as postulates without which morality cannot function.8 Thus religion became a matter of ethics. This view of religion was applied to Christian theology by Albrecht Ritschl, who said that religion is a matter of moral judgments.9

How, then, shall we regard religion? Religion is actually all of these—belief or doctrine, feeling or attitudes, and a way of life or manner of behaving. Christianity fits all these criteria of religion. It is a way of life, a kind of behavior, a style of living. And it is this not in the sense merely of isolated individual experience, but of giving birth to social groups. Christianity also involves certain feelings, such as dependence, love, and fulfillment. And Christianity most certainly involves a set of teachings, a way of viewing reality and oneself, and a perspective from which all of experience makes sense.

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

In the same fashion, a Christian need not wear sandals, have a beard, or live in Palestine. But those who claim to be Christians will believe what Jesus taught and practice what he commanded, such as, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” For accepting Jesus as Lord means making him the authority by which we conduct our lives. What, then, is involved in being a Christian? James Orr put it well: “He who with his whole heart believes in Jesus as the Son of God is thereby committed to much else besides. He is committed to a view of God, to a view of man, to a view of sin, to a view of Redemption, to a view of the purpose of God in creation and history, to a view of human destiny found only in Christianity.”10

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

The actual living-out and personal practice of religion, including the holding of doctrinal beliefs, occur on the level of primary experience. There is also a level of reflection on what is occurring on the primary level. The discipline that concerns itself with describing, analyzing, criticizing, and organizing the doctrines is theology. Thus theology is a second-level activity as contrasted with religion. It is to religion what psychology is to human emotions, what aesthetics is to works of art, what political science is to political behavior.

Some other conceptions of theology need to be noted. They stem from the basic view of religion and of doctrine. To Gustavo Gutierrez and liberation theologians, religion is clearly pragmatic, concerned with alleviating the injustices within the human race. Thus the role of doctrine is to speak to those inequities. Theology, then, becomes critical reflection on praxis.11

The view being set forth here also differs from those who take primarily a subjective view of religion. According to some, such as John Hick, the essence of religion is an experience of the one great reality, which he terms the “Eternal One.”12 This places him squarely in the Schleiermachean tradition regarding the nature of religion. Doctrines, then, whether of different religions or of varying denominations within a given religion, are the differing interpretations various groups of people place on this generic experience as they interpret it through the grid of their own culture.13

Finally, our approach also differs from the approach of George Lindbeck and postliberals. Rejecting both the idea that religion consists primarily of its doctrinal teachings in propositional form and that it is primarily an expression of emotional experience, he proposes the culturallinguistic view. This is the idea that religion is a set of categories or teachings that each culture constructs to interpret life and on the basis of which its members function. It does not grow out of experience so much as it shapes it. It is a story, told by its adherents, on the basis of which they make sense of life.14 Doctrine, on this view, is a second-level activity that serves a regulative function. Rather than giving us ontological knowledge about God, its doctrines are rules governing the community, much the same way grammar is related to a language.15

Our contention is that doctrines do indeed consist of genuine knowledge about God, and that religion involves the whole person: intellect, emotions, and will. This view of doctrine and theology has two major advantages not possessed by any of the other views. It enables us to account for the full richness and complexity of human religions. Further, it fits more closely the actual understanding of religion and of doctrine that the early church and the authors of Scripture worked with. And, to the extent that a Christian community today regards the Bible as valid, binding, and its primary authority, this view also fits the average Christian’s understanding and practice of the Christian life. The other dimensions of Christian experience, such as the ethical application of Christian teachings and the whole-hearted praise of God involved in worship, are intimately tied to our doctrinal understanding. But they are complementary, not alternatives to it.

The Definition of Theology 

A good preliminary or basic definition of theology is “the study or science of God.” The God of Christianity is an active being, however, and so this initial definition must be expanded to include God’s works and his relationship with them. Thus theology will also seek to understand God’s creation, particularly human beings and their condition, and God’s redemptive working in relation to humankind.

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

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

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

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

4. Theology must also be contemporary. While it treats timeless issues, it must use language, concepts, and thought forms that make some sense in the context of the present time. There is danger here. Some theologies, in attempting to deal with modern issues, have restated the biblical materials in a way that has distorted them. Thus we hear of the very real “peril of modernizing Jesus.”16 In attempting to avoid making Jesus just another twentieth-century liberal, however, the message is sometimes stated in such a fashion as to require the twentieth-century person to become a first-century person in order to understand it. As a result one finds oneself able to deal only with problems that no longer exist. Thus, the opposite peril, “the peril of archaizing ourselves,”17 must similarly be avoided.

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

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

Locating (Systematic) Theology on the Theological Map 

Theology is a widely used term. It is therefore necessary to identify more closely the sense in which we are using it here. In the broadest sense the word encompasses all subjects treated in a theological or divinity school. In this sense, it includes such diverse subjects as Old Testament, New Testament, church history, missions, systematic theology, philosophy of religion, preaching, Christian education, pastoral ministry and leadership, and counseling. A narrower sense of the word refers to those endeavors that treat the specifically doctrinal character of the Christian faith. Here are found such disciplines as biblical theology, historical theology, systematic theology, and philosophical theology. This is theology as contrasted with the history of the church as an institution, the interpretation of the biblical text, or the theory and practice of ministry. Within this collection of theological subjects (biblical theology, historical theology, etc.), we may isolate systematic theology in particular. It is in this sense that the word theology will hereafter be used in this work (unless there is specific indication to the contrary). Finally, within systematic theology, there are various doctrines, such as bibliology, anthropology, Christology, and theology proper (or the doctrine of God). To avoid confusion, when the last-mentioned doctrine is in view the expression “doctrine of God” will be used. Figure 1 may be helpful in visualizing these relationships.

Figure 1 
Senses of “Theology”
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Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology 

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

We need to distinguish three senses of the expression “biblical theology.” Biblical theology may be thought of as the movement by that name which arose in the 1940s, flourished in the 1950s, and declined in the 1960s.18 This movement had many affinities with neoorthodox theology. Many of its basic concepts were severely criticized, particularly by James Barr in The Semantics of Biblical Language.19 The decline of the biblical-theology movement has been documented by Brevard Childs in his Biblical Theology in Crisis.20 It now appears that, despite its name, the movement was not always especially biblical. In fact, it was at times quite unbiblical.21

A second meaning of biblical theology is the theological content of the Old and New Testaments, or the theology found within the biblical books. There are two approaches to biblical theology thus defined. One is the purely descriptive approach advocated by Krister Stendahl.22 This is simply a presentation of the theological teachings of Paul, John, and the other New Testament writers. To the extent that it systematically describes the religious beliefs of the first century, it could be considered a systematic theology of the New Testament. (Those who see greater diversity would speak of “theologies of the New Testament.”). This is basically what Johann Philipp Gabler called biblical theology in the broader sense or “true” biblical theology. Gabler also spoke of another approach, namely, “pure” biblical theology, which is the isolation and presentation of the unchanging biblical teachings that are valid for all times. In this approach these teachings are purified of the contingent concepts in which they were expressed in the Bible.23 We might today call this the distinction between descriptive biblical theology and normative biblical theology. Note, however, that neither of these approaches is dogmatics or systematic theology, since no attempt is made to contemporize or to state these unchanging concepts in a form suitable for our day’s understanding. Brevard Childs has suggested that this is the direction in which biblical theology needs to move in the future.24 It is this second meaning of biblical theology, in either the “true” or the “pure” sense, that will ordinarily be in view when the term “biblical theology” appears in this volume.

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

Systematic Theology and Historical Theology 

If New Testament theology is the systematic theology of the first century, then historical theology studies the systematic theologies held and taught by various theologians throughout the history of the church. There are two major ways to organize historical theology. It may be approached through studying the theology of a given time or a given theologian or school of theology with respect to several key areas of doctrine. Thus, the theology of each successive century or major period of time would be examined sequentially.25 This might be termed the synchronic approach. The other approach is to trace the history of thought regarding a given doctrine (or a series of them) down through the periods of the church’s life.26 This could be called a diachronic approach. For instance, the history of the doctrine of the atonement from biblical times to the present might be examined. Then the doctrine of the church might similarly be surveyed. This latter method of organizing the study of historical theology is often referred to as the history of doctrines, whereas the former approach is generally termed the history of Christian thought.

The systematic theologian finds significant values in the study of historical theology. First, it makes us more self-conscious and selfcritical, more aware of our own presuppositions. We all bring to the study of the Bible (or of any other material) a particular perspective, which is very much affected by the historical and cultural situation in which we are rooted. Without being aware of it, we screen all that we consider through the filter of our own understanding (or “preunderstanding”). An interpretation already enters at the level of perception. The question is, How can we control and channel this preunderstanding to prevent it from distorting the material being worked with? If we are aware of our own presuppositions, we can make a conscious compensation for these biases. But how do we recognize that our preunderstanding is our way of perceiving the truth, and not the way things are? One way to do this is to study the varying interpretations held and statements made at different times in the church’s life. This shows us that there are alternative ways of viewing the matter. It also makes us sensitive to the manner in which culture affects one’s thinking. It is possible to study the christological formulations of the fourth and fifth centuries and recognize the influence that Greek metaphysics had on the way in which the categories were developed. One may do so, however without realizing that one’s own interpretation of the biblical materials about the person of Christ (and one’s own interpretation of fourth-century Christology) is similarly affected by the intellectual milieu of the present. Failure to realize this must surely be a case of intellectual presbyopia.27 Observing how culture influenced theological thinking in the past should call our attention to what is happening to us.

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

A third value of historical theology is that it may provide a means of evaluating a particular idea. It is often difficult to see the implications that a given concept involves. Yet frequently the ideas that seem so novel today have actually had precursors at earlier periods in the life of the church. In attempting to evaluate the implications of the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ view of the person of Christ, one might examine the view taught by Arius in the fourth century and see where it actually led in that case. History is theology’s laboratory, in which it can assess the ideas that it espouses or considers espousing.28 Those who do not learn from the past are, as George Santayana said, condemned to repeat it. If we closely examine some of our “new” ideas in the light of the history of the church, we will find that they are actually new forms of old conceptions. One need not be committed to a cyclical view of history29 to hold with the author of Ecclesiastes that there is nothing new under the sun (Eccles. 1:9).

Systematic Theology and Philosophical Theology 

Systematic theology also utilizes philosophical theology.30 There are three contributions different theologians believe philosophy or philosophy of religion may make to theology: philosophy may (1) supply content for theology; (2) defend theology or establish its truth; (3) scrutinize its concepts and arguments. In the twentieth century, Karl Barth reacted vigorously against the first of these three views, and to a considerable extent against the second. His reaction was aimed at a type of theology that had become virtually a philosophy of religion or natural theology. At the same time, the influential school of analytical philosophy restricted its work to the third type of activity. It is here that there lies a major value of philosophy for the theologian: the scrutiny of the meaning of terms and ideas employed in the theological task, the criticizing of its arguments, and the sharpening of the message for clarity. In the judgment of this writer, philosophy, within somewhat restricted scope, also performs the second function, weighing the truth-claims advanced by theology and giving part of the basis for accepting the message. Thus philosophy may serve to justify in part the endeavor in which theology is engaged.31 While philosophy, along with other disciplines of knowledge, may also contribute something from general revelation to the understanding of theological conceptions, this contribution is minor compared to the special revelation we have in the Bible.

The Need for Theology 

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

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

Belief in the deity of Jesus Christ also seems essential to the relationship. After Jesus had asked his disciples what people thought of him, he also asked, “Who do you say I am?” Peter’s response, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,” met with Jesus’ resounding approval (Matt. 16:13–19). It is not sufficient to have a warm, positive, affirming feeling toward Jesus. One must have correct understanding and belief. Similarly, Jesus’ humanity is important. First John was written to combat the teachings of some who said that Jesus had not really become human. These “docetists” maintained that Jesus’ humanity was merely an appearance. John pointed out the importance of belief in the humanity of Jesus when he wrote: “This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God” (1 John 4:2–3). Finally, in Romans 10:9–10, Paul ties belief in Christ’s resurrection (both a historical event and a doctrine) directly into the salvation experience: “If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.” These are but a few examples of the importance of correct belief. Theology, which concerns itself with defining and establishing correct belief, is consequently important.

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

3. Theology is needful because of the large number of alternatives and challenges abroad at the present time. Secular alternatives abound, including the humanism that makes the human being the highest object of value, and the scientific method that seeks truth without recourse to revelation from a divine being. Other religions now compete with Christianity, even in once supposedly secure Western civilization. Not merely automobiles, electronic devices, and cameras are exported to the United States from the East. Eastern religion is now also challenging the once virtually exclusive domain of Christianity. Islam is growing rapidly in the United States, especially among African American males.32 Numerous quasi-religions also make their appeal. Countless psychological self-help systems are advocated. Cults are not restricted to the big-name varieties (e.g., Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormonism). Numerous groups, some of which practice virtual brainwashing and mind control, now attract individuals who desire an alternative to conventional Christianity. Finally, many varieties of teaching, some mutually contradictory, exist within Christianity.

The solution to the confusion is not merely to determine which are false views and attempt to refute them. Bank employees learn to detect counterfeit money not by studying false bills, but by examining numerous samples of genuine money. They look at it, feel it, scrutinize it in every way. Then, when finally given bogus bills, they immediately recognize the difference. Similarly, correctly understanding the doctrinal teachings of Christianity is the solution to the confusion created by the myriad of claimants to belief.

The Starting Point of Theology 

The theologian attempting to develop a systematic treatment of Christian theology early encounters a dilemma regarding the question of starting point. Should theology begin with the idea of God, or with the nature and means of our knowledge of him? In terms of our task here, should the doctrine of God be treated first, or the doctrine of Scripture? If, on the one hand, one begins with God, the question arises, How can anything meaningful be said about him without our having examined the nature of the revelation about him? On the other hand, beginning with the Bible or some other source of revelation seems to assume the existence of God, undermining its right to be considered a revelation at all. The dilemma theology faces here is similar to philosophy’s problem of the priority of metaphysics or epistemology. On the one hand, an object cannot be investigated without a decision about the method of knowing. On the other hand, however, the method of knowing will depend, to a large extent, on the nature of the object to be known.

The former alternative, beginning with a discussion of God before considering the nature of Scripture, has been followed by a number of traditional theologies. While some simply begin using Scripture to study God without formulating a doctrine of Scripture, the problem with this is quite evident. A more common approach is to seek to establish the existence of God on some extrabiblical basis. A classic example is Augustus Hopkins Strong’s systematic theology.33 He begins his theology with the existence of God, but does not offer a proof of it. Rather, he maintains that the idea of God is a first truth, a rational intuition. It is not a piece of knowledge written on the soul, but an assumption that is so basic that all other knowledge depends on it. It comes to consciousness as a result of sense experience, but is not derived from that sense experience. It is held by everyone, is impossible to deny, and cannot be resolved into or proved by any other ideas. Another form of this approach utilizes a more empirical type of natural theology. Thomas Aquinas maintained that the existence of God could be proved by pure reason, without relying on any external authority. On the basis of his observations he formulated five proofs (or a fivefold proof) for the existence of God (e.g., the proof from movement or change, the proof from order in the universe). These proofs were formulated independently of and prior to drawing on the biblical revelation.34

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

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

2. God has specially revealed himself in the Bible.

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

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

The other problem concerns the identity of this god whose existence has been established. It is assumed that this is the same God revealed in Scripture. But is this so? Many other religions claim that the god whose existence is thus established is the god revealed in their sacred writings. Who is right? Is the god of Thomas’s fivefold proof the same as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? The latter seems to have numerous qualities and characteristics that the former does not necessarily possess. Is not a further proof necessary, namely, that the god whose existence has been established and the God of the Bible are the same being? And, for that matter, is the god whose existence is proven by various arguments really just one being? Perhaps Thomas did not propound a fivefold proof for the existence of one god, but rather single proofs for the existence of five different gods—a creator, designer, mover, and so on. So while the usual procedure is to establish the existence of God, and then present proofs for the supernatural character and origin of the Bible, it appears that a logical gap exists.

The alternative approach is to begin with the special revelation, the Bible. Those who take this approach are often skeptical about the possibility of any knowledge of God outside the Bible or the Christ-event; without special revelation humans have no knowledge that God exists or what he is like. Thus, Karl Barth rejected any type of natural theology. He begins his Church Dogmatics, following an introduction, with the doctrine of the Word of God, not the doctrine of God. His concern is with what the Word of God is, and then with what God is known to be in the light of this revelation. He does not begin with what God is and then move to what revelation must be in the light of his nature.35 One recent example of this approach is found in Dale Moody’s Word of Truth. The introduction consists largely of a historical survey of theology. The substantive portion of the book begins with revelation. After stating the nature of revelation, Moody goes on to examine what God has revealed himself to be like.36

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

A further problem for this approach is, How can Scripture be regarded as a revelation at all? If we have not already established God, have we any grounds for treating the Bible as more than simply religious literature? Unless we somehow prove that the Bible must have had a supernatural origin, it may simply be a report of the religious opinions of a variety of authors. It is possible to develop a science of fictional worlds or persons. One can develop a detailed study of Wonderland, based on Lewis Carroll’s writings. Are there such places and persons, however? One could also presumably develop an extensive study of unicorns, based on the literature that refers to them. The question, however, is whether there are any such beings. The same issue attaches to a theology which, without first establishing God’s existence, begins with what the Bible has to say about him and the other topics of theology. These topics may have no objective status, no reality independent of the literature (the Bible) in which they are discussed. Our systematic theology would then be no better than a systematic unicornology.

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

On this basis, both God and his self-revelation are presupposed together or perhaps we might think of the self-revealing God as a single presupposition. This approach has been followed by a number of conservatives who desire to hold to a propositional or informational revelation of God without first constructing a natural-theology proof for his existence. Thus the starting point would be something of this type: “There exists one Triune God, loving, all-powerful, holy, all-knowing, who has revealed himself in nature, history, and human personality, and in those acts and words which are now preserved in the canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.”37 From this basic postulate we may proceed to elaborate an entire theological system by unfolding the contents of the Scriptures. And this system in turn will function as a worldview which, like all others, can be tested for truth. While no specific part is proved antecedently to the rest, the system as a whole can be verified or validated.

Theology as Science 

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

Until the thirteenth century, the term science was not applied to theology. Augustine preferred the term sapientia (wisdom) to scientia (knowledge). Sciences dealt with temporal things; wisdom related to eternal matters, specifically to God as the highest good. Science and knowledge could lead to wisdom. For this to happen, however, the truths acquired by the specific sciences would have to be ordered in relation to the highest good. Thus wisdom, including philosophy and theology, can serve as an organizing principle for knowledge.38

Thomas Aquinas thought of theology as the queen of the sciences. He maintained that it is a derived science, because it proceeds from the principles revealed by God.39 It is nobler than other sciences. Science is partly speculative and partly practical. Theology surpasses other speculative sciences by its greater certitude, being based on the light of divine knowledge, which cannot be misled, while other sciences derive from the natural light of human reason, which can err. Its subject matter—those things that transcend human reason—is superior to that of other speculative sciences, which deal with things within human grasp. It is also superior to the practical sciences, since it is ordained to eternal bliss, which is the ultimate end to which science can be directed.40

As what we call natural science began to come into its own, the conception of science was gradually limited; a discipline had to meet morerigid criteria in order to be designated as a science. In particular, science now is restricted to the objects of sense experience, which must be verified by the “scientific method,” which employs observation and experimentation, following strict procedures of inductive logic. On this basis, theology is rather obviously not a science, since it deals with supersensible objects.41 So, for that matter, are many of the other intellectual disciplines. Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of personality is unscientific, since no one can see or measure or test such entities as the id, the ego, and the superego. In an attempt to be regarded as scientific, disciplines dealing with humanity have tended to become behavioristic, basing their method, objects, and conclusions on what is observable, measurable, and testable, rather than on what can be known introspectively. All intellectual disciplines are expected to conform to this standard.

Theology is then in a dilemma. Either it must so redefine itself as to fulfill the criteria of science, or it must claim a uniqueness not answering to science’s norms, and thus surrender the claim to being a science, and also virtually surrender the claim to being knowledge in the sense of involving true propositions about objective realities (i.e., realities existing independently of the knower).

Karl Barth has argued vigorously for the autonomy of theology. He notes Heinrich Scholz’s six criteria that theology must meet if it is to be accepted as Wissenschaft:42 (1) theology must be free from internal contradiction; (2) there must be a unity or coherence in its propositions; (3) its statements must be susceptible to testing; (4) it must make no assertion that is physically and biologically impossible; (5) it must be free from prejudice; (6) its propositions should be capable of being broken up into axioms and theorems and susceptible of proof on that basis. Barth accepts the first only partially, and rejects the others. “Not an iota can be yielded here without betraying theology,” he writes. It nonetheless is to be called a “science,” because like all other sciences (1) it is a human effort after a definite object of knowledge; (2) it follows a definite, self-consistent path to knowledge; and (3) it is accountable to itself and to everyone capable of effort after this object and hence of following this path.43

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

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

Third, to some extent, theology occupies common ground with other sciences. (1) Theology is subject to certain basic principles or axioms. In particular, it is answerable to the same canons of logic as are other disciplines. (2) It involves communicability. What one theologian refers to can be understood, observed, and investigated by others as well. (3) Theology employs, to some extent at least, methods employed by other specific disciplines. It shows a particular affinity for the methodology of history, since it makes claims regarding historical occurrences, and for the methodology of philosophy, since it advances metaphysical claims. (4) It shares some subject matter with other disciplines. Thus it is possible that some of its propositions may be confirmed or refuted by natural science, behavioral science, or history.

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

Why the Bible?

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

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

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

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

This is true in other areas as well. While there may be some reinterpretation and reapplication of the concepts of the founder of a school of thought, there are limits beyond which changes cannot be made without forfeiting the right to bear his name. Thus, Thomists are those who hold substantially to the teachings of Thomas Aquinas. When too much adaptation is done, the view has to be called Neo-Thomism. Usually these “neo” movements fall within the broad stream and spirit of the founder but have made significant modifications. At some point the differences may become so great that a movement cannot even be considered a “neo” version of the original. Note the arguments that went on among Marxists as to who were the true Marxists and who were the “revisionists.” Following the Reformation there were divisions within Lutheranism between the genuine Lutherans and the Philippists, the followers of Philipp Melanchthon.

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

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

Chapter Objectives 

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the following:

1. To explain the relationship of theology and philosophy throughout history.

2. To demonstrate the influence of selected philosophies on theology through the twentieth century.

3. To integrate theology with philosophy in an appropriate manner that does not damage the Christian faith.

Chapter Summary 

Several views of the relationship between philosophy and theology have been articulated throughout the church’s history. Five twentieth-century philosophies have especially affected contemporary theology: pragmatism, existentialism, analytical philosophy, process philosophy, and deconstruction. If philosophy is used appropriately, it can provide resources that will enable the establishment of a clear and accurate foundation for theology.

Study Questions 

• What is Tertullian’s point in asking, “What is there in common between Athens and Jerusalem?” Do you agree or disagree with him? Defend your answer.

• What two Greek authors greatly influenced the writings of the early church fathers? Briefly explain how.

• What is absolute truth, and how does it relate to the philosophy of pragmatism?

• What are the four basic tenets of existentialism and what do they mean?

• Explain briefly how philosophy should be “used” by theology.

Types of Relationships Between Theology and Philosophy 

Some Twentieth-Century Philosophies 

Pragmatism 

Existentialism 

Analytical Philosophy 

Process Philosophy 

Deconstruction 

Theology’s Use of Philosophy 

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

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

Types of Relationships Between Theology and Philosophy 

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

What is there in common between Athens and Jerusalem? 
What between the Academy and the Church? 
What between heretics and Christians?1

This approach regards philosophy as having nothing to contribute to Christian theology. In fact, the two have such different goals that the Christian is well advised to avoid contact and dialogue with philosophy completely. Belief does not arise because of support from philosophy or other sources, but virtually in spite of the contribution of these disciplines. This view also appeared in the Middle Ages in the thought of the Averroists, who taught virtually a double-truth concept: that the truth of theology and that of philosophy are two totally different and separate matters.2 Martin Luther, reacting against the scholastic Catholic philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, tended to reject philosophy. In his Table-Talk Luther says, “Let philosophy remain within her bounds, as God has appointed, and let us make use of her as a character in a comedy.”3

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

3. Theology is sometimes established by philosophy. As Christian theology began to encounter both paganism and non-Christian religions, it became necessary to find some neutral basis on which to establish the truth of the authoritative message. Aquinas found such a basis in Aristotle’s arguments for the existence of God.7 In this case philosophy was able to supply theology with credibility. In addition, Aristotle’s substance–accident metaphysic became the basis for formulating certain key doctrines, such as the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.

4. Theology may also be judged by philosophy. From the position that theology can be proved by philosophy came the logical development that theology must be proved by philosophy in order to be accepted. Deism resolved to accept only those tenets of religion which could be tested and demonstrated by reason.8

5. In some cases philosophy even supplies content to theology. Georg Hegel, for example, interpreted Christianity in terms of his own idealistic philosophy. The result was a thoroughly rationalized version of Christianity. He saw the truths of Christianity as merely examples of a universal truth, a dialectical pattern that history follows. Take the Trinity, for example. As pure abstract thought, God is the Father; as going forth eternally into finite being, he is the Son; as returning home again enriched by this being, he is the Holy Spirit. Because the doctrines of Christianity fit the triadic pattern of all history (thesis, antithesis, synthesis), their truth is established and guaranteed, but as universal truths, not particular facts. Thus the understanding of Christianity was modified as its content was accommodated to a philosophy believed to be true.9

Some Twentieth-Century Philosophies 

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

Pragmatism 

Pragmatism is perhaps the one distinctively American philosophy. It was the most influential philosophy in the United States in the first quarter of the twentieth century.10 Through John Dewey’s influence on educational philosophy it exercised much more power than would be recognized from an analysis of its formal constituency. This influence still lives on, as a mood of much American life, long after its popularity as a distinct movement has declined.

Although the adherents of pragmatism maintain that it had antecedents in the thought of such persons as John Stuart Mill,11 it appears that its actual beginning was in a “Metaphysical Club” founded by Charles Sanders Peirce and William James in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the 1870s. While the ideas were a group product, the first galvanizing event was a paper by Peirce on “How to Make Our Ideas Clear.”12 It was James, however, who popularized the method of pragmatism, making some significant changes in the form proposed by Peirce.

The common factor in the several varieties of pragmatism is its view of truth. Traditional philosophy was concerned with a quest for absolute reality as such. Science was seen as pursuing the same goal, but utilizing a different method.13 Pragmatism emphasized that there is no absolute truth; rather, the meaning of an idea lies solely in its practical results. Peirce concentrated on the repeatable experiments of the community of scientists. James, on the other hand, stressed the particular beliefs of the individual as a human being rather than as an intellectual investigator.14

The goal, then, is not metaphysical truth, statements about the nature of ultimate reality. Rather, the meaning (for Peirce) or the truth (for James) of a proposition is its experienceable consequences. Peirce observed, for example, that there really is no difference between the Roman Catholic and Protestant views of transubstantiation. For while the adherents of the two views maintain that they are describing different metaphysical conceptions, they actually agree as to all the sensible effects.15 By the same measure, James did not believe there is any real difference between assigning the origin of the world to purely material forces and assigning it to creation by God, since this question deals only with the past.16 The world is what it is, regardless of how it was made. Although the naturalistic cosmologist and the theistic creationist maintain that their ideas are different, in practical terms there really is no significant distinction.

In the thought of John Dewey, pragmatism took yet another turn. Dewey’s instrumentalism stressed that logic and truth are to be understood in terms of the capacity to solve problems and of their impact on the values and moral development of human beings. Religion, in his view, has the instrumental value of bringing persons together in a unity of communication, of shared life and shared experience.17 Religion that does not contribute to this unity, for instance, institutional and creedal religion, is to be rejected. It is, in the pragmatist sense, not true religion, for it does not help humans, individually or collectively, to develop true values. With respect to “true” religion James once said, “On pragmatic principles, if the hypothesis of God works satisfactorily in the widest sense of the word, it is ‘true.’”18

It is difficult to assess the truth and validity of pragmatism, for the writings of Peirce, James, Dewey, and others contain a wide variety of viewpoints. Further, the present forms of pragmatism are much more diffuse. The neo-pragmatism of Richard Rorty maintains that words refer only to other words, not to anything extralinguistic, and that statements find their justification, not in an objective truth, but in “solidarity” with a community that defines truth.19 On a popular level, pragmatism appears even within Christian circles in the form of an impatience with issues and ideas that do not show immediate applicability. The value of the movement has been in calling attention to the important link between ideas and actions. Certain cautions or limitations need to be observed, however:

1. What does it mean to say that something “works”? Does this not require some standards by which to measure our ideas and actions? To say, as James did, that “the true is only the expedient in our way of thinking just as the right is only the expedient in the way of our behaving,”20 does not really solve the question. Expedient for whom? And for what? If Hitler had won World War II, would his treatment of the Jews have been right? It might have been expedient for him, but certainly not for the Jews.

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

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

Existentialism 

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

If one were to attempt to summarize existentialism in one sentence, it would be that existentialism is a philosophy that emphasizes the priority of existence over essence.21 That is to say, the question “Is it?” (“Does it exist?”) is more important than “What is it?” But this brief and obscure formula is not very helpful. It is necessary, therefore, to examine several basic tenets or themes of this philosophy: (1) irrationalism, (2) individuality, (3) freedom, and (4) subjectivity.

1. There are many aspects or dimensions to the tenet of irrationalism. Basically it is the contention that reality cannot be captured within, or reduced to, intellectual concepts. It goes beyond them, or breaks out of them. Further it is not possible to put ideas into a logical system.22 All such attempts end in distortion of the elements. When reality is looked at intellectually, apparent paradoxes and contradictions emerge. Humans can detect no discernible pattern of meaning. The meaning of reality must be created by one’s own free choice.23

2. The individual is of paramount importance. In part, this means the uniqueness of individual persons. It is not possible to capture an individual by classifying him or her within a general category or series of categories. I am not simply a member of the class of persons who are white, male, American, blue-eyed, and so forth. Even if someone were to add up all of these characteristics, including the answers given to each question of the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, you still would not have me. One would have, at most, a police description of me. Corresponding to emphasis on the individual there is also within existentialism an emphasis on particular events or facts. Any effort to develop from these events or facts some sort of general truths will inevitably give only an abstraction that is not reality or life, but only a poor shell of it.24

3. Another basic axiom of existentialism is human freedom. I am free. Nothing can hinder my ability to choose, to decide my destiny, to create my world, as it were.25 Sartre’s atheism is based largely on this point of freedom. If a sovereign God existed, he would encroach on my freedom. Therefore, he does not exist. He cannot.

A correlate of freedom is responsibility. I must not surrender my freedom and individuality by simply accepting what the crowd thinks, says, and does. To do so would be “inauthenticity.”26 Rather, one must be one’s own person, have one’s own ideas, “do one’s own thing,” in the popular terminology. Another form of inauthenticity is to deny one’s freedom by seeking to explain one’s actions on the basis of some sort of determinism. Each form of inauthenticity amounts to an unwillingness to accept responsibility for one’s own behavior. One has freedom, but must admit it, claim it, and exercise it.27

4. The final tenet of existentialism is subjectivity. Generally speaking, existentialism classifies truth into two types. Objective truth is involved when an idea correctly reflects or corresponds to the object signified. It applies in scientific-type endeavors. Subjective truth, on the other hand, is not a matter of correspondence with the object known, but rather of the effect of that object and idea on the knowing subject. Where the object evokes great inward passion or subjectivity, there is truth.28 This is the really important type of truth; it involves knowing persons rather than things.

Of all philosophies existentialism has probably been the one most widely utilized and even adopted by theologians in the twentieth century, particularly from about 1920 to 1950 or 1960. The major influence of Søren Kierkegaard was not on his day but on those who lived two and three generations after his time. Karl Barth, for example, recognized the presence of Kierkegaardian thought in his first attempt at writing a dogmatics,29 and even though he attempted to purge it from his later writing there is some question whether he ever fully succeeded. And the indebtedness of Emil Brunner and Reinhold Niebuhr to Kierkegaard is clear, as is the existentialist basis of the thought of Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann.

There have been various effects of this existentializing of theology. First is the subjectivizing of truth. Truth is truth when it becomes truth for me. It is not to be thought of as an objective set of propositions; it must be assimilated by someone if it is to be regarded as truth.30 Second is the separation of religious truth from more objective types of truth in general. Unlike these other types of truth revelation does not come through general culture.31 A third result of the existentializing of theology is a nonsubstantive or nonessentialist view of religious reality. Truth, sin, and salvation are not fixed substances, “blocks of reality,” or permanent states. They are dynamic occurrences.32

There are motifs in existentialism that parallel biblical Christianity and hence have reemphasized themes sometimes neglected. These include the nature of Christian faith and truth as matters of passionate subjective concern and involvement, freedom and the necessity of choice, the importance and uniqueness of individual persons, and, paradoxically, the absurdity and despair to which one is led when viewing life as having no discernible rational pattern.

There are also various points of inadequacy within existentialism:

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

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

3. Existentialism has difficulty supporting its values and ethical judgments. If meaning is created by one’s own choice, are not the good and the right whatever one makes them to be by one’s own choice? On existentialist grounds, helping an old lady across the road or beating her over the head and snatching her handbag might be equally right. Consider also Sartre’s inconsistency when he signed the Algerian Manifesto. He was taking a moral stand that he was urging on others as if this was somehow objectively right, yet on his own existentialist terms there seems little basis for such an action.33

Analytical Philosophy 

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

In the twentieth century this task was taken on in a serious and systematic fashion. Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore in particular were early practitioners of analysis in the modern sense.34 Philosophers in the past had attempted to make pronouncements on a variety of subjects: what is right, what is true, what is beautiful. In modern times, however, philosophers have adopted much more modest goals. In part this is because a number of these areas are now the domain of certain special sciences. Now philosophers focus instead on the meaning of language. The clarification and illumination of the goals of language and of the means by which it achieves those goals comprise the task of philosophy. Instead of having a special subject matter, philosophy is concerned with the subject matter of all the various disciplines, but in a special way. It deals with the language of ethics, science, and religion, examining how it functions and how it signifies. Typical questions with which philosophy is to be concerned are, “What do you mean by that?” and “What kind of statement is that?”35

This means that philosophy has come to be conceived of as an activity rather than a theory or a body of knowledge. Ludwig Wittgenstein put it this way: “The result of philosophy is not a number of ‘philosophical propositions,’ but to make propositions clear.”36

There have been two major stages of analytical philosophy in the twentieth century. The first was a militant stage in which the philosophers were aggressive and even dogmatic. This stage was associated particularly with the label “logical positivism,” a movement that set up rather rigid standards of meaningfulness. According to this view, there are only two types of meaningful language: (1) mathematico-logical truths, in which the predicate is contained within the subject, such as “the sum of the angles of a triangle is 180 degrees,” and (2) empirical truths, such as “the book is on the table.” Empirical truths are propositions that are verified by sense data. These are the only meaningful types of language. All other propositions, that is, propositions which are neither mathematical-type truths nor empirical or scientific-type statements verified by sense data, are literally “non-sense” or meaningless. They are actually pseudopropositions. They fall into the category of expressive language; like the arts, they express the emotions of the speaker or writer. The force of a statement like “the universe is actually mental rather than material” is more like “Ouch!” or “ Hurray!” than it is like “the book is on the table.” The language of metaphysics, ethics, theology, and many other time-honored disciplines was consigned by the logical positivists to this status.37

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

In the second stage of modern analytical philosophy, however, the approach was quite different. Rather than insisting that language must function in a particular way to be meaningful, now philosophy tries to describe how language actually does function. These philosophers of the second stage observe the ordinary language used by people in everyday conversation, as well as more technical forms of language. Instead of insisting that all language must function in the same way in order to be meaningful, they ask about the different functions of language and the type of meaningfulness inherent in each. This approach is termed “ordinary language philosophy” or “functional analysis.” Its aim is clarification; it seeks to untangle confusion by noting illogic and misuses of language.38

From the perspective of theology, analytical philosophy is not a competitor in the sense of offering an alternative view of reality or values, or an opponent, ruling out theology’s right to speak. Rather, it is a facilitator, helping theologians sharpen their use of words and avoid misleading language. Analytical philosophy, then, can be of immediate and obvious benefit to theology. Because Christianity has as a primary objective the communication of its message, and because the task of explicating the abstract concepts of theology is particularly difficult, any help in using language is desirable.

There are certain problems with analytical philosophy, however:

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

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

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

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

Process Philosophy 

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

Unlike the three other philosophies we have sketched here, process philosophy is avowedly metaphysical. While aware of the impatience of many modern philosophers with metaphysics, the process thinkers feel that their type of metaphysics is not as vulnerable to attack as are essentialist, substantialist, or idealistic views. The central conviction here is that change is the key to the understanding of reality, in fact, that change is reality. The world is not basically made up of substances that change from one to another. Rather, it is made up of dynamic processes.39 We are to be concerned not so much with things as with events.

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

Whitehead thinks of the basic units of reality not as bits of matter but as moments of experience. A moment of experience is always someone experiencing something.40 Each of these “occasions of experience” or “actual occasions” has two poles. The mental pole grasps the eternal objects, which are pure possibilities for realization, apart from any actual concrete instance of them. These include forms, qualities, and relations. The physical pole grasps sense data and other actual occasions.41 There is an interrelatedness among these moments. Consequently, each moment is a function of and related to everything else. Even history is thought of in this way. It is not merely a cataloguing of past events. It is a living-out of the past in the present. Thus history is all the occurrences in the past as they are included in what is in the present. In a sense, nothing is ever really lost. It is retained and incorporated into what now is.42

Since the final units of reality are not persons or substances, but momentary states or experiences,43 I am a concrete new reality every fraction of a second. The “I” that is at this moment is able to feel a concern for the “I” that will be a year from now. By similar bonds of empathy, the “I” as I now am is able to feel concern for future units that are parts of series other than my own.44 Thus while reality is not a fixed substance, it is not merely isolated individual moments either. There is an organic connection among past, present, and future, and between different series of these events, or what we might term persons.

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

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

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

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

2. What is the basis for evaluating change? This philosophy seems at times to consider change per se to be good. But is it always good? Sometimes change is not evolution but deterioration. On what criteria is such a judgment made? In answer we note that process philosophers do not insist that everything is changing. Values, for example, are not changing. But what is their nature, their origin, their locus, their basis, their justification? This is a question that does not seem to be fully answered. To put it differently, what exempts these values from the change that is seen virtually everywhere?

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

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

Deconstruction 

In many ways, deconstruction is a unique philosophy. Whereas the philosophies we have described thus far are basically products of the modern period and way of thinking, deconstruction is a postmodern philosophy, perhaps the most radical of such. Yet in some ways it is an extension or extrapolation of some of the tendencies found in modern philosophy, especially existentialism. Its origin has been initially in literary criticism rather than professional philosophy as such. Associated especially with the thought of the French literary critic, Jacques Derrida, it is also presented by such persons as Stanley Fish and Michel Foucault. It is widely influential in literature departments of universities, although there are some indications that its popularity is beginning to decline.

One point for beginning our understanding of deconstruction may be to note that Derrida studied under Heidegger, and in some ways this literary critical movement may be understood as an extension of Heidegger’s thought in particular and of existentialism in general. For the most part, philosophy had been concerned with a search for truth, by which was meant objective truth: the question of the reality of ideas and statements. That was an understanding of truth as objective: a proposition is true to the degree that it corresponds to or correctly describes the phenomena that it claims to describe. Subjective truth, on the other hand, is the effect that a proposition has on someone knowing it. This distinction, highlighted by Kierkegaard, was elaborated and emphasized by Heidegger.

When this distinction is carried over into the field of literary criticism, the question becomes that of meaning rather than truth. An earlier approach had sought the meaning as that which the author had intended to express. Increasingly, of late, the interest in the text is not in terms of an objective meaning, placed there by the author, but the meaning given to it by the reader.

Corresponding to this is the understanding of language. Rather than language referring to something external to itself, this approach sees the referent of language as being other language. Thus, meaning emerges not from attempting to isolate the objective, nonlinguistic meaning of words, but in the free play of words themselves.

Combined with this approach is a rejection of traditional logic. Thus, Derrida says, “It is thus not simply false to say that Mellarmé is a Platonist or a Hegelian. But it is above all not true. And vice versa.”45

Much of Derrida’s argument is a rejection and even a denunciation of logocentrism. Although the term is never really thoroughly defined, it appears to represent all approaches that regard sounds as a representation of meaning present in the speaker’s consciousness. This is regarded as a philosophy with a long history, oriented toward an order of meaning, truth, logic, reason, which exists in itself, independent of anyone knowing it. This order of meaning is then considered the foundation on which all language rests and to which it refers.

Thus, deconstruction is a rejection of any attempt to discover and to express an underlying pattern of reality. John Ellis summarizes logocentrism as deconstruction appears to conceive of it: “the illusion that the meaning of a word has its origin in the structure of reality itself and hence makes the truth about that structure seem directly present to the mind.”46 The problem is that when the terms of a given language’s picture of reality become so compelling that one cannot conceive any alternative, then they appear not simply to present an interpretation of things but the way reality is. Rather, we must see that meaning is not derived from some essential feature of how things are, but is arbitrary. Derrida draws on the thought of the linguist Saussure, who contended that ideas do not merely reflect ideas and the inherent shape of the world. Every signified is also a signifier. There is no transcendental signifier, no onto-theology.47 What we have instead is a limitless, endless play of differences, which never terminates in anything other than words themselves.48

Frequently there is combined with this the idea that logocentrism, or the idea that words express genuine, objective reality, has been used oppressively. They represent the attempt of some persons to impose their ideas on others. To resist this effort, it is necessary to deconstruct language and arguments, to expose this oppressive use of language.

It should be apparent that far-reaching consequences are at stake in this dispute. A number of criticisms have been and can be leveled effectively against deconstruction. One of the frustrating things about examining and evaluating deconstruction is the nature of the response. Frequently the deconstructionist replies that the criticism assumes the disputed logocentrism. There appears to be an attempt to seal its own ideas off from any criticism. Nonetheless, the following questions must be raised.

1. If it is the case that the prevailing logic is invalid, what is the nature of the logic that is being used to carry on the discussion of which logic is to be followed? The question can, of course, be carried to additional levels. In the language of Wittgenstein, what language game is used to discuss various language games?

2. If deconstruction is to be followed, then presumably deconstruction itself must be deconstructed. But if this is the case, then it is no more commendable or desirable than any other competitive theory.

3. Deconstructionists frequently attempt to demonstrate the cogency of their view by showing the flaws in logocentrism. There really is not much positive argument for deconstruction. This assumes that there are only two options, and that if logocentrism is not acceptable, deconstruction must be accepted. A number of critics have pointed out, however, that deconstruction is not the only view that has been critical of logocentrism.49 Why, then, should it be accepted, rather than one of these other views? Similarly, Saussure’s argument that the meaning of words is relative to the language in which they are used does not mean that they have no objective meaning.

4. Deconstructionists have great difficulty living with their own theory. They want to insist that deconstruction is not simply a play on words, but is the way it is, and that the meaning of their words is objectively what they intend by them. Thus, Derrida insisted that John Searle was misunderstanding what he was saying.50 How can this be true, however, if the meaning is not something objectively expressed by the source of the words? It may, of course, be objected that this insistence on logical consistency is only a value on traditional grounds, but if this is so, then why is Derrida so upset with Searle? Are they not both right as to the meaning of Derrida’s words?51

Theology’s Use of Philosophy 

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

First, in keeping with our fundamental presuppositions, revelation rather than philosophy will supply the content of our theology. Thus, revelation will be turned to first to supply the major tenets of our understanding of reality. This will give us the basic framework within which our philosophizing will proceed. Our basic stance, then, falls somewhere between the first and second positions outlined above (pp. 40–41). And while philosophy will be employed, there will be no commitment to one system of philosophy as such. Rather, we will insist on the autonomy of theology; thus the explication of the revealed content will not be required to conform to any particular system of philosophy.

Yet Christian theology has a definite worldview.52 The Bible quite clearly affirms a theistic and, specifically, a monotheistic understanding of reality. The supreme reality is a personal, all-powerful, all-knowing, loving, and holy being—God. He has created everything else that is, not by an emanation from his being, but by bringing it all into existence without the use of preexisting materials. Thus the Christian metaphysic is a dualism in which there are two types or levels of reality, the supernatural and the natural, a contingent dualism in which all that is not God has received its existence from him. God preserves in existence the whole creation and is in control of all that happens as history moves to the fulfillment of his purpose. Everything is dependent on him. The human, the highest of God’s creatures, is, like him, personal, and hence capable of having social relationships with other humans and with God. Nature is not merely a neutral given. It is under God’s control; and while it ordinarily functions in uniform and predictable ways in obedience to the laws he has structured into it, he can and does also act within it in ways that contravene these normal patterns (miracles).

With this as a starting point, the Christian theologian is to utilize the capacity of reasoning given by God to work out the implications of the revealed body of truth. In other words, one philosophizes from the position or perspective created by the divine revelation. In this respect, my position is close to that of Carl F. H. Henry, who maintains that the biblical worldview is the starting point and framework for all intellectual endeavor.53 It also agrees with Edward Ramsdell54 and Arthur Holmes55 that Christian theology is perspectival.

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

1. Platonic—value is objective. Its origin and meaning are more than human.

2. Berkeleian—reality is mental. Material objects have no independent being, but exist only as concepts of mind.

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

4. Lotzean (or Leibnitzean)—reality is personal. Only persons or selves are real.56

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

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

The worldview here presented also regards truth as unitary. Rather than there being one kind of truth (objective) in regard to scientific matters, and another type (subjective) in matters of religion, truth has something in common in all areas. Truth is a quality of statements or propositions that agree with the way things are. Even William James, the pragmatist, gives a similar definition of truth: “Truth, as any dictionary will tell you, is a property of certain of our ideas. It means their ‘agreement,’ as falsity means their disagreement, with ‘reality.’ Pragmatists and intellectualists both accept this definition as a matter of course.”57 God and reality are what they are independently of anyone’s perceiving, understanding, appreciating, or accepting them. While the knower’s reaction is important, the truth is not dependent on that reaction. Thus any type of subjective idealism is precluded, as are certain aspects of existentialism.

Logic is applicable to all truth. While some areas are clothed in mystery, and may therefore be beyond our ability to understand all the relationships involved, no areas are believed to be inherently contradictory. Coherent thought or at least communication depends on this assumption. Truth is a quality of propositions, not something that happens to them as a result of how we react or how they are used. Thus a thoroughgoing functionalism also must be regarded as untenable.

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

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

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

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

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

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

4. Philosophy also makes us aware of the necessity of testing truthclaims. Assertions by themselves are not sufficient grounds for us to accept them; they must be argued. This involves asking what kind of evidence would bear upon the truth or falsity of the issue under consideration, and when an appropriate type and a sufficient amount of evidence would be present. There also needs to be assessment of the logical structure of each argument, to determine whether the claimed conclusions really follow from the support offered for them.58

In the type of endeavor involved in theology one should not expect complete or exact proof. Probability is the best that can be hoped for. Yet one must not be content with showing the plausibility of a conception. It is necessary to demonstrate that this option is preferable to the alternatives. Similarly in criticism it is not sufficient to find flaws in a given view. One must always ask, “What is the alternative?” and, “Does the alternative have fewer difficulties?” John Baillie tells of writing a paper in which he severely criticized a particular view. His professor commented, “Every theory has its difficulties, but you have not considered whether any other theory has less difficulties than the one you have criticized.”59

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

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

Chapter Objectives 

Following your study of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

1. To examine the complexity of the theological scene today and show its expansive nature.

2. To list and explain each of the steps involved in developing an adequate theology.

3. To demonstrate the use of Bible study and hermeneutical analysis in developing a biblically based theology.

4. To identify and describe the degrees of authority necessary to developing theological statements.

Chapter Summary 

Christian theology today is not done in the context of the great theological systems of the past such as the work of Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin. The acceleration of change, the explosion of information, and the atomizing of information are a few of the complicating factors that make doing theology more difficult in today’s world than was true in the slower-paced previous centuries. Theology is not done in a haphazard manner, however. There are several suggested steps to follow toward achieving a definite methodology. Theological statements carry varying degrees of authority. Some are rooted in explicit statements of Scripture. Others are more speculative and hypothetical in nature.

Study Questions 

• How would you characterize modern theologies that have entered the scene since the Reformation?

• Considering the unique feature of theologies since the Reformers, of what has the general content of the theologies consisted?

• What developments have occurred in the approaches to knowledge in systematic theology?

• What are the three lessons to be learned about the present-day theological environment, and what is the significance of each?

• Explain the process of doing theology and illustrate how it should be done.

• How does the listing of the degrees of authority in theology affect your interpretation of the variety of theologies present on the scene today?

The Theological Scene Today 

The Process of Doing Theology 

1. Collection of the Biblical Materials 

2. Unification of the Biblical Materials 

3. Analysis of the Meaning of Biblical Teachings 

4. Examination of Historical Treatments 

5. Consultation of Other Cultural Perspectives 

6. Identification of the Essence of the Doctrine 

7. Illumination from Extrabiblical Sources 

8. Contemporary Expression of the Doctrine 

9. Development of a Central Interpretive Motif 

10. Stratification of the Topics 

Degrees of Authority of Theological Statements 

The Theological Scene Today 

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

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

Then, with the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher came the birth of liberal theology, not as an outside challenge to orthodoxy, as deism had been, but as a competitor within the church. Schleiermacher’s On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers and his Christian Faith were the first indications that a new type of theology was abroad.1 Liberalism, in its many varieties, was to dominate European theology throughout the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, its period of popularity being somewhat later in North America. If the nineteenth century ended in August 1914 for Karl Barth,2 it was in 1919 that this change became apparent to the rest of the theological world, with the publication of his Der Römerbrief (Epistle to the Romans).3 This marked the end of the liberal theology and the ascendancy of what came to be known as neoorthodoxy. The duration of its supremacy proved notably shorter, however, than that of some of the preceding theologies. In 1941, Rudolf Bultmann’s “New Testament and Mythology” heralded the beginning of a movement (or actually a program) known as demythologization.4 This was to prove a short-lived and yet genuine displacement of the neoorthodox view. In 1954, Ernst Käsemann presented a paper that marked the resurgence of the search for the historical Jesus, calling into question the view of Bultmann.5 Yet this did not really introduce a new system. It primarily indicated the end of regnant systems as such.

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

2. Another phenomenon of the present time is the demise of great schools of theology as such. By this we do not mean educational institutions, but definite movements or clusterings of adherents around a given set of teachings. Today there are merely individual theologies and theologians. While this is not completely true, there is nonetheless a considerable element of correctness in the generalization. In the 1950s, it was possible to classify theologians into camps or teams.

Today matters are quite different. To use an athletic metaphor: whereas previously the playing field was occupied by several teams easily distinguishable by their uniforms, now each player seems to wear a different uniform. In a political metaphor, instead of parties, each participant in the process is a different party. There are, to be sure, specific theologies, such as the theology of hope or process theology. Yet these lack the internal coherence and complete set of doctrines traditionally manifested by theological systems built on an overall theme or even a mood.6

Whereas in earlier times there were distinctive theologies that had worked out their view of virtually every topic and one could therefore find consistent answers to each particular question by buying into a system, this is no longer the case. There are only sketches rather than detailed blueprints of theology.

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

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

This means that the systematic theologian will find it increasingly difficult to cover the entire range of doctrines. Systematic theology is further complicated by the fact that it requires a knowledge of all of Scripture and of the development of thought throughout the whole history of the church. Moreover, as far as new information is concerned, systematic theology is not restricted to recent discoveries in the field of Hebrew philology, for example, but must also relate to modern developments in such “secular” areas as sociology, biology, and numerous other disciplines. Yet the task must be done—and at various levels, including the elementary or introductory.

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

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

The result of all this was that biblical theology was thought to be adequate and systematic theology dispensable. In effect, biblical theology was substituted for systematic theology.7 This had two effects. First, it meant that the theology written and studied had a more limited scope. It was now possible to concentrate on Paul’s anthropology or Matthew’s Christology. This was a much more manageable endeavor than attempting to see what the entire Bible had to say on these subjects. The second effect was that theology became descriptive rather than normative. The question was no longer, “What do you believe about sin?” but “What do you believe Paul taught about sin?” The views of Luke, Isaiah, and other biblical writers who mentioned sin might then in turn be described. Particularly where there was thought to be tension among these views, biblical theology could hardly be normative for belief.

During those years, systematic theology was in retreat. It was engaged in introspective concern about its own nature. Was it in fact justified? How could it be carried out? Relatively little was being done in terms of comprehensive, overall treatments of theology. Essays on particular topics of theology were being written, but not the synoptic system-building that had traditionally characterized the discipline. Now, however, that is changing. There has been a virtual deluge of new systematic-theology textbooks, especially those written from an evangelical perspective.8 Now it is biblical theology which, far from replacing systematic theology, is being reexamined as to its viability. And one rather prophetic treatment of biblical theology in effect argues that it must move toward becoming more like systematic theology.9 Even with the increasing emphasis on immediate experience, growing numbers of lay persons desire to engage in serious theological study. The growth of cults and foreign religions, some of them extreme in their control of their devotees and in the practices in which they engage, has reminded us that the reflective and critical element in religion is indispensable. And there has been a growing awareness, partly through the rise of the “new hermeneutic,” that it is not possible to formulate a theology simply on the basis of the Bible. Issues such as how the Bible is to be conceived of and how it is to be approached in interpretation must be dealt with.10 And one is therefore plunged into the much larger realm of issues traditionally dealt with in systematic theology.

4. Another facet of the present theological environment is the increased influence of the behavioral sciences. In an earlier generation, philosophy and the natural sciences were used as the partners and even the sources of theology. The various liberation theologies, however, whether feminist, black, or Third World, draw heavily on the insights of behavioral science, especially sociology.

5. Globalization is very evident. In the past, theology has been written predominantly by Europeans and North Americans. Their insights were considered universal. With increasing contact with other nations and populations, and with the increasing vitality of Christianity in the Third World, the perspectives of the theology written in the past are seen as somewhat limited. It is important to hear what other, non-Western voices are saying and to incorporate their valid insights into our theology.

One of the lessons that we might well learn from the foregoing brief survey of the recent and present status of the theological milieu is to beware of too close an identification with any current mood in culture. The rapid changes in theologies are but a reflection of the rapid changes in culture in general. In times of such rapid change, it is probably wise not to attempt too close a fit between theology and the world in which it is expressed. While we will in the chapters that follow discuss the matter of contemporizing the Christian message, it is perhaps wise at the present time to take a step back toward the timeless form of Christian truth, and away from an ultracontemporary statement of it. A mechanical analogy may help here. It is good not to have too much looseness in a mechanical device, since this leads to excessive wear. But if the mechanism is tightened too much, there may not be enough play to allow for normal movement of the parts, and they may snap.

The theology to be developed within this work will seek to strike something of a balance between the timeless essence of the doctrines and a statement of them geared to the contemporary audience. To the extent that it concentrates on the former, it will make the elements found in the Bible normative for its basic structure. In this connection it should be pointed out that the orthodox form of theology is not the theology of any one particular period, not even a fairly recent one. This latter erroneous conception seems to underlie Brevard Childs’ characterization of Louis Berkhof’s Systematic Theology as a “repristination of seventeenth century dogmatics.”11 To some, this present work may appear to be the same. To be sure, the incorporation or repetition of seventeenth-century statements of orthodox theology may justify a criticism of that type. But a theology should not be assessed as being nothing but a version of an earlier theology simply because it happens to agree with the theology of an earlier time. Rather, the two theologies may be differing versions of the traditional Christian position. Kirsopp Lake, himself not a conservative, acknowledged this point:

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

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

A third lesson to be derived from the present situation is the importance of maintaining a degree of independence in one’s approach to doing theology. There is a tendency to simply adopt a theological giant’s treatment of a particular doctrine. But the result of unreserved commitment to another person’s system of thought is that one becomes a disciple in the worst sense of that term, merely repeating what has been learned from the master. Creative and critical independent thinking ceases. But the fact that there are no undisputed superstars, or at least very few of them, should spur us to being both critical of the teaching of anyone whom we read or hear and willing to modify it at any point where we think we can improve on it.

The Process of Doing Theology 

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

1. Collection of the Biblical Materials 

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

Before we can get at the meaning of the biblical passages, however, we should give attention to the procedures of exegesis. Sometimes we tend to assume that we are working with neutral methods. In actuality, however, there are interpretative factors inherent within the methodology itself; therefore, careful and continued scrutiny and refinement of the methodology are required. We have already noted the importance of knowing the whole philosophical framework within which a theologian is functioning. This applies at the level of exegesis as well; the exegete will want to make certain that the presuppositions of the tools and methods employed are harmonious with those of the exegete. Exegesis involves, among other things, consulting grammars and dictionaries. These will have to be carefully analyzed. An example is the massive and prestigious Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (often referred to simply as “Kittel”).13 Each of the contributors to this work operates within a tradition and a context of his own. James Barr has pointed out and Kittel himself has observed that such presuppositions underlie this reference work.14 The theologian will insist, as part of the preexegetical task, on investigating the presuppositions of the authors consulted, or, at the very least, on being alert to the presence of factors that might influence what is said. Inquiry into the intellectual biography and pedigree of even these authors should sensitize the exegete to the possible presence of unacceptable presuppositions.

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

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

We are suggesting an approach that is open to any possibilities. Thus, it should not be assumed that the most supernatural explanation possible must be what occurred, nor that it cannot have occurred. Rather, we should assume that it may or may not have happened, the objective being to determine just what did happen. In particular, it is important to take seriously what the biblical text claims, and to assess that claim carefully. This is what Hans-Georg Gadamer means by grasping what is said in its distance from the interpreter.15 That is, the interpreter should simply attempt to see what was said, what was meant by the writer or speaker, and how the ancient message would have been understood by the original readers or hearers.

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

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

There must also be close examination of what is said about the topic in the didactic sections of Scripture. Whereas lexical studies give us general insight into the building blocks of meaning, the portions of Scripture in which Paul, for example, expounds upon faith will give us a deeper understanding of the specific meanings of the concept. Particular significance should be attached to those passages where the subject is afforded a thorough, systematic treatment, rather than a mere incidental reference.

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

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

2. Unification of the Biblical Materials 

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

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

Note that this is the procedure ordinarily followed in other areas of research. Usually, in investigating the writings of an author or of a school of thought or even of diverse contributors on a given subject, the researcher begins by attempting to see whether the various passages can be interpreted to reveal coherence rather than diversity and disparity. We are not here advocating a forced interpretative approach that seeks agreement at any cost. Rather, we are advocating that the theologian seek out the points of harmony rather than discord.

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

3. Analysis of the Meaning of Biblical Teachings 

Once the doctrinal material has been synthesized into a coherent whole, it is necessary to ask, “What is really meant by this?” Take as examples references to the church as the body of Christ and Jesus’ statement, “You must be born again” (John 3:7). Numerous other biblical terms and concepts come to mind as well. What do they really mean? In a homogeneous group these terms may become signals that evoke a particular reaction on the basis of a conditioned response. Once beyond that closed circle in which people share the same experience, however, communication may be difficult. And difficulty making something clear to someone else may be an indication that we ourselves do not really understand what we mean.

At this point, we are still dealing with the meaning of the biblical concepts as biblical concepts. The theologian will relentlessly press the question, “What does this really mean?” If these biblical concepts are to be translated into contemporary form, it is essential that their biblical form be precisely analyzed. If not, there is bound to be even greater imprecision at later points in the process as the ambiguity is compounded. 

4. Examination of Historical Treatments 

While the utilization of history may take place at any one of several stages in the methodological process, this seems to be a particularly appropriate point. In chapter 1 we discussed some of the roles that historical theology plays in the doing of systematic theology. A key role is to help us isolate the essence of the doctrine under consideration (the next step in our methodological process). At the very least, the examination of these various interpretations should impart an element of humility and tentativeness to our commitment to our own view. We may also be able to detect within the many variations the common element that constitutes the essence of the doctrine, although we must be careful not to assume that the lowest common denominator is necessarily the essence.

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

5. Consultation of Other Cultural Perspectives 

We noted earlier the phenomenon of globalization and the benefits of consulting other cultural perspectives. We may have been blinded to our own cultural perspective to the point where we identify it with the essence of the doctrine. For example, one Japanese Baptist pastor told a Baptist theology professor from the United States, “Your view of the priesthood of the believer is based more on the American Constitution and Bill of Rights than it is on the New Testament.” Was he right? That is not the point. Perhaps his view is based more on the Japanese form of government than on the New Testament, but the point to be borne in mind is that we may unconsciously read our own experience into the Scriptures. Interaction with other cultural perspectives will help us distinguish the essence of the biblical teaching from one cultural expression of it.16

6. Identification of the Essence of the Doctrine 

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

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

7. Illumination from Extrabiblical Sources 

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

If, for instance, God has created human beings in his own image, as the Bible teaches, in what does this image of God consist? The Bible tells us little, but does seem to make clear that the image of God is what distinguishes humans from the rest of the creatures. Since the Bible and the behavioral sciences intersect one another at this point of common interest and concern, the behavioral sciences may be able to help us identify what is unique about the human, thus yielding at least a partial understanding of the image of God. The data of these behavioral sciences will have to be studied and evaluated critically, of course, to make sure that their presuppositions are harmonious with those of our biblical inquiry. If the presuppositions are harmonious, the behavioral sciences may be regarded as another method of getting at the truth of what God has done.

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

We should note that historically the nonbiblical disciplines have in fact contributed to our theological knowledge—sometimes despite the reluctance of biblical exegetes and theologians. It was not primarily exegetical considerations that moved theologians to observe that, of the various possible meanings of the Hebrew word [image: 1](yom), “a period of time” might, in the case of interpreting the creation account, be preferable to the more literal and common “twenty-four-hour day.”

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

8. Contemporary Expression of the Doctrine 

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

Tillich characterized his theology as an apologetic or answering theology.17 He viewed the theologian as moving back and forth between two poles. One pole is the theological authority, the source from which the theology is drawn. In our case, it is the Bible. This pole is necessary in order to assure that the theology is authoritative. The other pole is what Tillich calls the situation. By this he does not mean the specific predicament of individuals or a temporary facet of this year’s headlines. Rather, he means the art, music, politics of a culture, in short, the whole expression of the mind-set or of the mood or outlook of a given society. From an analysis of this situation it will become apparent what questions the culture is asking, either explicitly or implicitly. Such an analysis, in Tillich’s judgment, is largely the role of philosophy.

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

It is necessary to emphasize again that the questions influence only the form of the answer, not the content. One problem of theological modernism in the United States during the early twentieth century was that it was too concerned with the immediate situation and could not adjust when the situation changed. Underlying this problem was the fact that modernism tended to determine not only its form but also its content from the situation it faced. Thus, it did not merely restate its answers; it actually restructured them. It did not offer the permanent answer in a new form; it gave a new answer, a different answer.

The analysis of a culture must be carefully and thoroughly done. A superficial treatment will often be very misleading, for the apparent situation may in fact belie the actual questions being asked. Two examples, from persons of very different perspective, may be noted. On the one hand, Francis Schaeffer in his analysis of mid-twentieth-century Western culture, has observed that on the surface there seem to be a rejection of rationality and a strong emphasis instead on the irrational, the volitional. The popular conception appears to be that meaning is not discovered, but created by willing. This emphasis has been especially true of existentialism. But in actuality, Schaeffer says, society has a deep need for and is asking for a rational interpretation of reality.18 On the other hand, Langdon Gilkey has pointed out that on the surface modern secularism seems to present a philosophy in which the human is seen as completely in control of things, and as having lost any sense of mystery or of need of outside help. Actually, Gilkey argues, there are within modern secular persons’ experiences definite “dimensions of ultimacy” to which the Christian message can be addressed.19

Another way of stating the thesis of this section is to say that we should attempt to find a model that makes the doctrine intelligible in a contemporary context. A model is an analogy or image used to represent and clarify the truth that is being examined or conveyed. The search for contemporary models will constitute a major part of the work of systematic theology (unlike biblical theology, which restricts itself to biblical models). We are here speaking of synthetic rather than analytical models. The latter are tools of understanding, the former tools of expression. The synthetic model should be freely exchangeable for other more suitable and useful models.

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

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

Today it is popular to speak of “contextualizing” the message.20 Because the message originally was expressed in a contextualized form, it must first be “decontextualized” (the essence of the doctrine must be found). Then, however, it must be recontextualized in three dimensions. The first we may refer to as length, involving the transition from a first-century (or earlier) setting to a twentieth-century setting. We have already made mention of this.

The second dimension is what we might refer to as breadth. At a given time period, there are many different cultures. It has been customary to observe the difference between East and West, and to note that Christianity, while preserving its essence, may take on somewhat different forms of expression in different settings. Some institutions have disregarded this, and the result has been a ludicrous exportation of Western customs; for example, little white chapels with spires were sometimes built for Christian worship in the Orient. Just as church architecture may appropriately take on a form indigenous to a given part of the world, so also may the doctrines. We are becoming increasingly aware that the most significant distinction culturally may be between North and South, rather than between East and West, as the Third World becomes especially prominent. This may be particularly important to Christianity, as its rapid growth in places like Africa and Latin America shifts the balance from the traditional centers in North America and Europe. Missions, and specifically cross-cultural studies, are keenly aware of this dimension of the contextualization process.21

There is also the dimension of height. Theology may be dealt with on varying levels of abstraction, complexity, and sophistication. We may think of this as a ladder with rungs from top to bottom. On the top level are the theological superstars. These are the outstanding thinkers who make profoundly insightful and innovative breakthroughs in theology. Here are found the Augustines, Calvins, Schleiermachers, and Barths. In some cases, they do not work out all the details of the theological system which they found, but they begin the process. Their writings are compulsory reading for the large number of professional theologians who are one level below. On the next rung down are students in theological schools, and persons engaged in the practice of ministry. While they study theology with competence, that is only one part of their commitment. Consequently, their understanding of theology is less thorough and penetrating than that of those who devote themselves full time to its study.

On lower rungs of the ladder are lay persons—those who have never studied theology in a formal setting. Here several levels of theological literacy will be found. Various factors determine where each lay person stands on the ladder—the amount of background in biblical study (as in church and/or Sunday school), chronological age or maturity, the number of years of formal education. True contextualization of the message means that it can be expressed at each of these levels. Most persons in ministry will be called on to interpret the message at a level about one step below where they are personally; they should also try to study some theology at least one step above their position in order to remain intellectually alive and growing.

It is particularly important to bear in mind the practical nature of the issues to which lay people must relate their theology, as is also true of the theologian when not functioning purely as theologian. Kosuke Koyama has reminded us that in his country of Thailand, the people are primarily concerned with down-to-earth issues such as food and waterbuffalo.22 It is not just Thai people, however, whose major questions are of this type. The theologian will need to find ways to relate doctrine to such concerns.

9. Development of a Central Interpretive Motif 

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

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

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

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

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

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

By basing our central motif on the broadest possible range of biblical materials rather than on selected passages, we can make sure the motif will not distort our theology. The result may be a somewhat broad and general motif, but we will be assured it is truly comprehensive.23 Another important guideline is to keep the motif constantly subject to revision. This is not to say that one will frequently exchange one motif for another, but that the motif will be expanded, narrowed, refined, or even replaced if necessary, to accommodate the full set of data it is intended to cover. What we are advocating is a “soft” integrative motif, which remains implicit in the theology, rather than a “hard” integrative motif, which is constantly explicitly related to each topic. The latter conduces more to distortion of the material than does the former.

The central motif around which theology will be developed in this work is the magnificence of God. By this is meant the greatness of God in terms of his power, knowledge, and other traditional “natural attributes,” as well as the excellence and splendor of his moral nature. Theology as well as life needs to be centered on the great living God, rather than on the human creature. Because God is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, it is appropriate that our theology be constructed with his greatness and goodness as the primary reference point. A fresh vision of the magnificence of the Lord of all is the source of the vitality that should pervade the Christian life. (Magnificence here is to be understood as encompassing what has traditionally been associated with the expression “the glory of God,” but without the connotation of self-centeredness sometimes carried by that expression.)24

10. Stratification of the Topics 

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

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

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

Degrees of Authority of Theological Statements 

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

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

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

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

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

5. Conclusions inferred from the general revelation, which is less particularized and less explicit than the special revelation, must, accordingly, always be subject to the clearer and more explicit statements of the Bible.

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

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

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

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

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

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

5. Ernst Käsemann, “The Problem of the Historical Jesus,” in Essays on New Testament Themes, trans. W. J. Montague (London: SCM, 1964), pp. 15–47.

6. Note, for example, John Cobb’s abandonment of the idea of writing a systematic theology. David Ray Griffin, “John B. Cobb, Jr.: A Theological Biography,” in Theology and the University: Essays in Honor of John B. Cobb, Jr., ed. David Ray Griffin and Joseph C. Hough Jr. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), pp. 238–39.

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

8. Examples are Gordon D. Kaufman, Systematic Theology: A Historicist Perspective (New York: Scribner, 1968); John Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology (New York: Scribner, 1966); Donald Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical Theology, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); Dale Moody, The Word of Truth: A Summary of Christian Doctrine Based on Biblical Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981); Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987–94); Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994).

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

10. Anthony Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980).

11. Childs, Biblical Theology, p. 20.

12. Kirsopp Lake, The Religion of Yesterday and Tomorrow (Boston: Houghton, 1926), p. 61.

13. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–76).

14. James Barr, Semantics of Biblical Language (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), pp. 206–62; Gerhard Kittel, Lexicographia Sacra, Theology Occasional Papers 7 (London: SPCK, 1938)—German version in Deutsche Theologie 5 (1938): 91–109.

15. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (London: Sheed & Ward, 1975), pp. 270–73.

16. There are various ways in which this can be done. One essential approach is reading theology written by those from different cultures. Even better is personal interaction with such Christians and theologians. I have personally found that serving on the Commission on Baptist Doctrine and Interchurch Cooperation of the Baptist World Alliance for almost twenty years and serving multiracial congregations periodically has been of great help. Interaction with Christians from many other countries and cultures, while sometimes uncomfortable, is a good sensitizing process.

17. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), vol. 1, pp. 1–8.

18. Francis Schaeffer, The God Who Is There (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity 1968), pp. 87–115.

19. Langdon Gilkey, Naming the Whirlwind: The Renewal of God-Language (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969), pp. 247–413.

20. E. Ross-Hinsler “Mission and Context: The Current Debate About Contextualization,” Evangelical Missions Quarterly 14 (1978): 23–29.

21. For example, the modern missionary takes the particular culture into consideration when deciding which of the many complementary motifs of the Christian doctrine of the atonement to stress. In an African culture, where sin is viewed as oppressive, enslaving darkness, it might be wise to emphasize the power of God to overcome evil (what Gustaf Aulén has called the “classical view” of the atonement) as a beginning point leading to the other motifs in the doctrine. Examples of ways in which Christians have attempted to utilize cultural conceptions in expressing Christology in African contexts will be examined in chapter 34. See Henry Johannes Mugabe, “Christology in an African Context,” Review and Expositor 88, no. 4 (Fall 1991): 343–55. Crucial to the task is determining which of these cultural themes can be employed without distorting the Christian message.

22. Kosuke Koyama, Waterbuffalo Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1974), pp. vii–ix. 

23. An integrative motif should be broad enough to account for the doctrine of creation, something that motifs which focus on redemption fail to do. Lewis and Demarest’s identification of God’s “eternal purposes revealed in promises to do gracious things for his redeemed people” is a recent evangelical example. Gordon R. Lewis and Bruce A. Demarest, Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), vol. 1, p. 26.

24. Stanley J. Grenz (Revisioning Evangelical Theology: A Fresh Agenda for the 21st Century [Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1993], p. 138, n. 4) incorrectly identifies our integrative motif as the doctrine of Scripture.



4 Theology and Critical Study of the Bible 

Chapter Objectives 

At the conclusion of this chapter, you should be able to do the following: 

1. To identify and describe the various forms of criticism of biblical documents that have arisen since the Renaissance.

2. To examine and critique the methodology of the variety of forms of criticism.

3. To compare modern conservative considerations in relating to the variety of forms of criticism of biblical texts and manuscripts. 

4. To demonstrate how the varying forms of criticism affect our study of Scripture today.

5. To effectively evaluate critical methodologies.

Chapter Summary 

After the Middle Ages, humanity began to question doctrines and institutions through critical study, including the Bible. This questioning process began with historical and textual criticism of the authorship of the books of the Bible. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, what came to be categorized as higher criticism developed. The three most influential types include form criticism, redaction criticism, and, most recently, reader–response criticism. Form criticism and redaction criticism focused on the origin of Scripture and oral traditions and how they developed into written form. Reader–response criticism focused on the reader and his or her response to the text rather than on the meaning of the text. As influential as these criticisms are, they are often based on natural presuppositions instead of supernatural ones. This can result in a misunderstanding of the biblical message.

Study Questions 

• On which part of the Bible was the first type of criticism used?

• Name and briefly explain the different forms of criticism.

• What was possibly the first known use of historical criticism?

• What is the most recent form of biblical criticism, and how has it affected biblical study today?

• What is the German phrase used to describe a writer’s environment, and what is its significance in the study of the biblical writers?

• What values has the use of redaction criticism produced? Are there negative aspects to redaction criticism?

Form Criticism 

Background 

Axioms 

Values of Form Criticism 

Criticism of Form Criticism 

Redaction Criticism 

Development and Nature of the Discipline 

Criticisms of Redaction Criticism 

Values of Redaction Criticism 

Structural Criticism 

Reader–Response Criticism 

Guidelines for Evaluating Critical Methods 

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

Gradually the approach to the study of the Bible changed, however.1 The discipline of historiography was developing new methodologies. One of these was historical criticism, which, among other things, attempts to ascertain the genuineness or spuriousness of certain documents. This method was used as early as 1440, when Laurentius Valla demonstrated that the “Donation of Constantine,” used by the Roman Catholic Church to support its claims to temporal lordship over central Italy, was not authentic.

It seemed reasonable to some biblical scholars that this method could also be applied to the books of the Bible. Did Moses actually write the five books traditionally credited to him? Did events actually occur as described there? Historical criticism was applied to the Pentateuch, and by the middle of the nineteenth century the “documentary hypothesis” was quite fully developed. It included the following tenets:

1. The Pentateuch is a compilation of several different documents, referred to as J, E, D, and P. Proofs of the multiple sources include the use of various divine names, the presence of doublets (repeated or overlapping accounts), and secondary variations in vocabulary and style.

2. The Pentateuch was composed well after the time of Moses.

3. The historical accounts are in many cases inaccurate. Some portions are, in fact, clearly fictional and legendary.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

8. Reader–response criticism regards the locus of meaning not as the text, but the reader. The reader creates the meaning, rather than finding it there. Consequently, attention is concentrated on the reader rather than the text.

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

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

Form Criticism 

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

Background 

By 1900, source critics had reached something of a consensus regarding the Gospels. Mark was believed to have been written first, and Matthew and Luke were thought to have depended in their writing on Mark and another source referred to as “Q” (from the German word Quelle, meaning source), believed to have been made up, to a large extent, of Jesus’ sayings. In addition, Matthew and Luke were each thought to have relied on an independent source, initially referred to as “special Matthew” and “special Luke.” These independent sources supposedly contained the material unique to the particular Gospel in question. Special Luke, for example, was regarded as the source of the parables of the good Samaritan and the prodigal son.

There was a growing conviction, however that behind these written documents were oral traditions. Form criticism represented an attempt to get at these oral forms and trace the history of their development. Thus, this methodology has been called Formgeschichte or “form-history.”2 The underlying assumption was that knowledge gained from studying the patterns of various forms in other literatures could be applied to the Gospel accounts. Observation of the laws of development followed by the oral forms in other cultures could help lead to an understanding of the development of the forms lying behind the Bible.

Axioms 

1. Jesus’ stories and sayings were first circulated in small independent units.3 When one looks carefully, the chronological and geographical transitions between many of the stories in the Gospels are seen to be vague. These vague transitions are believed to be the work of an editor trying to fit the stories together in some sort of coherent form. They are particularly noticeable and abrupt in Mark, especially his heavy use of the word [image: 2]—“immediately”). Matthew and Luke have done somewhat more skillful editing, thus obscuring the type of loose transitions that are so apparent in Mark. The Gospels also present some of the same incidents in different settings. This bears out the view that the Evangelists had stories before them “like a heap of unstrung pearls.” Mark took this heap of pearls and strung them together in a way that seemed to him to make good sense.

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

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

Form criticism assumes that the process by which the church handed down the Gospel materials followed the same rules of development that govern the transmission of other oral materials, including popular folk tales. If we know the general processes and patterns that oral traditions follow, it will be possible to ascertain at what stage a certain element is likely to have entered. This is particularly true if we know at what time specific influences were present in the community preserving and transmitting the tradition.

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

Several conclusions emerge with respect to the Gospel materials. For example, the explanations of the parables do not belong with the parables; the moralizing conclusions often provided are secondary additions.7 The parables themselves are likelier to go back to Jesus’ own sayings than are the explanations and moralizing applications that probably represent the work of the church serving as interpreter.8 The miracles can often be stratified as well. Some miracles are typically “Jewish” (healings and exorcisms); these accounts are presumed to have arisen during the earlier period, when the church was almost exclusively under Jewish influence. Others are “Hellenistic.” The so-called nature miracles, such as the stilling of the waters and the cursing of the fig tree, reflect the Hellenistic interest of a later period when there were Greek influences on the church. Since the tradition of the healing miracles arose earlier, they are likelier to be authentic than are the nature miracles.

4. The setting in life (Sitz im Leben) of the early church can be determined.9 A careful study of the Gospels will reveal to us the problems faced by the early church, for the form of the tradition was affected by these problems. Specific words of Jesus were preserved in order to deal with the needs of the church. In some cases sayings may even have been created and attributed to him for this purpose. What we have therefore in the Gospels is not so much what Jesus said and did, as what the church preached about him (the kerygma). The church did not merely select the message; it created the message in order to serve the needs of its existential Sitz im Leben.

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

Others reach much more positive conclusions regarding the historicity of the Gospel accounts; and since the 1950s there has even been a new search for the historical Jesus that takes into account the insights and conclusions of form criticism. In the view of a large number of form critics, however, the sayings of Jesus may well be authentic, but there is a grave question about the framework of the narrative. All information about the original situation in which many of the sayings were uttered had been lost. Since these could not simply be left dangling, a skeleton for the sayings was created.11 Further, it appears that what has been written about Jesus was not from the standpoint of detached observers, but from the position of faith, out of a desire to influence others to faith in this same Jesus.12 If the position of most form critics is correct, the Gospels should be seen as more like sales or promotional literature put out by a manufacturer or merchandiser and less like the carefully controlled research bulletins issuing from an independent scientific laboratory. The question, of course, will be to what extent these materials actually are reliable, and, accompanying and logically preceding that question, to what extent the method being used to determine their reliability is itself reliable and objective.

Values of Form Criticism 

We need to note form criticism’s positive contributions. Some of these have been ignored at times, partly because of the extreme claims of some early practitioners of form criticism. Some early reactions to form criticism were similarly extreme, regarding it as a totally negative and ephemeral method. Part of this reaction was due to the association of form criticism with a particular school of theology. In theory at least, form criticism can be employed by persons holding various theologies. But because of the visibility given to Rudolf Bultmann’s alignment of form-critical methodology with his demythologization, the two came to be regarded as synonymous or at least as inseparable in many people’s minds, and the objections to the latter came to be attached to the former. In spite of this, however, we must discuss a number of benefits that have emerged from the use of the methodology.

1. Form criticism has pointed out the vital connection between, on one hand, the incorporation of Jesus’ deeds and words into the Gospel accounts and, on the other, the faith and life of his followers.13 Perhaps the clearest statement of this was made by John: “These [things] are written that you may believe” (John 20:31). It was not sufficient merely to know what Jesus had done and said, or even to believe that he had done and said these things, or that what he had said was true, and what he had done was worthy of note. It was more important to obey Jesus’ words.

It is also apparent that the Gospel writers were not concerned to dwell on any aspects of Jesus that were not of significance for faith. For example, we are told nothing about the bodily build of Jesus, the color of his eyes or hair (although we may make some surmises on the basis of his nationality), the quality of his voice, its pitch, his rate of speech or his gestures. These details have nothing to do with the purposes for which the Gospels were written. One’s faith is not affected by whether the message was delivered rapidly or slowly, but by its content. It is obvious that a selection was made out of everything Jesus said and did. John makes very clear (John 21:25) that he made his selection on the basis of his evangelistic concern.

2. The form critics have pointed out that the Gospels are products of the group of believers. While this might seem to be a disadvantage, leading to skepticism, the opposite is actually the case.14 Because the tradition was the possession of the church, the Gospels reflect the sort of well-balanced judgment that is possible when one’s ideas are subjected to the scrutiny of others, rather than merely private interpretation.

3. Form criticism points out that we are able to learn a considerable amount about the early church and the situations it was facing from the material the Gospel writers chose to include and the material they chose to emphasize.15 Certainly the Holy Spirit inspired the recording of matters he knew would be of importance to the church at later times. Nonetheless, because the revelation did come in what we will later describe as anthropic form, it related particularly to situations the church was facing at that time.

4. Form criticism, when its presuppositions are not contrary to the perspectives and positions of the biblical authors, is able to help confirm some of the basic assertions of Scripture. For example, at one point in the development of the method, form critics believed that when the earlier strata of tradition were identified, a rather nonsupernatural Jesus would emerge, whose message was primarily about the Father, not about himself. This has proven to be an illusory expectation, however. For at what are judged to be the earlier strata of the tradition, we do not find this kind of Jesus emerging.16

Criticism of Form Criticism 

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

1. There seems to be an implicit assumption that the early Christians, or those who preserved the traditions and reduced them to writing, were really not too interested in history. It should be noted, however, that, on the contrary, these were people to whom historical events were very important.17 The crucifixion and resurrection, for example, were very significant in the preaching of Peter (Acts 2:22–36) and the writing of Paul (1 Cor. 15).

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

Stephen Neill has raised the question of why the first-generation church should have been so disinterested in the actions of Jesus and the historical context in which his teachings were set.18 And why, by comparison, should the second-generation believers then have had such a strong interest in historical events? A possible explanation is that the number of eyewitnesses was beginning to thin. But is it not likely that these eyewitnesses would have passed on information about the setting or framework along with the sayings?

2. Form criticism assumes that the Gospel writers were not persons of historical ability and dependability. But is this assumption justified? There are several problems, however, with the idea that the historical references were created for the occasion, to give a skeletal framework on which to hang Jesus’ sayings. First, it seems to assume that data about the occurrences were not available. This, however, fails to take account of the eyewitnesses who helped form and preserve the tradition.19 We also should note that these were men who would place a high value on veracity. James Price observes that in their background tradition was very important. Beyond that, he points out that being Jewish, they were possessed of a conservative mentality. They simply should not be compared with the naively credulous storytellers of many primitive societies. Nor should the tenacity of the Oriental memory be forgotten. Moreover, in view of what these men proved themselves willing to do and suffer for the sake of what they proclaimed as true, the possibility of intentional falsification is not a tenable suggestion.20 And the Scandinavian school has pointed out that the words of a rabbi were regarded as holy, and to be preserved in every detail by the pupil.21

In all of this we are, of course, dealing with oral transmission of the tradition. Robert Grant has pointed out that we must look at Frederic Bartlett’s classification of two types of oral transmission.22 On the one hand, there is “repeated reproduction”—people reiterate what they themselves have seen or heard. There also is “serial remembering”—a tradition is passed on in a chain from one person to another. It is primarily the former that we find in the New Testament. This type of oral transmission tends to be more accurate than the latter. To this day, there are storytellers in nonliterate societies who can recite from memory for several days at a time.23 And even if we are dealing with the serial-remembering variety of oral transmission, eyewitnesses were still presumably present to serve as checks on the accuracy of the Gospels, in light of the relatively short time elapsing between the events and the writing.24

3. The effort to stratify the forms tends to break down. The entire system depends on this step, yet there are some forms that defy such analysis, and at other points considerable artificiality enters the endeavor.25 The classification of some items as Judaic and therefore early, and others as Hellenistic and therefore late, seems to assume that a similarity of style indicates a common origin. But is this not somewhat subjective? One author may write in rather different style in different situations, or in dealing with different topics. Some critics assume a rather radical dissimilarity between the Jewish and Hellenistic mentalities, even a radical distortion of the tradition in the Hellenistic church. Yet there is a prevailing Semitic character throughout the Synoptic tradition.

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

4. The Sitz im Leben is regarded as the explanation for the inclusion or even creation of many items. But comparing the Gospels with the known Sitz im Leben of the church at certain points in its early period yields some strange findings. On the one hand, some matters that we would expect to find Jesus addressing are not present. For example, it would not be surprising to find echoes of issues Paul dealt with in his ministry, such as speaking in tongues, circumcision, Jewish–Gentile relationships, or food offered to idols. Certainly it would have been helpful to the church to have had some word from Jesus on these topics, yet the Gospel accounts are strangely silent. Conversely, some matters are present that we would not expect the church to have included. In a period in which the apostolic authority was being established, one would not expect to find references that cast the leaders of the early church in an unfavorable light. Yet incidents are recounted that tend to compromise the status of some of these leaders. For instance, Mark 8:32–33 records Jesus’ rebuke of Peter “Get behind me, Satan! You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.” In Mark 9:19, the disciples’ lack of faith and consequent lack of power are recorded. In Mark 9:34, their debate as to which of them was the greatest is reported. In Mark 14:26–72, the inability of the disciples to watch and pray is featured, followed by Peter’s cowardly denial. These are not the types of accounts one would expect to find if the Sitz im Leben were the prime determinant of inclusion.26 The other possibility is that what was included and what was omitted were determined not by the Sitz im Leben, but by the concern of the writers and of the transmitters of the tradition for a reliable and historically accurate account.

5. Form criticism apparently regards uniqueness as the criterion of authenticity. A saying cannot be considered an authentic word of Jesus if there are parallels in the rabbinical records or the life of the early church. Bultmann would even deny authenticity if there are parallels within Gnosticism or Hellenism. On this basis, nothing Jesus might have said would be admitted as authentic unless it is unique or without parallels. But as F. F. Bruce points out, this is a standard of authenticity that “would not be countenanced by historical critics working in other fields.”27

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

7. Finally, the possibility that some of the eyewitnesses may have made written records of what they had just observed is ignored. But what about Matthew the publican, for instance? He was familiar with recordkeeping. Edgar Goodspeed discussed this very possibility in his treatise Matthew, Apostle and Evangelist.28 Would it not be strange if not one of the twelve disciples had kept a diary of some sort?

While form criticism has useful contributions to make in clarifying the biblical account, our judgment of its ability to evaluate the historicity of the material must be tempered by the considerations advanced here. 

Redaction Criticism 

Development and Nature of the Discipline 

Redaction criticism represents a further stage in the attempt to understand the Scriptures. While this method has been applied to other portions of the Bible, it is again the Gospels that give us the clearest and fullest indication of its utility. There are various opinions regarding how form criticism, tradition criticism, and redaction criticism relate to one another. Norman Perrin speaks of form criticism in such a way as to include redaction criticism.29 On one occasion, Grant Osborne refers to both tradition criticism and redaction criticism as stepchildren of form criticism;30 at another time he speaks of tradition criticism as the critical side of redaction research.31 For our purposes we will treat tradition criticism as part of form criticism.

The term form criticism, if we are to be precise, probably should be applied to the study of forms up to the point of classification, or possibly of stratification, with tradition criticism carrying on from there. We shall regard redaction criticism as an attempt to move beyond the findings of literary-source, form, and tradition criticism, using the insights gathered from them. Whereas form criticism attempts to go back before the first written sources, redaction criticism is concerned, as is literary-source criticism, with the authors’ relationship to the written sources. Literary-source criticism envisions the writers as rather passively compiling the written sources into the final product. Redaction criticism sees their writing as much more creative. Noting differences in the way the Synoptic Gospels handle and report the same incidents, redaction criticism finds them to have been genuine authors, not mere reporters or chroniclers on one hand, or editors on another. It rests on the assumption that the Gospels grew out of a theological concern which each of the Gospel writers had. These authors were, in a real sense, more theologians than historians.

The discipline that came to be known as redaction criticism developed and flowered following World War II. While some critics had been utilizing some of its insights, a trio of New Testament scholars were the first to give it full application. Working relatively independently of one another, each concentrated on a different book—Gunther Bornkamm on Matthew,32 Hans Conzelmann on Luke,33 and Willi Marxsen on Mark.34 Marxsen gave the method the name Redaktionsgeschichte. In many ways, however, Conzelmann’s work had the most important impact on biblical scholarship, in large part because of the status and importance of Luke.

Luke was widely considered the model of historical concern, competence, and exactness, in light of the accuracy of his reference to officials in the Roman Empire, his obvious close acquaintance with the customs and life of the empire, and the vividness of his narrative in Acts. Under Conzelmann’s scrutiny, however, a different facet of Luke emerges, as a self-conscious theologian who modified the tradition with which he was working in keeping with his theological motivation, rather than a desire to exercise historical accuracy. As an example, Luke places the postresurrection appearances of Jesus in Jerusalem, whereas other New Testament testimony depicts them as occurring mostly in Galilee.

The other Synoptics writers are also seen to have been self-conscious theologians, including, expanding, compressing, omitting, and even creating material for their account in keeping with their theological purposes. In a very real sense, this makes the author simply the last stage in the process of the development of the tradition. Thus it has become customary to speak of three Sitze im Leben: (1) the original situation in which Jesus spoke and acted; (2) the situation faced by the early church in the conduct of its ministry; and (3) the situation of the Gospel writer in his work and purpose.35

While form criticism concentrates more on the independent individual units of material, redaction criticism is more concerned with the framework itself, with later forms of the tradition, and, at the final stage, with the Evangelist’s own frame of reference.

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

very much of the materials in the Gospels must be ascribed to the theological motivation of the evangelist. . . . We must take as our starting-point the assumption that the Gospels offer us directly information about the theology of the early church and not about the teaching of the historical Jesus, and that any information we may derive from them about Jesus can only come as a result of the stringent application of very carefully contrived criteria for authenticity.36

With such an approach there is, of course, no assumption that what is reportedly a word from Jesus is therefore authentic (i.e., was actually spoken by him). Rather, the burden of proof lies on the person who assumes the reported words are authentic. Consider Ernst Käsemann’s comment: “The obligation now laid upon us is to investigate and make credible not the possible unauthenticity of the individual unit of material but, on the contrary, its genuineness.”37 Perrin makes a similar comment: “The nature of the synoptic tradition is such that the burden of proof will be upon the claim to authenticity.”38

In the hands of the more radical redaction critics, skepticism has arisen not unlike that of the more extreme form critics. For now many of the sayings attributed to Jesus must be understood as actually the words of the Evangelist. If form criticism says that the Gospels give us more of the faith of the church than the words of Jesus, then redaction criticism says the Gospels give us to a large extent the theology of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Faith becomes a faith, not in the Jesus who was, but in the Jesus who was believed in, and whom the Evangelists want us to believe in.

Rather lengthy lists of criteria have been drawn up in efforts to determine what are traditional and what are redactional materials. William Walker has compiled a list of steps to follow in attempting to distinguish redactional from traditional material.39 His criteria include both functional and linguistic factors. Those passages may be considered redactional which (1) explain, interpret, or otherwise comment on the accompanying material; (2) provide condensed summaries of some general feature of Jesus’ preaching, teaching, healing, or fame; (3) foreshadow or anticipate events to be related later in the Gospel; (4) introduce collections of sayings or narrative material; (5) provide brief indications of time, place, or circumstance. Significant linguistic phenomena occurring often in one Gospel but seldom or never in the others may be a sign of redactional origin. While Walker lays the burden on proving that a piece of material is redactional rather than traditional, many others would turn the process around.

Criticisms of Redaction Criticism 

R. S. Barbour has pointed up well the shortcomings of redaction criticism:40

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

2. The search for the Sitz im Leben has a tendency to assume that everything in the Gospels or even the entire New Testament is said with a particular audience and a particular issue in view. While this is true of much of the New Testament, it is highly questionable that all of it should be so regarded.

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

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

5. Redaction criticism as a method limits itself to the investigation of the Evangelists’ situation and purpose. It does not raise questions about the historicity of the material recorded in their works. Redaction critics have a tendency to follow the Geschichte–Historie distinction found in form criticism. The Gospel writers were supposedly concerned with the significance of history, its impact on lives and the church (Geschichte), not with the facts of history, what actually happened (Historie). It was the present experience with the risen Lord that motivated the Evangelists.41

Values of Redaction Criticism 

Are there not values in a careful use of redaction criticism if the criteria of authenticity are made more reasonable and some of the more subjective methodological assumptions are eliminated or restrained?

There are at least two meanings of redaction criticism, a wider and a narrower sense.42 In the narrower sense, it refers to a school of German scholarship whose members (not all of whom are of German nationality) regard themselves as the successors of the form critics. In the broader sense, it includes all works in which the Evangelists are not treated as mere compilers, but as authors with a point of view or even a theology of their own. In this latter sense, there have been redaction critics throughout much of the history of the church, even before the rise of modern methods of criticism. They have simply attempted to see the distinctive ways in which each author adapted and applied the material which he had received.

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

Grant Osborne lists three values of redaction criticism:43

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

2. The delineating of redactional emphases aids the scholar in determining the particular emphases of the Evangelists.

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

To these I would add a fourth. By observing how a given Evangelist adapted and applied the material he had received, we can gain insight into how the message of Christ can be adapted to new situations that we encounter.44

The Evangelists’ activity, then, included interpretation. They were taking Jesus’ statements and paraphrasing them, expanding them, condensing them. They were, however, remaining true to Jesus’ original teaching. Just as a preacher or writer today may make the same point somewhat differently or vary the application in accordance with the audience, so the Evangelists were adapting, but not distorting, the tradition. And the idea that they actually created sayings of Jesus, putting their own words and ideas in his mouth, is to be rejected. R. T. France says:

Our conclusion from all this is that while it is undeniable that the evangelists and their predecessors adapted, selected, and reshaped the material which came down to them, there is no reason to extend this “freedom” to include the creation of new sayings attributed to Jesus; that in fact such evidence as we have points decisively the other way to a respect for the sayings of Jesus as such which was sufficient to prevent any of his followers attributing their own teaching to him.45

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

Inerrancy does not demand that the Logia Jesu (the sayings of Jesus) contain the ipsissima verba (the exact words) of Jesus, only the ipsissima vox (the exact voice). . . . When a New Testament writer cites the sayings of Jesus, it need not be that Jesus said those exact words. Undoubtedly the exact words of Jesus are to be found in the New Testament, but they need not be so in every instance. For one thing, many of the sayings were spoken by our Lord in Aramaic and therefore had to be translated into Greek. Moreover, . . . the writers of the New Testament did not have available to them the linguistic conventions that we have today. Thus it is impossible for us to know which of the savings are direct quotes, which are indirect discourse, and which are even freer renderings. With regard to the sayings of Jesus what, in light of these facts, would count against inerrancy? If the sense of the words attributed to Jesus by the writers was not uttered by Jesus, or if the exact words of Jesus are so construed that they have a sense never intended by Jesus, then inerrancy would be threatened.46

One way in which the more conservative understanding of redaction criticism differs from the more skeptical variety is in their explanations of the precise nature of the Evangelist’s redaction work. Several positions are possible, for example, with respect to the origin of a saying of Jesus that is found in one of the Gospels but not in the tradition. One position is that this saying must represent a creation on the writer’s part, an imposition, as it were, of his own view on Jesus.47 A second position is that a saying found in the Bible but not in the tradition may have been an attempt to give expression to the believers’ present experience with the risen Lord. That is, it may have been an attempt to relate the early church’s understanding of its present situation (its Sitz im Leben) directly to the figure of Jesus.48 A third possibility is that although the saying in question was not uttered by Jesus during his earthly ministry, it was nevertheless specially revealed by the risen and ascended Lord to the Evangelist.49 A fourth possibility is that the saying was actually uttered by Jesus during his earthly ministry, but not preserved in the tradition. It was something of which the Gospel writer had knowledge independent of the tradition. This may have been through the availability of other sources, his own memory or notes if he was an eyewitness, or even a direct revelation from God.50 Only in the case of the first two positions would there seem to be a question about the truthfulness of Scripture. And where, in contrast to what we have just been discussing, Scripture does reflect traditional material, but in a modified form, what we have are not changes in Jesus’ sayings, but rather a “highlighting of different nuances of meaning” within those sayings.51

Structural Criticism 

A new turn to critical study of the Bible was signaled with the application of the categories and methods of structuralism in literary study to the study of the Bible. To some extent, this can be regarded as an attempt to apply new categories to the analysis of Scripture, with the hope that these will prove fruitful in ways which the older methods had not.

Structuralism began with the work of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, and was applied to anthropology by Claude Lévi-Strauss. As the name would indicate, this structuralism emphasized not the external reference of the categories, but the form or structure of them. Daniel Patte has pointed out that while it is in some ways natural to understand structural exegesis as simply another in a series of critical methodologies, it actually represents a different paradigm. All of those presuppose a historical paradigm, treating the biblical texts as a means for getting at some sort of historical process. Structuralism, however, presupposes a literary paradigm. By that Patte means “that expression in language is to be taken as a fundamental category and not as an access to something else, e.g., history.”52

One analogy that has caught on and served well for the purposes of the structuralist was proposed by literary critic Murray Krieger. He uses an allegory to distinguish between windows and mirrors, and the fact that words may function as either. Traditionally, poetical language was thought of as windows by which one looks out on the external world at objects contained there. They may also, however, serve as an enclosed set of endlessly faceted mirrors, reflecting a maze of reflections, but ultimately shut up within themselves.53

One reason structuralism came to be applied to biblical studies was the collapse of the “Biblical Theology movement.” This was an attempt to describe the content of the Bible simply using its own categories without recourse to philosophical categories.54 James Barr, however, contended that biblical theology had failed in its attempt to give an objective, philosophically sterile description of the thought content of the Bible taking the Bible itself seriously. Its emphasis on history had distorted the biblical content by applying an abstraction that works on only part of its content.55

The other difficulty with earlier methodology came from the recognition of the historically conditioned nature of the historical-critical method itself. The method was seen to be tied to certain assumptions of the modern period, which made natural science the preferred paradigm of intellectual inquiry. Yet this in itself assumed that human action, rather than some grand plan of God, was the basis of history. In other words, this methodology was at root fundamentally naturalistic, thus yielding results that were quite different from the apparent belief that the Bible was somehow God’s revelation to humans.56

Structuralism then represents an attempt at a different approach to biblical studies. Instead of looking for the external referent to which the biblical text directs us, this method looks within, to the structure of the text itself. Earlier historical criticism had been diachronic, attempting to get back in history to the period described by the documents, to determine what had really occurred there. Structuralism, on the other hand, is synchronic. It looks, not horizontally, to the past, but vertically, to different depths of structures within the text.

Patte points out that the structuralists assume that the methodological presuppositions or preunderstandings with which the exegete works must be those of the exegete’s culture.57 It is in this sense that structural exegesis is a postmodern endeavor. It does not assume that the past can simply be assimilated by scientific historiography.

Structural exegesis has a very different understanding of its semantic concern than did the traditional approach. Rather than seeking to get at the author’s intended meaning, it focuses on the linguistic, narrative, or mythical structures of the text under consideration. Whereas traditional exegesis looked for a single meaning, that intended by the author, this approach expects to find a plurality of meanings, a variety of kinds of structure.58 This represents the application of de Saussre’s distinction between speech and language. Speech is what the writer or speaker actually presents to us; yet he or she uses, and indeed must use, the language available to him or her. “Language is a not a function of the speaker; it is a product that is passively assimilated by the individual. It never requires premeditation, and reflection enters in only for the purpose of classification.”59 Patte uses the illustration of a handwoven blanket. While the meaning effect is in part consciously intended by the weaver, in the choice of color combinations, it is also determined by the inherent limitations of the loom and the available colored threads. These structures therefore serve as limitations on the weaver’s creativity. Similarly, an author expresses the intended meaning within the limitations imposed by the received structures.60 Thus the meaning effect, that which presents itself to us, is the result of the interaction of three types of constraints:61

1. The author’s concrete situation, or Sitz im Leben. Patte terms these structures of the enunciation.

2. The constraints of cultural structures or cultural codes.

3. The deep structures, the constraints that impose themselves on any author or speaker.

While traditional exegesis deals with the first two, structural exegesis primarily concerns itself with the third, the deep structures, of which there are two types. One is narrative structures. A. J. Greimas has proposed a model on the basis of V. Propp’s study of Russian folk tales. His model includes six elements: sequence, syntagm, statement, actantial model, function, and actant. Patte applies this to the parable of the Good Samaritan. He hopes by the use of this method to distinguish various narrative subgenres, such as evangelical parables, miracle stories, Jewish parables, and Hellenistic parables.62 There also are mythical structures, which interact with the narrative structures, since myths are frequently expressed in the form of a narrative. The mythical structure as a whole interrelates the various mythemes (or basic mythical units). This structure often follows what Lévi-Strauss calls “mythical logic,” in which there is resolution of oppositions.63

Structuralism, however, has proved not to be a basically stable view. It has yielded to successors in two directions: semiotic and reader–response criticism. Structuralism’s shortcomings, which have led to what Anthony Thiselton terms the demise of structuralism in biblical studies,64 include the following:

1. In its early days there was a quasi-objectivism about structuralism. This optimism was based on the use of methodology from the social sciences. There has been a turning from confidence in the human subject, hastened at least in part by post-Freudian psychoanalytic approaches to the text, which heighten the capacity of the self for self-deception.65

2. There has been a lack of clarity regarding what would count as verification of the results of this procedure, as well as questions about the usefulness of the results, relative to the amounts of effort invested in the structuralist endeavor.66

3. There has been so much modification of the earlier objectivist ideas of structure that it is questionable how appropriate the designation of structuralism is for the later work. It has tended to slide into reader-oriented forms of criticism.67

Reader–Response Criticism 

Structuralism was an approach of mutuality between the text and the reader. Each was expected to transform the other. Since the late 1960s, however, biblical criticism moved increasingly in the direction of the supremacy of the reader over the text. This is particularly true of the complex of approaches known broadly as reader–response criticism. Thus, various types of hermeneutics and critical methodologies have arisen, whether known as poststructuralism, reader–response theories, or deconstruction. For our purposes, we refer herein to reader–response criticism as representative of the group, although there are many other types of subjective view and many varieties of view that go by this general name. In many ways, it comes very close to deconstruction, as being a sequel to and in some ways a reaction against structuralism.

These various postmodern types of criticism are often thought of as opposed to historical criticism. In actuality, many advocates see them as supplements to rather than successors of the historical method. Fred Burnett, however, probably speaks correctly when he characterizes historical criticism as seeking an acceptable range of determinate meanings of a text, whereas postmodern reading styles emphasize “indeterminacy, the production of meaning by the reader, and, in many cases, the refusal to appeal to consensual criteria in order to adjudicate between different readings.” He contends that historical criticism can accommodate reader-centered approaches and survive, but that both the critic and method will require metamorphosis.68

 Stanley Fish, probably the most radical of the reader–response critics, is not usually associated with the deconstructive school of Derrida, Foucault, and the Yale critics but his view strongly resembles theirs. He is generally seen as the most influential of the reader–response critics, which Burnett says “has become the last ‘decompression chamber’ for many redaction critics before they surface into (post)-modern criticism.”69 Fish argues vigorously against the idea that meaning is embedded in the text and that the task of the reader is to get it out. The early Fish had held the general reader–response position that meaning emerges in the dialectical relationship between the text, as object, and the reader, as subject. He later came to the conclusion that this was an equivocation.70 By 1980, he had come to “see through” the illusion that there was any meaning residing in the text at all. He says of his earlier view: “I did what critics always do: I ‘saw’ what my interpretive principles permitted or directed me to see, and then I turned around and attributed what I had ‘seen’ to a text and an intention. What my principles direct me to ‘see’ are readers performing acts.”71 He states his new position very directly: “The reader’s response is not to the meaning; it is the meaning.”72

The subjectivity of this approach is indicated in a lengthy quotation from Fish’s major work:

The extent to which this is a decisive break from formalism is evident in my unqualified conclusion that formal units are always a function of the interpretive model one brings to bear (they are not “in the text”). Indeed, the text as an entity independent of interpretation and (ideally) responsible for its career drops out and is replaced by the texts that emerge as the consequence of our interpretive activities. There are still formal patterns, but they do not lie innocently in the world; rather, they are themselves constituted by an interpretive act. The facts one points to are still there . . . but only as a consequence of the interpretive (man-made) model that has called them into being. The relationship between interpretation and text is thus reversed: interpretive strategies are not put into execution after reading; they are the shape of reading, and because they are the shape of reading, they give texts their shape, making them rather than, as is usually assumed, arising from them.73

Fish, however, introduces what he believes to be an objectifying factor in the presence of the community. An individual reader is not free to find just anything within the text, being constrained by the community of which the reader is a part. He says, “they [meanings] will not be subjective because that point of view will always be social or institutional.”74

Most biblical critics and hermeneuts have not gone as far as Fish in their approach to the text. A number of them have utilized elements of reader–response theory, but have followed more closely the approach of Wolfgang Iser, whom Fish has criticized very sharply.75 Among these are Susan Wittig,76 James L. Resseguie,77 Robert Fowler,78 Jouette M. Bassler,79 and Alan Culpepper.80 In some cases, such as the work of Culpepper, the reader–response approach is one of several elements in the interpretive methodology.

Some New Testament scholars have begun to place more credence in the more radical reader–response criticism of Fish and others such as Jeffrey Stout.81 One of these is Stephen Fowl. He notes that the usual approach in biblical interpretation is to find the meaning of the text. Drawing on the thought of Fish and Stout, he believes that the search for meaning in texts is fundamentally nonproductive, because the idea of what counts for meaning varies tremendously, in part dependent on where one does one’s work. He agrees with Stout that there is no way of adjudicating between competing conceptions of the meaning of the text, let alone an adequate theory of interpretation.82 He therefore advocates that those in biblical studies “give up discussions of meaning and adopt Stout’s position of dissolving disputes about meaning by explicating these disputes in terms of interpretative interests.”83

Another who shares this general orientation is Stanley Porter, who bemoans the seeming lack of utilization of reader–response methodology by New Testament scholars. He shares Fish’s view that seeking some extralinguistic context relating to situations behind the text is inconsistent and therefore disappointing.84 He criticizes Petersen, Fowler, Resseguie, Staley, and Culpepper, concluding that “reader–response criticism . . . in New Testament Studies . . . is definitely lagging behind developments in the secular literary field.”85 In light of these voices being raised, and the growing influence of even more radical forms of interpretation, such as deconstruction, we may anticipate that the strength of more radical reader–response criticism will grow in the years ahead. Indeed, it appears that this has already been occurring since Porter’s plaintive essay.

Some of the issues of evaluation of this shift from placing meaning in the text to locating it in the reader are dealt with in connection with the discussions of deconstruction and postmodernism in chapters 2 and 7. We do need to note some of the implications of this view here, however. The reader–response critics have commendably called attention to what actually is often the case, that the interests of the reader affect the understanding of what the text says. Rather than asking how this may be neutralized or reduced, however, these interpreters work from that diversity as a given and shift the very locus of meaning. Several problems emerge, however.

1. The question of meaning applies not only to the biblical text, but to all texts, including the reader–response critic’s discussion of meaning and the biblical text.

2. This approach seems to divide theories of meaning into either formalist or contextual-pragmatic. Yet Wittgenstein, in rejecting the absoluteness of formalism, does not find it necessary to move all the way to a position like that of Fish. He says, “Don’t say: ‘There must be . . . ’ but look and see whether there is.”86 In other words, Fish appears to be guilty of the same prescriptive approach to language that characterized logical positivism.

3. The appeal to communities does not solve the seemingly inherent tendencies to subjectivism. The community is merely a larger version of the individual. Indeed, as Wittgenstein points out, on one level of sophistication the individual must evaluate and choose the community of which to be a part. In fact, not being a citizen of any community of ideas is what makes a philosopher a philosopher.87

4. If taken seriously, this philosophy, which Thiselton calls “sociopragmatic philosophy,” could never be more than a narrative philosophy, telling the story of a particular philosophical tradition. In theory, this approach is merely one story among many. Yet, as Christopher Norris has pointed out, there is a rejection of other stories of a more definitive or restrictive nature: “Under cover of its liberal-pluralist credentials, this narrative very neatly closes all exits except the one marked ‘James and Dewey.’”88

Guidelines for Evaluating Critical Methods 

There are some guidelines that will help preserve us from overestimating the utility and conclusiveness of critical methodologies, and from adopting inappropriate forms of them.

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

2. We need to detect the presence of circular reasoning. Critics who use stories in the Gospels to help them reconstruct the Sitz im Leben of the early church, and then use this Sitz im Leben to explain the origin of these same stories, are guilty of this.89 3. We should be watchful for unwarranted inferences. A similarity of thought is sometimes understood to indicate a common origin or a causal connection. Identifying the circumstances in which an idea was taught is sometimes thought to exclude the possibility of its having been taught in other circumstances. It is supposed that a saying which expresses a belief of the church was never spoken by Jesus. There is a suppressed premise here, namely, “If something is found in the teaching of the church (or Judaism), it could not have been part of Jesus’ teaching as well.” Uniqueness (what Perrin calls “dissimilarity”90 and Reginald Fuller calls “distinctiveness”91) is regarded as the criterion of authenticity. But this assumption, when laid bare in this fashion, begins to look rather arbitrary and even improbable.

4. We need to be aware of arbitrariness and subjectivity. For example, redaction critics often attach a considerable degree of conclusiveness to their reconstructions of the Sitz im Leben, to their explanations of causes and origins. Yet these conclusions really cannot be verified or checked by an independent means. One way to assess the reliability of a method would be to apply it to a contemporary or recent piece of writing, in which case it is possible to verify or falsify the analysis. C. S. Lewis complains that some of the analyses and explanations of his writings simply have not squared with the actual facts. But if this is the case with Lewis’s writings, what are we to think of some of the explanations of the origins of elements of the Gospels? As Lewis says, Mark is dead. The conclusions of his critics really cannot be tested.92

5. We should be alert to the presence of assumptions regarding an antithetical relationship between faith and reason. For example, Perrin speaks of the view that the early Christian preaching was interested in historical reminiscence and the “opposite view” that it was theologically motivated.93 This seems to suggest that there is a conflict between theological motivation (faith) and historical interest and concern. This apparent conflict is reflected in the rather sharp distinction between Historie and Geschichte. And this in turn goes back to Søren Kierkegaard’s distinction between objective and subjective thinking; he asserted that the amount of inward passion or subjectivity is inversely proportional to the amount of objective evidence or certainty.94 This view of faith and reason may be correct (although I do not think so). We should be aware, however, that it is only an assumption.

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

It should be apparent that biblical criticism need not be negative in its results. When the method is formulated using assumptions that are open to the possibility of the supernatural and of the authenticity of the materials, and criteria are applied that are not more severe than those used in other areas of historical inquiry, very positive results occur. Thus Joachim Jeremias says that the language and style of the Synoptic Gospels show “so much faithfulness and such respect towards the tradition of the sayings of Jesus that we are justified in drawing up the following principle of method: In the Synoptic tradition it is the inauthenticity, and not the authenticity, of the sayings of Jesus that must be demonstrated.”95 This of course rests on an assumption of the reliability of the sources, but this assumption, when tested against the data, proves more tenable than the alternative.

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

Chapter Objectives 

After completing this chapter, you should be able to do the following:

1. To develop an appreciation of the changes in culture, which have accelerated in recent years.

2. To analyze and describe the elements of Christianity that are eternal and unchanging and contrast them to the temporal expressions.

3. To compare and contrast different approaches to contemporizing theology and differentiate among the values of each.

4. To determine that the essential goal of theology is the identification of core truths and doctrines as essential to Christianity and to place them in their cultural context.

Chapter Summary 

The world of the Bible and this present world are very different. It is important to state the gospel message in terms that will be understood in today’s world. Many theologians have tried to do this in order to make the message palatable to the modern mind. Some theologians have not merely changed the form of expression, but the substance as well. The goal for contemporizing the Christian message is to retain the content and biblical doctrine while making the message more understandable today. Five criteria are presented to assess the integrity of the message.

Study Questions 

• How would you respond to Rudolf Bultmann’s attempt to demythologize Christianity in the modern world?

• Name and briefly describe the permanent elements of Christianity that the author mentions and explain what makes them essential to Christianity.

• Compare and contrast the transformer’s view with the translator’s view of contemporizing theology today.

• What criteria are used to identify the essence of a doctrine?

The Challenge of Obsolescence 

The Locus of Permanence in Christianity 

An Institution 

Acts of God 

Experiences 

Doctrines 

A Way of Life 

Two Approaches to Contemporizing Theology 

Transformers 

Translators 

Criteria of Permanence 

Constancy Across Cultures 

Universal Setting 

A Recognized Permanent Factor as a Base 

Indissoluble Link with an Experience Regarded as Essential 

Final Position Within Progressive Revelation 

The Challenge of Obsolescence 

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

Rudolf Bultmann shook the theological world with his essay “New Testament and Mythology.”1 In it he observed that the New Testament gives us a mythical view of the world. This is seen most obviously in its conception of cosmology. According to Bultmann, the New Testament views the world as essentially a three-storied structure, with heaven, containing God and the angels, up above; earth, the habitation of humans, in between; and hell, with the devil and his demons, below. Even on the earth, what occurs is not merely a series of natural events. Miracles occur. God appears, and his angels communicate messages and assist man. Demons from the realm below afflict human beings, creating illnesses and other woes, and even taking possession of them on occasion. God may inspire the thoughts of humans or guide their actions. He may give them heavenly visions. He may give them the supernatural power of his Spirit. The world is the battlefield on which is taking place a great struggle or combat between these forces of good and evil. But the time is soon coming when this battle will come to a cataclysmic end. There will be the woes of the last time, after which the Judge will come from heaven, the dead will rise, the last judgment will take place, and everyone will enter the final state, either of eternal salvation or eternal damnation.2

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

Bultmann asserts that the three-story view of the universe is untenable for anyone today. Copernicus has made this so for any aware, alert, thinking person of our time, or, for that matter, of any time since Copernicus himself. For the vast majority of persons living today, it is not possible to hold to the ancient idea of a flat earth with four corners. The same is true of the idea that illnesses are caused by demon possession. Modern medicine has shown us that illnesses are caused by bacteria and viruses, not by demon possession. In view of our new understanding of natural causation, the miracles of the New Testament are no longer regarded as miraculous, just as the idea of Jesus’ ascension to a heavenly place has disappeared with the loss of the mythical three-tiered universe.4 The mythical biblical eschatology is similarly untenable, if for no other reason than that the second coming of Christ has not taken place. If we do expect within time an end to the universe as we know it, we undoubtedly expect it to happen through some form of catastrophe, such as a nuclear holocaust, rather than through the mythical event of the return of Christ. It is impossible to take these myths literally. What Bultmann suggests is a reinterpretation of them.5

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

The Locus of Permanence in Christianity 

Bultmann contends that the outmoded conceptions can and must be changed, but that in so doing we do not lose the genius of Christianity. It is still Christianity. But has he in fact lost the essence of the religion in so doing? Here we must ask the question, What must we retain in order to maintain genuine Christianity, or to remain genuinely Christian? Different theologians and segments of Christianity have suggested various answers as to what is the abiding element in Christianity: (1) an institution, (2) acts of God, (3) experiences, (4) doctrines, (5) a way of life.

An Institution 

A first answer is that the permanent element in Christianity is institutional. Perhaps the purest form of this answer is the traditional Roman Catholic view. According to this view, God has given a final deposit of truth to the church. Revelation ceased with the death of the last apostle. Since that time the church has not been adding to the content of revelation, but declaring or defining what has been revealed. It adds new dogmas, but not new revelation. The church, as successor of the apostles, to whom the truth was entrusted, has the authority to promulgate these new dogmas by expounding them and interpreting them infallibly. Consequently, the church is the constant factor. The truth to be believed is the church’s current teaching. While dogma may grow and modify, the church remains constant.6

Acts of God 

Another answer given in recent years is that the permanent element of Christianity is certain unique historical events or mighty acts of God. This is the position taken by the “biblical theology” or “Heilsgeschichte” school of thought.7 Most biblical accounts are not necessarily accurate or normative, for the Bible includes much more than these central unique acts. Biblical religion consists of the response of human persons to these acts of God. Thus, most of the narratives are merely interpretations by the covenant people of what they believed God had done. The one great event of the Old Testament, the one act of God, is the exodus. The events reported as preceding the exodus are the Hebrews’ interpretations of their past as based on the faith gained at the exodus. These are not so much literal histories of what God did as they are parables expressive of the Hebrews’ faith. They represent what the Hebrews expected the kind of God that they had experienced to have performed. Similarly, the postexodus accounts are to be understood as their interpretation of subsequent events through the perspective of the faith they had gained in the exodus. They saw God’s hand at work in all sorts of occurrences.

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

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

Experiences 

Yet another answer is that abiding experiences are the essence, the permanent factor, of Christianity. While doctrinal beliefs may change, people of all periods have the same experiences. A notable example of such experiences is the universal hope of immortality. Harry E. Fosdick considers the biblical idea of the resurrection of the body as the way persons living in that time gave expression to their hope of immortality. Given the Hebrew conception of Sheol, a place just beneath the surface of the earth where the dead abide in an empty and meaningless existence, it is not surprising that people hoped for a restoration to the earth, a resurrection from Sheol.10 Added to this was the influence of Zoroastrianism, which during the exile became the mold into which the Hebrew expectation of a life beyond death was poured. Thus, the hope that death would not be final came to take the familiar form of an intermediate state between death and judgment day, a general resurrection of righteous and unrighteous, a judgment and the consigning of these body-souls to heaven or hell. Although the New Testament makes some modifications, it still presents this basic view.11

Fosdick finds the idea of a bodily resurrection grossly materialistic. In his view it is not necessary to preserve this particular doctrine, but rather to retain the abiding experience out of which it arose, and which it satisfies. This experience is the expectation of future life, which expectation can be retained within a different “mental framework.” Fosdick is aware that he is changing doctrinal or conceptual understandings, but this is of no consequence to him, since they are merely transient phrasings of permanent convictions and experiences.12 The hope of immortality can be preserved while a different doctrinal understanding is substituted for the idea of bodily resurrection. The new understanding that he proposes is the immortality of the soul. This particular insight was first propounded by Origen. Fosdick maintains that with this conception he and others like him have comforted the bereaved, rendered the “patient continuance” of old age more joyful, and made youth’s struggle for character more worthwhile. This conception helps clarify the universal experience of the ancient Hebrews and contemporary Christians.13

Doctrines 

Some have contended that the permanent and unchanging in Christianity consists of certain doctrines presented in biblical times and continuing to the present. Unlike Fosdick, those who hold this view insist that modern conceptions may not be substituted for biblical doctrines. J. Gresham Machen was an articulate defender of this view. He takes particular note of the attempt to separate Jesus’ ethical teaching from the doctrine that accompanied it. Some, for example, have maintained that Jesus’ disciples, in rooting their faith in the event of Jesus’ life and death, were actually going beyond his intentions. According to this view, Jesus simply proclaimed a kingdom of God without making himself the object of belief. He did not conceive of himself as the Messiah. This theory, however, has proved unsustainable.14 Although William Wrede and Adolf von Harnack reconstructed a Jesus without the messianic self-understanding, they did so by a careful selection of passages. Yet in spite of the careful selection of certain portions such as the Sermon on the Mount, there remains an ineradicable problem. For even here, where Jesus talked much about the kind of behavior that is to characterize the citizens of the kingdom, there is a peculiar approach. Whereas the prophets said, “Thus says the Lord,” Jesus announced, “I say to you.” He evidently regarded himself as someone having the right to supersede the law and on his own authority at that.15

Let us for the moment bypass such considerations, says Machen, and see what happens if we construct a Christianity that retains and practices only the ethical teachings of Jesus. In some instances the Golden Rule might well work not for good but for evil. Take the case of someone trying to recover from alcoholism, for example. His former drinking partners, if they follow the rule, will of course offer him a drink, for that is what they would want someone to do for them. Thus, the Golden Rule becomes a powerful obstacle in the way of moral advance. The problem here, however, lies not with the rule, but with the interpretation of its scope. Like the rest of the Sermon on the Mount, the Golden Rule was not addressed to the entire world. Jesus intended it to be practiced by his disciples, citizens of the kingdom of God. (Here we get into the matter of doctrine.) They are persons who have undergone moral and spiritual transformation. If they do to others what they would have others do to them, they will do what is right, for the things they desire done to themselves are high and pure. And beyond that, the ability to do to others what one wants done to oneself presupposes a transformation and an infusion of spiritual power. The ethical teaching is insufficient without the reality that is spoken of by the doctrine lying behind the Golden Rule.16 Nor are the experiences of which Fosdick speaks so glowingly really possible without the doctrinal truths that guarantee them.

A Way of Life 

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

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

Jesus’ teaching regarding the reign of God in human hearts was not something novel and unprecedented, according to Rauschenbusch. Rather, he was simply continuing and elaborating the prophets’ emphasis on personal and social righteousness.18 Jesus opposed the popular conceptions at those points where they were in conflict with these ideals. What he proposed was a kingdom of God on earth; he never mentioned it in connection with heaven.19 This concern for righteousness, justice, social equality, and democracy was the core of Jesus’ teaching and practice and should be our ideal also.

Two Approaches to Contemporizing Theology 

It should be apparent, from the view of religion adopted in the first chapter, that the doctrinal content is a major component of Christianity, and is therefore to be preserved. For our purposes in this volume, it will be regarded as the most important permanent element, a necessary but not sufficient component of Christianity. But if we are to maintain the pertinence of the Christian religion, we must at this point introduce an additional concern: how to contemporize theology.

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

Transformers 

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

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

The transformers also believe that humanity has radically changed with the passage of time. Whereas at one point the message may have been suitable and helpful to humans in addition to being acceptable to them, they are now so different, their very nature so altered, that the message will fall on unresponsive or even rejecting ears.21

Since truth is to a large extent considered relative, humanity today is the judge of what is right and wrong. In no real sense is there the idea of a revelation from God that somehow is the source and criterion of truth. Thus, there is nothing normative outside human experience, nothing that could sit in judgment on human ideas. If there is to be any alteration to produce consistency between traditional Christianity and present-day people’s thinking, it is Christian doctrine that must change, not the human. Relevance is the key word, rather than authoritativeness. The sources from which the content of Christianity is drawn will thus be considerably broader than in traditional Christianity. Not merely some sacred documents of truth, but rather the whole sweep of literature, philosophy, and the sciences is to be consulted in informing the Christian belief.

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

These theologians found the conception of God untenable. For some of them, the death of God meant the unreality of the idea of God or the word God. Paul Van Buren, following the method of analytical philosophy, found the concept to be without meaning in an empirically oriented world.22 In part, all of this resulted from what the Death of God theologians regarded as a breakdown in the neoorthodox view of revelation.23 According to neoorthodoxy, God is not known through nature or through experiences generally and universally available to all people, but through and in his special personal encounter with the human. But this encounter, which cannot be controlled or forced, did not seem to the Death of God theologians to be occurring any longer. There seemed to be an absence of the presence of God. Further, the familiar capacity to experience God seemed to have dried up for many modern people. Some Christians find God meaningfully within certain settings. A quiet sanctuary, stained-glass windows, an organ playing certain types of music evoke religious feelings for many people, simply because of their conditioned responses to these stimuli. Some persons cannot hear or sing “How Great Thou Art” without feeling pious. Increasing numbers of contemporary persons, however, do not have such a response. They have never had this type of experience. Thus, the Death of God theologians concluded, the “sense of the presence of God” must be a psychological rather than religious phenomenon.

There is also the problem here of what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “a world come of age.” In past times, God was the answer to puzzles and the solution to problems. Whatever could not be understood was explained as caused by God. This led to the expression the “god of the gaps”—the gaps being lacunae in human knowledge. As knowledge has grown, however, the place of God as an explanatory principle has correspondingly shrunk. He has retreated from first one island and then another. Geology, biology, and psychology have each in turn displaced God. The other familiar function performed by God, the solution of problems, has also tended to evaporate. In biblical times, if a man’s wife was barren, prayers were offered to God to “open her womb” so that children might be born to them. Sarah and Hannah are two notable biblical instances. In our day, a woman goes to a gynecologist, who prescribes fertility pills; and a child (or children) is born. In the Bible, if there was a drought, persons prayed to God to send rain, and it rained. Today, the scientist finds a cloud containing some moisture, flies over it and seeds it with silver iodide or something similar, and rain falls! God is, as it were, unemployed. The familiar place that he occupied in human experience is now filled by others. He is not needed as part of the world, and consequently the concept of God is not meaningful to humans.24

There is more to the problem, however. The contemporary human’s difficulty is not merely the absence of the experience of God.25 It is the experience of the absence of God. The problem of evil is real and serious. To see the destructiveness of nature is disturbing to one who believes in an all-powerful divine being. And beyond that is the problem of moral evil. Humans’ cruelty and indifference to one another are appalling. If God is really God, if he is all-powerful and all-loving, he would certainly desire to prevent this type of evil in the world and would be able to do so. The continued presence of evil in both forms seems to argue loudly and eloquently against the existence of such a God.

Thomas Altizer comes to the problem with a more subjective, almost mystical approach. He emphasizes not so much the cessation of the experience of God, but the death of the primordial or transcendent God. This God has voluntarily undergone transformation from a being outside the world who occasionally acts within it, to a being fully immersed within the processes of this world. While the incarnation has in orthodox theology been thought of as the act of God’s becoming one with the human race, for Altizer it is but a symbol, just one of a whole series of such comings. Throughout history God has been coming to humankind. The process is now complete. The death of God is thus the suicide of the primordial God and the birth of an immanent one.26

A thoroughly secular faith is what the Death of God theologians recommended. Instead of finding God in transcendent fashion, in acts of worship and prayer, this movement proposed to find him again in activity, such as involvement in the civil rights movement.27

Translators 

To the translators, the transformers seem not to have reexpressed the message, but to have substituted another message for it. A Christianity without God, or at least without a transcendent God, and without a qualitatively unique place for Jesus Christ, scarcely seems worthy of being called Christianity any longer. The translators share with the transformers the desire to speak a fresh and intelligible word to the modern world. They emphasize much more strongly, however, the need for making certain that it is the authoritative message that is being spoken. One of their aims is to retain the basic content of the message. In this sense, translators are conservatives. Another aim is to put the message in a new form, to speak the language of the hearer. Just as one would not think of preaching a sermon in biblical Greek to someone who does not know the language, so it is crucial to get away from old and unfamiliar expressions and use synonyms drawn from contemporary experience. The translators attempt to say what the Bible would say if it were being written to us in our present situation.28

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

The translator maintains that the human is not the measure of what is true. It is God who speaks and human beings who are on trial, not vice versa. If transformation is needed, it is the human, not the message, that must be transformed. While translators aim to make the message intelligible or understandable, they do not expect to make it acceptable on contemporary humans’ own grounds. There is a built-in dimension of the message that will always be a cause of offense to the non-Christian. The message must challenge the contemporary mind-set, not simply accommodate to it.29 Perhaps even more offensive than the belief structures of the Bible are its ethical teachings. These seem to call into question not merely what one believes, but also what one does and even what one is. Whether doctrinal or ethical in nature, a friction will be created by the biblical message, a friction that the theologian and the church should not attempt to remove.

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

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

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

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

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

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

In this method, we learn what word in one language is equivalent to what word in another language. Thus, English-speaking persons learning German are taught that der Stuhl = the chair. We memorize this equivalent. We look up a German word in the German-English dictionary to find an English equivalent. But the meaning of der Stuhl is not “the chair.” The real meaning is an object with a seat, a backrest, and four legs. “The chair” is only a particularization of that meaning in one language, English, just as der Stuhl is a particularization in German, la chaise in French, la silla in Spanish, and so on. We are not arguing that the real meaning of der Stuhl is “chairness.” We are referring to a particular object. We are referring to the meaning which that object has in common in all cultures. Nor are we attempting to make a case for conceptual-dynamic (as opposed to verbal) inspiration.30 The problem with this approach to learning a language is that it can work with only two specific languages at a time. And when in either language a word involved takes on a different meaning, the expression of the truth becomes obsolete.

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

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

Criteria of Permanence 

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

Constancy Across Cultures 

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

One illustration of constancy across cultures is the principle of sacrificial atonement, and with it the rejection of any type of works-righteousness. We find this principle present in the Old Testament sacrificial system. We also find it in the New Testament teaching regarding the atoning death of Christ. Another example is the centrality of belief in Jesus Christ, which spans any gap between Jew and Gentile. Peter preached it at Pentecost in Jerusalem to Jews from various cultures. Paul declared it in a Gentile setting to the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:31).

Universal Setting 

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

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

A Recognized Permanent Factor as a Base 

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

Indissoluble Link with an Experience Regarded as Essential 

In Rudolf Bultmann’s view, the Geschichte of the resurrection (the renewal of hope and openness to the future that we experience) is independent of the Historie (the question of whether Jesus actually was raised). But Paul asserts that the experience is dependent on Christ’s resurrection. He says, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins” (1 Cor. 15:17). If our experience of the resurrection is real and permanent, the resurrection of Christ must be factual, permanent, and universal. Replacing or changing this doctrine in any way will be accompanied by a similar change in the experience. If we regard this experience as essential, abandonment of what the Bible affirms to be the cause will require finding some other basis to explain the result. Our experience of believing that evil will be overcome is based on belief in a supernatural work of God in connection with the second coming. Fosdick’s experience of believing that evil will be overcome is quite different, for he bases it on belief in progress, which requires a certain type of human effort and is accompanied by a corresponding degree of insecurity.31 His experience, then, is built on a less than solid foundation and will prove impermanent. Whenever on the other hand, our experience proves to be real and permanent, we can be assured that the biblical doctrine on which it is dependent is permanent as well.

Final Position Within Progressive Revelation 

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

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

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

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

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

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