







 

 






“Each of Vern Poythress’s books has been, in my judgment, the best book on its particular subject, whether science, hermeneutics, dispensationalism, theological method, gender-neutral Bible translation, or the Mosaic law. Not only are these books expertly researched and cogently argued, but they are explicitly Christian in their starting point, method, and conclusion (to use a phrase of Cornelius Van Til). Poythress does not merely claim that these disciplines allow a place for God, or that a theistic worldview provides useful context, or that engagement in such studies is somehow useful to Christians. Rather, he comes right in your face with the claims of Christ: All of these studies are grounded in the nature and work of the triune God, and nothing can be rightly understood apart from him. God is not merely a possibility, not merely a conclusion, but the starting point for any understanding at all.

“So in the present book on language, Poythress shows that the foundation of human speech is the speech between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, so that without God meaningful language would be impossible. He makes this audacious claim, not as a mere preacher but as one who has gained an expert knowledge of linguistics as well as biblical theology. This book is essential for anyone who would pursue an understanding of language. It is also a great help to those who are troubled by contemporary challenges to the very possibility of meaningful communication. And to those who wonder how the word of God can possibly be expressed in human speech, Poythress shows us that without the word of God human speech is impossible.”

John M. Frame, Professor of Systematic Theology and Philosophy,
 Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando 

“In this remarkable volume, Vern Poythress takes the reader on a theological adventure into the depths of language, showing that God’s gift of language reveals important things about humankind and about God himself. Poythress argues that the intricacies of language present both a general revelation of the triune nature of God and the means for special revelation of himself in the words of Scripture. The complexities and sophistication of human discourse reflect the inherently communicative nature of God, in whose image people are created. The gifts of language and Scripture are testimonies to God’s love and are tools for sharing that love in every language and culture of the earth.”

Richard Brown, International Translation Consultant,
 Wycliffe Bible Translators 

“If you were to ask me to propose one person to guide me through a thoroughly Christian view of language, Vern Poythress would be my first choice. His detailed knowledge of both the Bible and linguistics, his creative ability to see connections, his determination to be true to God, and his engaging personal manner, all come through in this book. I came away with a fresh appreciation for our creaturely dependence on the triune God, and renewed thankfulness to God for his remarkable gift of language.”

C. John (“Jack”) Collins, Professor of Old Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary 

“This book represents a lifetime of theological thinking about the significance of language: about God’s involvement with language, the nature of language itself from phonemes to literary genres, and the diverse ways humans interact with one another, and with God, through language. Here one finds not only a biblical but a systematic theology of language built on the insight that human language reflects the triune God, sometimes in surprising ways. And, as if thirty-six chapters were not enough, Poythress includes significant appendices analyzing language in postmodernism, translation theory, speech acts, deconstruction, and more. There is nothing like this book on the market!”

Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Research Professor of Systematic Theology,
 Trinity Evangelical Divinity School 

“Vern Poythress presents a compelling, textured Biblical theology of human and divine communication. By looking through the right end of the telescope, starting with God rather than human understanding, he plumbs the depths of God’s role as guarantor and sustainer and as the locus within which meaning and interaction have their being. Poythress’s treatment is woven together as what appears to be an exhaustive corpus, analyzing multitudinous facets of God’s role in language and how this role affects how we should understand and practice communication. He brings added depth through rigorous analysis of theoretical and philosophical developments relating to the study of language and culture.”

Chris Simmons, Executive Director, The Gospel and Culture Project 

“This fascinating and remarkably insightful book is the product of a lifetime of profound thinking about the amazing complexity of language as created by God to reflect his own character and give him glory. Poythress’s multiple perspectives on language will enable readers to understand the Bible more deeply and also to avoid the mistakes of various non-Christian theories of language that influence society today. This book is a wonderful resource in many ways.”

Wayne Grudem, Research Professor of Bible and Theology,
 Phoenix Seminary 
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CHAPTER 1

The Importance of Language 

By the word of the Lord the heavens were made,
 and by the breath of his mouth all their host
—Psalm 33:6

Language is wonderful and mysterious. It is so because it is a gift of God to us. It reflects and reveals him.

How does language reflect God? According to the Bible, God himself can speak, and does speak. We are made like him, and that is why we can speak. When we use language, we rely on resources and powers that find their origin in God. In fact, as we shall see, language reflects God in his Trinitarian character. We can appreciate language more deeply, and use it more wisely, if we come to know God and understand the relation of God to the language we use.

Because I am a follower of Christ, I trust in the Bible as the word of God.1 The Bible is a foundational resource for my thinking about language. From time to time we will look briefly at other views of language. But my primary purpose is helping people increase their appreciation for language, using the Bible for guidance. If you as a reader are not yet convinced about the Bible, I would still invite you to think with me about language. The actual character of language does, I believe, confirm what the Bible says.

The Central Role of Language 

Language has a central role in human living. We spend a lot of our time talking and listening. Education constantly uses language. Television, radio, newspapers, and the Internet use language. Friendships are cemented and maintained through language.2 All these are sources of meaning in our lives.

Some tasks, such as washing dishes, do not demand using language. But even they gain significance from what we say and think about them. We wash dishes because through language we have learned about bacteria, sickness, and how washing helps protect health. And washing dishes can be more pleasant if we are talking with a friend while doing it.

We could go on. Many of the most significant and precious moments in life gain significance through language. So examining language itself could contribute significantly to reorienting our lives. That is why we are going to take a long look at language and its meaning.

The Importance of Language in the Bible 

The Bible confirms the importance of language. It says that in the beginning God created the world using language: “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3).3

The first recorded interaction between God and man involved God speaking in language concerning man’s task:

And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:28).

Adam and Eve fell into sin through the serpent’s use of language to tempt them the serpent said, “You will not surely die” (Gen. 3:4). Shortly afterward, God gave hope to Adam and Eve through a promise of redemption, and the promise was expressed in language:

The Lord God said to the serpent, . . 
    “I will put enmity between you [the serpent] and the woman,
          and between your offspring and her offspring;
      he shall bruise your head, 
          and you shall bruise his heel” (Gen. 3:14–15).

One of the principal aspects of Jesus’ earthly ministry was teaching and proclaiming a message.4 He used language; he had much to say. And he made plain the importance of his teaching:

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine [ Jesus’ words] and does them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it” (Matt. 7:24–27).

Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead by issuing a verbal command: “Lazarus, come out” ( John 11:43). Jesus’ words have power. The future resurrection of the body will take place through the power of Jesus’ words: “. . . for an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear his [ Jesus’] voice and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment” ( John 5:28–29).5 At the last judgment people will be judged according to their words:

I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give account for every careless word they speak, for by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned (Matt. 12:36–37).

And how can we escape condemnation? The answer to condemnation is found in the gospel, the good news concerning what Christ has done to save us. That good news is a verbal message. Through this message, given in language, people come to believe in Christ and to receive God’s salvation:

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:16–17). But what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim); because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved (Rom. 10:8–9).

How then will they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!” But they have not all obeyed the gospel. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed what he has heard from us?” So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ (Rom. 10:14–17).

Words, then, have a central role, according to the Bible. And of course the Bible itself is composed of words.

We may note still one more role of language. Jesus Christ himself has a close relation to language. The Gospel of John calls Christ “the Word,” and begins by speaking of his eternal existence with God:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made ( John 1:1–3).

These verses in John allude to the opening chapter in Genesis, when God created the universe by speaking. So the “Word” in John 1:1, that is, Christ before his incarnation, was the source of the speech of God in Genesis. Christ is thus the origin of language itself. Moreover, Christ says concerning himself, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” ( John 14:6). He identifies himself with “the truth,” showing a connection with truth in language. And he says that God’s word is truth and the source of holiness for disciples:

Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth ( John 17:17–19).

God himself is true: “Whoever receives his testimony sets his seal to this, that God is true” ( John 3:33).

Language in Our Conduct 

Language, then, has a significant role in God’s relation to human beings from creation onward. Appreciating language properly can contribute to our well-being in relation to God.

Language affects not only the big issues concerning who God is, and how to be reconciled to him, but the smaller issues of how to conduct our lives. The book of Proverbs contains any number of illustrations of the importance of language in our conduct:

Thelips of the righteous know what is acceptable,
   but the mouth of the wicked, what is perverse (Prov. 10:32).

There is one whose rash words are like sword thrusts,
   but the tongue of the wise brings healing (Prov. 12:18).

A wise son hears his father’s instruction,
   but a scoffer does not listen to rebuke (Prov. 13:1).

Whoever guards his mouth preserves his life;
   he who opens wide his lips comes to ruin (Prov. 13:3).

By insolence comes nothing but strife,
   but with those who take advice is wisdom (Prov. 13:10).

Poverty and disgrace come to him who ignores instruction,
   but whoever heeds reproof is honored (Prov. 13:18).

By the mouth of a fool comes a rod for his back,
   but the lips of the wise will preserve them (Prov. 14:3).

Leave the presence of a fool,
   for there you do not meet words of knowledge (Prov. 14:7).

In all toil there is profit,
   but mere talk tends only to poverty (Prov. 14:23).

A truthful witness saves lives,
   but one who breathes out lies is deceitful (Prov. 14:25).

A soft answer turns away wrath,
   but a harsh word stirs up anger (Prov. 15:1).

Which of us would not benefit from greater wisdom in how to speak and how to listen?

1. Interested readers may consult many works that show at length that the Bible is the word of God. See, among others, Benjamin B. Warfield, The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible (reprint; Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1967); D. A. Carson and John Woodbridge, eds., Scripture and Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1983). It is an important issue, so important that it deserves much more space than we could take here.

2. “Without the signposts of speech, the social beehive would disintegrate immediately” (Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, Speech and Reality [Norwich, VT: Argo, 1970], 16).

3. Bible quotations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).

4. Mark 1:38–39: “And he said to them, ‘Let us go on to the next towns, that I may preach there also, for that is why I came out.’ And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons.”

5. Note also the illustration of the power of the prophetic word when Ezekiel is told to prophesy and in response dead bones come to life (Ezek. 37:4–10).



PART 1

God’s Involvement 
with Language 



CHAPTER 2

Language and the Trinity

“I do as the Father has commanded me.”

—John 14:31 

Language has a close relation to the Trinitarian character of God. In fact, the Trinitarian character of God is the deepest starting point for understanding language. So we need to look at what the Bible teaches about God in his Trinitarian character.

The Trinity 

The Bible teaches that God is one God, and that he exists in three persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. I will not undertake to defend orthodox Trinitarian doctrine in detail, because this has already been done many times.1 Let me mention briefly only a small number of evidences.

In addressing the polytheism of surrounding nations, the Old Testament makes it clear that there is only one true God, the God of Israel, who is the only Creator (Genesis 1; see Deut. 6:4; 32:39; Isa. 40:18–28). The New Testament introduces further revelation about the distinction of persons in God, but it everywhere presupposes the unity of one God, as revealed in the Old Testament. The New Testament does not repudiate but reinforces the Old Testament. “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Mark 12:29). “You believe that God is one; you do well” ( James 2:19).

Second, in the New Testament the deity of Christ the Son of God is dramatically affirmed by applying to him Old Testament verses that use the tetragrammaton, the sacred name of God: “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13; from Joel 2:32, which has the tetragrammaton).2 We also find explicit affirmations that Jesus is God in John 1:1 (“. . . and the Word was God”) and John 20:28. The Holy Spirit is God, according to Acts 5:3–4.3 The distinction between the persons is regularly evident in John, when it expresses the relation of two persons as a Father-and-Son relation, and when the Spirit is described as another Helper, indicating that he is distinct from the Son ( John 14:16).

God Speaks to Himself 

The New Testament indicates that the persons of the Trinity speak to one another. This speaking on the part of God is significant for our thinking about language. Not only is God a member of a language community that includes human beings, but the persons of the Trinity function as members of a language community among themselves. Language does not have as its sole purpose human-human communication, or even divine-human communication, but also divine-divine communication. Approaches that conceive of language only with reference to human beings are accordingly reductionistic.

What is the evidence for divine-divine communication? First consider John 16:13–15:

When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you.

The principal role of the Holy Spirit in these verses is to speak to the disciples of Christ. But we need to notice the basis for that speaking: “Whatever he hears he will speak.” The Spirit is first a hearer. And whom does he hear? The subsequent explanation brings in both the Father and the Son. The Spirit hears the Father, and hears about “what is mine,” that is, what is the Son’s. Conceivably the Son as well as the Father is speaking to the Spirit. But in any case we have divine-divine communication between at least two persons of the Trinity.

Consider next John 17. In John 17 we have a long discourse where the Son speaks to the Father. This discourse is often called the “high priestly prayer,” because Jesus is interceding on behalf of the disciples. The label “prayer” invites us to think of this passage in connection with Jesus’ human nature. As high priest he shares our humanity, and so is able to represent us (Heb. 2:10–18; 4:15). Doubtless this is one aspect of what is going on in John 17. Some translations even use the word “pray” when they translate the Greek word that has the general meaning “ask” (17:9, 20). But Christ as a whole person is communing with the Father. The words we have in John 17 show us what he asks, not only with respect to his human nature but with respect to his divine nature as well. Consider, for example, that he talks about “the glory that I had with you before the world existed” ( John 17:5). The word “I” in that verse must include the divine nature of Christ, because the “glory that I had with you” was the glory before his incarnation (“before the world existed”), a glory therefore with respect to his divine nature but not his human nature. Similarly John 17:24 says that “you [God the Father] loved me before the foundation of the world.”4

We conclude, then, that John 17 presents not merely human communication but also divine communication between the divine persons of the Father and the Son. That communication takes place through language. And so language is something used among the persons of the Trinity.

Of course the language recorded in John 17 is also language accessible to us as human beings. But it is given to us as human beings precisely so that we may know that the communication that it represents exceeds human grasp, and is divine communication. This particular piece of language in John 17 is not “merely” human, as modernist theologians sometimes claim concerning language in general. It is also divine. And because God is God, and is greater than we are, we can never plumb to the bottom the depths of divine communication.

Distinct Roles of the Persons of the Trinity in Language: Speaker,
Speech, Breath

We need to consider another striking biblical claim about language. John 1:1 calls the second person of the Trinity “the Word”:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.

 One of the backgrounds to John 1:1 is Genesis 1, where God creates the world by speaking. “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). The eternal Word in John 1:1 is analogically related to the creational words that God spoke in calling the world into existence in Genesis 1, and to the words of Scripture, which are the word of God (2 Tim. 3:16). All three of these—eternal Word, creational words, and the Bible—are forms of the word of God. The latter two both make manifest the wisdom of God that has its source in the eternal Word (Col. 2:3; 1 Cor. 1:30).5

Without going into detail about these different forms, let us start with the most basic form, namely, the eternal Word, the second person of the Trinity. Calling him “the Word” indicates a relation between the Trinitarian character of God and language. In this analogical relation, God the Father is the speaker, while God the Son is the speech, “the Word.” Is there a role for the Holy Spirit? John 1:1–18 does not directly mention the Spirit, but the background passage in Genesis 1 does include the presence of the Spirit in Genesis 1:2. The Spirit “was hovering over the face of the waters.” Psalm 104, which reflects back on Genesis 1 and praises God for his works of creation, also includes a role for the Spirit:

When you hide your face, they [animals] are dismayed; 
  when you take away their breath, they die and return to their dust. When you send forth your Spirit, they are created, 
  and you renew the face of the ground (Ps. 104:29–30).

The Spirit of God gives life to a new generation of animals and plants (“renew the face of the ground”). The Spirit is their empowerer. We can even see a close relation between the breath of animals, which represents their life, and the power of the Spirit of God “breathing” life into them. The connection is made explicit in Job 33:4:

Spirit of God has made me, 
  and the breath of the Almighty gives me life.

The Hebrew word for “spirit” is ruach, which can also mean “breath” or “wind.” In most contexts it has only one of these three meanings, but the potential is there to invoke more than one, as happens in Job 33:4 above. In Ezekiel 37 we meet all three meanings in a passage that relates all three meanings to one another: “spirit” (37:1, 14), “wind” (37:9), and “breath” (37:5, 6, 9, 10; but closely related to “spirit” coming into dead bodies). The third person of the Trinity is named “Spirit” partly to suggest a close relation between him and the picture of the “breath” of God.

Putting these passages together with John 1:1, we can obtain a coherent picture of the persons of the Trinity as the origin of speech and language. God the Father is speaker, God the Son is the speech, and God the Spirit is the breath carrying the speech to its destination. The Spirit is also the power who brings about its effects.

Personal Indwelling 

The persons of the Trinity are distinct from one another. But they also mutually indwell one another. Jesus says, “Believe me that I am in the Father and the Father is in me” ( John 14:11). The Father dwells in the Son and the Son in the Father. 

Jesus asks the Father, concerning his disciples, “that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, . . .” ( John 17:21). Jesus also promises that the Holy Spirit will dwell in believers ( John 14:17), and this indwelling will be an indwelling of the Son as well ( John 14:20). We may conclude that the Son dwells in the Spirit. This indwelling is called coinherence or perichoresis.6 We can see one way in which coinherence is expressed when we think about the roles of the three persons of the Trinity in language. The Father’s wisdom is expressed in the Word. This expression in the Word shows that the Father dwells in the Son. The Father’s thought is in the Son. In addition, the Father’s word is in the Father even before he expresses it to the world. That implies that the Son dwells in the Father. And the Spirit, as the breath of God, works in power in conformity with the character of the Word. The Spirit is in the Son and the Son is in the Spirit. The Spirit carries out the purpose of the Father, and manifests the power of the Father, which implies that the Father dwells in the Spirit and the Spirit in the Father.

Speaker, Speech, and Audience 

Let us now consider the implications for three foci in communication, namely, speakers, speeches, and hearers. The Trinitarian original has God the Father as speaker and God the Son as discourse, as we have already seen. Who is the audience? There is no human audience for divine speech until the world is created. But John 16:13 mentions the Spirit as one who “hears”: “whatever he hears he will speak.” The discussion of John 16:13 is in the context of redemption, where the speech will eventually go out and be received by the disciples of Christ. But the idea of the Spirit’s hearing can be generalized, because it is surely in harmony with who the Spirit is as an eternal person of the Trinity.

The Spirit is the “breath” of God, according to our earlier argument. But the breath carries the message to a destination in personal recipients. If these are believing human recipients, we know that the Spirit in some ways stands “with” these recipients and enables them faithfully to hear (“illumination”; see 1 John 2:20–27; 1 Cor. 2:14–16). Behind these activities of the Spirit in redemption stands the character of the Spirit as an eternal person of the Trinity. The revelation in redemption invites us to think of the Spirit as recipient (audience) for the Word of God eternally.

In this respect also the persons of the Trinity coinhere. The Spirit receives the Word, and with the Word receives the message and the mind of the Father. The Spirit thus shares in the message of the Word and of the Father, and this sharing is an aspect of the mutual indwelling of the persons.

Enjoying and Relying on God’s Presence and His Goodness 

God has impressed his Trinitarian character on language. Whenever we use language, we rely on what he has given us. We also rely on the mutual indwelling of the persons of the Trinity. Because of this indwelling, our use of language holds together. In the use of language, we live in the presence of God who through the Spirit gives us life and through the Spirit empowers our use of language. Tacitly, we are trusting in God’s faithfulness and consistency and wisdom. This is true even when non-Christians use language. But they have suppressed awareness of their dependence on God, as Romans 1:19–21 indicates:

For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.

1. For a recent discussion, see John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2002), 619–735.

2. The tetragrammaton is YHWH (Hebrew hwhy, “Jehovah”), often translated in Greek as kurios, “Lord”).

3. Acts 5:3–4 indicates that to lie to the Holy Spirit is to lie to God: “But Peter said, ‘Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land? While it remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal? Why is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart? You have not lied to men but to God.’”

4. For further discussion of this passage, and the implications for divine language, see Vern S. Poythress, God-Centered Biblical Interpretation (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1999), 16–25.

5. See ibid., 27–50.

6. See ibid., 36–42.



CHAPTER 3

God Speaking 

For he spoke, and it came to be;  
he commanded, and it stood firm.

—Psalm 33:9 

God is infinitely wise, and infinitely deep in his knowledge. If God makes himself known in the textures of language, it means that language itself may be rich. Language may have not only one but many indications of its source in God. We should be on the lookout for many ways in which God shows the imprint of his presence. We will gradually explore a number of those ways.

Acts of Creation 

In Genesis 1 the Bible gives the primary account of God’s acts in creating the world. God created by speaking:

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light (Gen. 1:3).

And God said, “Let there be an expanse in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.” And God made the expanse . . . (Gen. 1:6–7).

Genesis 1 contains no less than eight commandments of this type (Gen. 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26). In addition, there are two speeches of blessing (Gen. 1:22, 28–30) and three places where God assigns names (Gen. 1:5, 8, 10).1

Clearly, God’s speaking has a central role in creation. This is confirmed by later statements that indicate that the whole work of creation takes place by speaking:

By the word of the Lord the heavens were made,  
  and by the breath of his mouth all their host (Ps. 33:6).

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made ( John 1:1–3).

God also brings about his acts of providence and judgment by speaking:

Who has spoken and it came to pass,  
  unless the Lord has commanded it? 
Is it not from the mouth of the Most High  
  that good and bad come? (Lam. 3:37–38).

In Lamentations 3:38 the expression “good and bad” is comprehensive, so we may conclude that everything that happens in creation, providence, and redemption happens by God speaking. Of course this is not the only way that the Bible describes God as interacting with the world. But it is a legitimate way—one perspective on his acts.2

These activities of God speaking are important for us. If indeed God spoke to create the world, then the world from its beginning, and down to its roots, is structured by God’s language. Language is not an alien imposition on the world but the very key to its being and its meaning. And if God governs the world even today through his word, then language, God’s language, is also the deepest key to history and to the development of events.

Three Aspects of God’s Speaking 

We can further analyze God’s speaking in terms of three aspects or motifs: meaning, control, and presence. Why these three? These are not the only possibilities. Any attribute of God might be used as a perspective on what it means for  God to speak. I pick these three terms because they will prove useful in several respects.

First, the three terms are closely related to attributes of God: Meaning is related to the fact that God knows everything (God’s “omniscience”). Control expresses the fact that God has boundless power and rules over everything (God’s “omnipotence”). Presence says that God is present everywhere—his “omnipresence.” Using these three aspects, we can trace implications of the character of God for thinking about language.

Second, the three terms are closely related to the triad of lordship that John M. Frame has widely employed in his books. In his book Doctrine of the Knowledge of God Frame introduces three terms—“authority,” “control,” and “presence”—to describe God’s relation to us as covenant Lord.3 I have substituted “meaning” for “authority” because meaning is particularly important when we consider language, and because meaning is one implication of authority. One significant way in which God expresses his authority over us is by expressing his commandments to us in concrete meanings (such as the Ten Commandments). God has authority to specify the meaning of what he creates. And, derivatively, human speakers and authors exercise authority over language in their speaking and writing.

Frame introduced his three terms to try to articulate clearly the biblical teaching concerning God’s transcendence and immanence, and to contrast it with various nonbiblical alternatives.4 All this is pertinent to the study of language as well, because the same issues arise. Thus we can build on Frame’s work, rather than doing everything afresh.

Finally, we can see a relation between these three terms and the roles of the persons of the Trinity. The Father is closely associated with being the source of meaning. Meaning originates from the plan of the Father. As executor of the Father’s will, the Son is closely associated with control. The Father speaks specific orders in his word, which is the Word of the Son. By means of the Son, the Father carries out his will. And the Holy Spirit is closely associated with the presence of God. In Genesis 1:2 the Spirit hovering over the waters expresses the presence of God in creation. Since persons of the Trinity are coinherent, we expect that the three perspectives on communication, namely, meaning, control, and presence, will also be derivatively coinherent.

Meaning, Control, and Presence in God’s Acts of Creation 

Let us now illustrate how meaning, control, and presence are expressed in the acts in which God speaks to create the world. The primary record of God’s creative  acts is found in Genesis 1. God repeatedly speaks. And the words he speaks have meaning. Each of God’s utterances in Genesis 1 has specific meaning, and each specifies what will come forth. Sometimes the utterances include specifications as to how the newly created thing is to function. “Let the earth sprout vegetation, plants yielding seed, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind, on the earth” (Gen. 1:11). There are many specific meanings here, about trees, about fruit, about seeds that are in the fruit, about “each according to its kind,” and about the process of sprouting, yielding seed, and so on. The word of God is specific in its meaning.

Second, God’s words exert control. God’s word controls the world that he creates. The immensity of his power is clearly exhibited in the immensity of the effects that his word has. As Psalm 148:5 summarizes it, “He commanded and they were created.” God’s word exhibits his own omnipotence.

Third, the word of God manifests the presence of God. The presence of God is made strikingly evident by the fact that God’s word has the attributes of God. It has divine power, or omnipotence, as is evident from its power to bring forth created things that match its specification. It has divine wisdom, as is evident from the wisdom displayed in the completed creation. It has divine goodness, as is evident from the goodness of the created product (Gen. 1:31). God’s word shows us God. To put it another way, the word of God is God speaking, not a “something” detached and unrelated to God himself. The close relation between God and his speaking anticipates the truth in John 1:1, where the Bible proclaims that “the Word was God.”5

These three aspects of the word of God, namely, its meaning, control, and presence, are coinherent. They are not neatly separable, as though some parts of his word have meaning, other parts exert control, and still other parts exhibit God’s presence. Rather, all three aspects are there in everything that God speaks. They are coinherent because they reflect the coinherence or mutual indwelling of the three persons of the Trinity.

We can also see that the three aspects of the word of God are coinherent by remembering that the three aspects are related to attributes of God—omniscience, omnipotence, and omnipresence. These three attributes of God are not neatly separable. They are not “parts” of God, but each characterizes all of God. God’s omnipotence is an omniscient omnipotence, and his omnipresence is an omniscient, omnipotent omnipresence. For God to be present is to be present with his power and knowledge, thus implying control and meaning. God’s control, in his  omnipotence, is never an irrational control but is always exercised in accordance with his wisdom and his meaning. We could obviously extend these observations to encompass other attributes of God.

The coinherence of aspects is evident in God’s speeches in creation. Consider “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3). The utterance brings about the creation of light, exhibiting God’s control or omnipotence. And the result is light, not something else. It has all the meaning of light. We can say that the created thing and its meaning correspond to the meaning of God’s utterance. Control impresses the meaning in God’s mind on the world of light, and the meaning that God has in mind specifies beforehand what the control will accomplish. Control and meaning go together. Meaning exhibits the wisdom of God, and therefore expresses his presence in wisdom. So God is present in light, by displaying his wisdom. Conversely, God’s presence, because it is the presence of God in his fullness, always includes the presence of his control and his meaning (see chart 3.1).
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CHART 3.1

God’s Word to Human Beings 

The three aspects of the word of God—meaning, control, and presence—also characterize the words that God speaks to human beings. This result is to be expected, since the three aspects express God’s attributes and his lordship. His lordship belongs to everything he does, including all his interactions with human beings.

The Bible contains two early instances of God’s communication to human beings before the fall:

And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” And God said, “Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is on the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit. You shall have them for food. And to every beast of the earth and to every bird of the heavens and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food”

(Gen. 1:28–30).

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” (Gen. 2:16–17).

Let us focus on the second of these two speeches (Gen. 2:16–17). The distinction made between the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the other trees is obviously a use of meaning, distinguishing one thing from another. That may be the most obvious expression of meaning, but of course the whole speech is full of meaning, and each word within it has meaning: “tree,” “eat,” “you,” and so on. Next, the threat of death expresses God’s control over the consequences.

Finally, consider the theme of God’s presence. God gave the trees and their fruit to man. He expresses his bounty, and therefore the speech expresses his presence in his goodness. In fact, every aspect of the speech expresses God’s presence. God is making known to man some of the contents of his mind and his plan. It is his mind and his plan, and so man comes to know God himself in some of the ways that God thinks.

We could multiply examples expressing the three aspects of the word of God, if we extended these observations to the word of God spoken after the fall. Every word of God manifests his lordship, and therefore includes all three aspects in a unity.

When we as human beings listen to the Bible, we are listening to God’s word. We experience his meaning, his control, and his presence. We learn specific information and hear specific commands (meaning); we are transformed as our minds are renewed (control; Rom. 12:1–2); and we have spiritual communion with him (presence).

The Origin of Language 

In the midst of this richness, let us not forget the obvious. Language originates with God, not with man.

1. I am aware that many modern people do not think that Genesis 1–3 recounts real events in time and space. I differ with them. Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), chapter 6, gives some account of Genesis as a literary whole, and  why it is correct from the standpoint of literary analysis to see Genesis as recounting real events. Chapters 2–3 of the same book give some indications of why we need to trust the Bible. The harmony between Genesis and modern scientific evidence is discussed in chapters 7–10.

2. On perspectives, see Vern S. Poythress, Symphonic Theology: The Validity of Multiple Perspectives in Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1987; reprinted, Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2001); John M. Frame, Perspectives on the Word of God: An Introduction to Christian Ethics (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1990); Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1987); Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2008).

3. Frame, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, especially 15–18.

4. See appendix C.

5. For further reflections on the divine attributes of God’s word, and for the relation of the plurality of “words” to the one “Word,” the second person of the Trinity, see Vern S. Poythress, God-Centered Biblical Interpretation (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1999), chapter 3. John Frame’s class lectures at Westminster Seminary first drew my attention to the divine attributes of the word of God.



CHAPTER 4

God’s Creation of Man 

Blessed are you, O Lord;  
teach me your statutes! 
With my lips I declare all the rules of your mouth.

—Psalm 119:12–13 

Genesis 1 says that God created man in his own image (Gen. 1:26–27).  What are the implications for our thinking about language?

Genesis 1 implies that man is like God. He is like God in any number of respects, and the declaration in Genesis 1:26–27 about being made in the image of God invites us to find likenesses. God is personal, and man is clearly personal. As an aspect of his personal character, God is able to speak and use language. Human beings likewise are able to speak and use language.1 Human language and human use of language come about only because God has created human beings with certain capacities, and those capacities reflect capacities in God himself. That is, God is the “archetype,” the original. Man is an “ectype,” derivative, creaturely, but still imaging God. So we should expect that human language would reflect divine language in any number of ways.

Adam’s Naming the Animals 

After Adam was created, his first active accomplishment, as recorded in Genesis 2, involved a use of language. He named the animals:

Now out of the ground the Lord God had formed every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them to the man to see what he would call them. And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all livestock and to the birds of the heavens and to every beast of the field. But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him (Gen. 2:19–20).

In Genesis 1 God gave names to some of the created things: “God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night” (Gen. 1:5); “And God called the expanse Heaven” (Gen. 1:8); “God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas” (Gen. 1:10). It follows that in Genesis 2 Adam was imitating God in the process of naming.

Meaning, Control, and Presence 

Man’s speech shows meaning, control, and presence. In this respect it images the meaning, control, and presence of God’s speech. Naming the animals clearly expresses meaning, in distinguishing different kinds of animals from one another and in expressing the commonality belonging to a group of animals of the same kind.

The making of a name is also an act expressing control over language. “And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name” (Gen. 2:19). The man established a name for the creature, and from then on that was its name. The man thereby controlled the future of language. In addition, the man exerted control over the animals themselves. In Hebrew culture, naming was not equally everyone’s privilege. The power to name belonged to the one who had authority to do it. God’s naming of created things in Genesis 1 expressed his authority and sovereignty over those things. Likewise, Adam’s naming the animals went together with the fact that he had been given dominion over them (Gen. 1:28).

Finally, does Adam’s naming express presence? God is omnipresent, and therefore present in every event on earth. But is there also a derivative presence, a presence of Adam as a person in the speeches that he makes? Clearly there is. The speeches express his desires, his thoughts, and his purposes. He intends to name the animals, as an act of his person. And in the lingual act of naming, he expresses that personal intention. It is Adam acting, not a robot that happens to have the shape of Adam. So Adam’s act of naming expresses his personality. Adam is present in his speech. For correlations between God and the image of God in man, see fig. 4.1.

Image of God
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FIGURE 4.1

Human speech depends vitally on all three of these aspects. Without meaning, speech is empty. Without control, it does not accomplish anything, and makes no difference. Without presence, the speech is disconnected from the speaker, and again loses its point. We depend on the fact that we are made in the image of God.

Speaker, Expression, and Breath 

We can see still another analogy between God’s speech and human speech. In the Trinity, the language in John 1:1 represents the Father as the speaker, the Son as the speech (the Word), and the Holy Spirit as the breath. This triad in speech is clearly analogous to what happens in human speech. We have a human speaker, his speech, and the breath or other medium that carries the speech to its destination. (See chart 4.1.)
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CHART 4.1

Coinherence in Human Communication 

The language of human beings reflects God’s Trinitarian character in another way, namely, in its coinherence. The persons of the Trinity dwell in one another. How is this indwelling reflected in man as the image of God?

God is unique, and so the indwelling within the Godhead is also unique. But the Trinitarian indwelling is also analogous to an indwelling in believers about which Jesus speaks: “that they [believers] may all be one, just as you, Father, are  in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” ( John 17:21). Similarly, within language we can see an analogue to the unique indwelling in the Godhead. If we call the original indwelling within the Godhead archetypal coinherence, that is, original coinherence, then this human reflection of it is an ectypal coinherence, a derivative coinherence.

Within God, the archetypal coinherence among the persons of the Trinity is displayed in the fact that the Father as the speaker, the Son as the Word spoken, and the Spirit as the “breath” function together in producing God’s speech.2 All three persons participate fully in the entire utterance, and the speech is, as it were, “indwelt” by all three persons.

Now let us consider the analogue, the ectypal indwelling within human speech. Speech presupposes a speaker. A speech without a speaker is virtually an impossibility. Suppose that we found out that something that initially sounded like a speech had been generated by the sound of the waves, or by thunder. We might conclude that it was pure coincidence, and then we would say that, despite appearances, the alleged “speech” turned out to have no meaning, and not to be a speech at all. Or we might decide that it was a miraculous speech from God, and then we would have a speaker, namely, God. Or we might personify the waves or the thunder, or claim that the speech came from a spirit within the waves or the thunder, in which case we would still have a personal speaker.

Thus, a speech is dependent on a speaker, and can be coherently understood only on those terms. The speech must “dwell in” a speaker in order to be a speech. But, conversely, a speaker presupposes a speech. If we are to know what the speaker means, we cannot climb inside his head; we rely on his speech or on some alternate, speech-like mode of communication (like gestures). A speaker is accessible through his speech. He “dwells in” his speech.

And the speech will express the purpose of the speaker to accomplish something, to persuade or amuse or inform someone (even if, as in the exceptional case of soliloquy, the “someone” is actually the speaker himself). The speech goes to its destination through breath, or through some breath-like medium of communication. Without a medium and a transfer, there is no speech at all. The speech must “dwell in” its breath or its medium. Conversely, without the meaning content, there is no speech at all. The breath must “dwell in” a speech and its meaning in order to be a speech at all. Without a speaker and his intentions, there is no speech at all. The breath must issue from a speaker, and “dwell in” the speaker. Each starting point points us toward the whole speech, not simply a part of it. But each starting point or perspective is different. As shown in the following illustration (fig. 4.2), this is an analogue within created speakers to the mutual indwelling of the persons of the Trinity.

Coinherence
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FIGURE 4.2

Author, Text, and Reader 

With a slight shift of focus, we can expand our horizon to talk about implications for the way we think about three foci in communication: speakers, speeches, and audiences. If we include written as well as oral communication, we may include authors, texts, and readers.3

In the Trinity as archetype, the Father is the speaker, the Son is the discourse, and the Holy Spirit is the hearer. The persons of the Trinity indwell one another in communication.4

By analogy (see chart 4.2), there will be a kind of mutual indwelling in human communication. Human speakers express their intentions in speeches that effectively communicate with audiences. And the audiences, when they understand, achieve a measure of coinherence with the truths and intentions and expressions of the speakers. An understanding audience “indwells” the ideas of the speaker.
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CHART 4.2

Unlike the Godhead, finite human beings may sometimes fail in communication. A person in an audience misunderstands a speaker and his discourse. Or the speaker is inept and fails clearly to express his meaning. Or the speaker attempts to deceive his audience, and the speech does not match what he knows. Even in these failures the impulse and expectation are there, among users of language,  to try to interpret communication. This hope for good communication has of course a perfect model in God, whose communication never fails to express his meaning and to accomplish his purpose:

So shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;  
  it shall not return to me empty,  
  but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it (Isa. 55:11).

We are made in the image of God. As we grow up within the context of his providential control, we learn to exercise our image-bearing nature through analogical imitation of God. We imitate him when we endeavor to exercise dominion over the world (based on Gen. 1:28–30). We also imitate him in human communication, which goes from speaker to discourse to audience. Even our failures presuppose an underlying desire for true communication, such as we find in God. Even when human communication fails, speaker and audience rely on the God-given standards for true communication in trying to assess the failure.

Even when communication succeeds, it may not succeed totally. The speaker may not succeed in expressing in an ideal way everything that he wanted to express. And the audience may not take in every nuance. Nevertheless, there is still a kind of “coinherence.” The audience does succeed in understanding. We understand enough to cooperate with one another and take the next step forward in mutual aid, in understanding, and in joint tasks. That is how God designed us and the language that we use. We do not need to be a god—to have exhaustive, infinite, and perfect understanding—in order to have genuine understanding.

Dorothy Sayers’s View of Creativity 

These reflections based on the Bible find confirmation in what Dorothy Sayers has written about artistic creation. Dorothy Sayers wrote detective stories, so she had firsthand experience with artistic creation. She saw that the creation of man in the image of God is the basis for human ability to create artistic works.5Artistic creation imitates the creative activity of God.

Sayers finds in the process of artistic creation an analogy to the Trinitarian character of God. She observes that any act of human creation has three coinher-ent aspects, which she names “Idea,” “Energy,” and “Power.” “The Creative Idea” is the idea of the creative work as a whole, even before it comes to expression. “This is the image of the Father.”6 “The Creative Energy” or “Activity” is the process of working out the idea, both mentally and on paper. Sayers describes it as “working in time from the beginning to the end, with sweat and passion. . . . this is the image of the Word.”7 Third is “the Creative Power,” “the meaning of the work and its response in the lively soul: . . . this is the image of the indwelling Spirit.”8

Sayers uses her three terms to describe what happens within an author’s mind as he works out his ideas mentally, even if they are never put to paper. In this internal process, the “Power” is the author’s experience of receiving the work back, as he takes the position of an observer of his own idea and work. But Sayers also applies the terms to a work that goes out into the world, gets printed in a book, and gets read by readers. Then the readers experience its Power. At this stage, the term “Power” is obviously related most closely to the audience or readership, while the Idea is attached to the author, and the Energy or Activity to the Discourse itself. Thus Sayers is advocating a variation on what we observed, namely, that the process of communication, from author to text to reader, has a Trinitarian original. Communication goes from the Father to the Word to the Spirit.

Sayers also observes that each of the three aspects—Idea, Activity, and Power— is intelligible only in the context of the others. She affirms the coinherence or indwelling of each in the others.

The Distinctiveness of God as Creator and Sovereign 

We have so far emphasized the similarities between God and man in the use of language. But there are also differences. Man is made in the image of God, but he is not God. The Bible, unlike various forms of pantheism and panentheism, maintains a clear distinction between God and human beings. God is the Creator, while human beings are creatures. Adam is not supposed to exercise an independent judgment concerning the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, nor he is the author or semi-author of the tree’s unique character and the prohibition (Gen. 2:17). He must obey a restriction originating in God and not in him. Man is not semidivine but is completely subject to God’s authority. Human beings are not to worship sun, moon, stars, or animals, as some of the pagan nations surrounding Israel did. They are to worship God alone.

So there will be distinctions also in human use of language in comparison with God’s use. God’s language, “Let there be light,” is all-powerful (omnipotent). Human use of language exercises control, but not exhaustive control. A human being shows “potence”—“power,” if you will—but not all power. He expresses  meaning, but not meaning of which he knows the infinite depths. He is not all-knowing, omniscient. He is present in his speech, but is not capable in the context of his bodily presence and bodily limitations of sending out his speech equally to every place in the universe. He is present, in the body, but not everywhere present (omnipresent).

Harmony in Human Language Functions, Due to God 

Human beings, then, are limited; they are finite. The limitations might appear to be a problem, if human beings had to make themselves self-existent, autonomous, and totally independent of God. How then could they guarantee that human language, in its meaning, control, and presence, would function reliably? For example, how can we know that our word for “dog” matches the character of the world out there, the world in which we meet dogs?

In a God-created world, a world that God pronounced “very good” (Gen. 1:31), we know there is harmony. First of all, human beings were created to be in personal harmony with God. But in addition, God gave them the gift of language in complete harmony with who they were. He made the world of light and dry land and plants and animals in harmony with human nature. He gave human beings dominion over this world, and we may infer that this dominion, rather than being the sometimes exploitative and cruel dominion exercised by fallen human beings, was a dominion in harmony not only with the character of God and with the character of human beings, but also with the character of the world. And it was in harmony with the character of language. Our word for “dog,” and our thinking about dogs, is in harmony with the world of dogs.

A human being’s knowledge of his own language and language use is finite. He cannot remember in detail how he learned the word “dog.” He does not see to the very bottom. But he does not need to see to the very bottom. The key to a solution is in his personal fellowship with God. Before the fall of man and his rebellion against God, there was no barrier to personal fellowship between God and man. Adam knew God. He heard the word of God. And the sense of God’s presence and God’s goodness was imprinted firmly on his mind. He relied on God and trusted that God was good. And so he could confidently assume that the language that God gave him, and the world of his environment, were suitable for him. He knew that his word for “dog” was designed by God as a fitting help for his task. He could go forward in confidence not because he was omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent, but because God as the infinite God guaranteed the harmony of his finite functioning in dependence on God.

Adam’s meanings were not meanings imposed on alien material, but meanings from a mind made in the image of God, and therefore a mind in tune with the world.

When Adam named the animals, his control did not smash the world and destroy what the world was “in itself.” Rather, God designed Adam’s control to be a blessing not only to himself but to the world: “to work it [the garden] and keep it” (Gen. 2:15). Adam’s control through language was not a distortion of the world but a naming that drew the world toward the destiny planned by God from the beginning.

The presence of language was not something that Adam and Eve could “climb out of ” to see the world as it really is. But they did not need to climb out of it, because, on the basis of the good creating activity of God, they were already in harmony with the world as it really is.

In short, difficulties that some of us modern human beings may feel very keenly, because we are alienated from God, created no substantive difficulty while human beings lived in fellowship with God—in harmony with God, with the world that God created, and with the language that God had given.

Language as Shared 

A particular human language is normally not the exclusive possession of only one human being. Native speakers of English share English with all other native speakers, and to a lesser extent with those for whom English is a second language. Language has a communal dimension built into it.

Linguistic analysis has customarily paid attention to the community of human speakers. But the Bible presents an important difference. It begins not with a human speaker but with God as the divine speaker: “Let there be light” (Gen. 1:3). Later on, human beings appear on the scene. But the very first recorded lingual communications involving a human being also involve God. God addresses human beings in Genesis 1:28–30 and 2:16–17.

Adam and Eve share language not only with each other but also with God. From the beginning, as part of God’s design for creation, language is given to human beings for divine-human communication as well as human-human communication. Tellingly, there was divine-human communication even before human-human communication was possible. God communicated to Adam in Genesis 2:16–17 before Eve was created, before Adam had any other human being with whom to communicate.

So human language is not merely for human beings. God spoke in the initial communications to Adam. He would continue to speak to Adam and Eve, and Adam and Eve and their descendants would continue to speak to him. The conversation would have continued in a harmonious personal relationship, over the years, if Adam and Eve had not sinned. Even though they did sin, God still  continued to speak with them (Gen. 3:9–19). So God is part of the community of language users. One of the purposes of language—in fact, a central, predominant purpose—is to be a vehicle for personal communication and communion between God and human beings.

If, then, we believe the narrative in Genesis, we have a clear basis for confidence about language. Language is not only capable of expressing knowledge of God, but God designed it specifically for this purpose, and his design is masterful. Language is supremely capable of doing what God himself designed it to do. A word like the word for “dog” is masterfully designed to facilitate our thinking and communicating about dogs and their relation to the larger context that God designed.

Modern Approaches to Language 

We may contrast this view with most modernist and postmodernist thinking about language.9 In the twentieth century, structural linguistics has mostly assumed from the beginning, in the foundation of the discipline, that language and communication are purely human, that is, that God either does not exist or that he can be factored out of the picture. The same goes for the sociological study of human communication. Otherwise, how could these disciplines hope to be scientific?

But the aspiration of such disciplines to be scientific is itself loaded. To begin with, it may be loaded with the assumption that somehow human beings can be treated exactly as if they were on the same level as animals or rocks or other creatures over which human beings are granted dominion. It ignores the fact that we are made in the image of God. But even more seriously, it ignores the possibility that our modern conception of science, taken from the existing state of the natural sciences, has already been distorted by a systematic human flight in the direction of denying the presence of God in science.10 The aspiration to be “scientific” may already have introduced biases.

So, according to this modernist viewpoint, God is emphatically not a participant in lingual and social communication. But from a biblical point of view, the move to exclude God ignores the single most important fact about communication and the most weighty ontological fact about language. It has distorted the subject matter that we study, and so we can only anticipate a multitude of repercussions when it comes to the detailed analysis of the subject.

1. But the capacity to use language can be damaged by genetic defects, developmental defects, injuries, mental derangement, dementia, etc. These deviations from what human beings might be show the unsatisfactory character of this present fallen world. The fall will come up for discussion at a later point.

2. See chapter 2.

3. Later we will consider some differences between oral and written communication. But there are clearly many similarities.

4. See chapter 2.

5. Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1941). See especially, “The Image of God,” 19–31.

6. Ibid., 37. The context of Sayers’s work is worth reading, for a fuller explanation of the distinctions among the three aspects.

7. Ibid.

8. Ibid., 37–38.

9. On modernism and postmodernism, see appendix A.

10. See Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006).



CHAPTER 5

God Sustaining Language 

The Lord has established his throne in the heavens,  
and his kingdom rules over all.

—Psalm 103:19 

Now let us look at God’s relation to the present day and its processes. God’s faithfulness guarantees that there will be a stability to the things that he has created. And this stability extends to human beings. We have the same bodies and the same memories from one day to the next—though, of course, there are also gradual changes. One aspect of this stability is that we are persons, and that we have the capacity to use and understand language.

God’s governance over our world extends even to details: “You [God] cause the grass to grow for the livestock and plants for man to cultivate” (Ps. 104:14). Scientists explore the regular patterns in God’s governance, regularities that are based on God’s faithfulness and consistency.1 God controls even seemingly random events: “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord” (Prov. 16:33; see also 1 Kings 22:20, 34). God controls everything: “The Lord has established his throne in the heavens, and his kingdom rules over all” (Ps. 103:19). “Who has spoken and it came to pass, unless the Lord has commanded it? Is it not from the mouth of the Most High that good and bad come?” (Lam. 3:37–38).

We can conclude, then, that God’s control extends to language as well, and to its details. God controls and specifies the meaning of “go” in English. He controls  and specifies the meaning of each word—not only in English but in Hindi, Vietnamese, Italian, and every other language, living or dead. He also controlled the original splitting apart of the distinct languages of the world, as the account of Babel shows (Gen. 11:1–9).

God’s control over human affairs does raise a concern. How can God’s control be consistent with human responsibility, and with human sin?2 The Bible nowhere fully explains how, but it does show that God is in control of human affairs. In the first sermon in the book of Acts, Peter declares, “This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men” (Acts 2:23). The expression “the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” indicates that God brought about all the events in accordance with his plan. The mention of “lawless men” indicates, however, that human beings like Herod, Pontius Pilate, and the Jewish leaders who brought about the crucifixion were responsible for their unjust deeds.

God brought about salvation through Christ’s crucifixion, and his purposes were wholly good. The human beings had evil motives. Acts 4:27–28 expresses similar principles: “For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place.”

There are two levels of action here. Theologians have classically spoken of “primary cause” and “secondary cause.” God as creator and ruler is the primary cause of the events of Christ’s crucifixion. Human beings like Pilate acted on the level of secondary cause. Both of the two are real and valid. But they are not on the same level, as though God were merely another human being, with greater power, who wrestled with the other human beings in order to force things to go his way instead of their way. No, God as creator is simply not on the level of his creatures. We are not able fully to conceptualize how he acts, because we are finite and he is infinite. We could discuss these matters at much greater length, but we must leave that to other books.3 It is enough for the present for us to understand that God’s control does not undermine the genuineness of human participation and human responsibility.

Authority, Good and Bad 

We should briefly consider one other issue related to God’s control. Nowadays many Americans and Europeans distrust authority. And they have some good reasons for distrust. Parents, politicians, governments, employers, advertisers, and religious leaders have grievously disappointed them. People with power have run roughshod over those under them.

God is the biggest authority of all. So is his authority the most dangerous? In one sense, yes. People can falsely appeal to God’s authority in order to manipulate others. Such manipulation is particularly dangerous because people claiming to have God’s authority can try to make their ideas and actions unchallengeable. Manipulation can then be all the more oppressive. But such manipulation misuses God’s name.

So what should we do? Should we repudiate all authority? That is one temptation. But if we abolished governmental authorities, those who are powerful would have no governmental restraint and might further exploit the weak. Rather, we should respond by seeking good exercise of authority in order to drive out the bad. God is the ultimate good authority. But as fallen humans we start out with distorted ideas about God, and distorted hopes for what we think is a good life. We have been disappointed in God, because we do not know or understand or love him.

I cannot here undertake to address every aspect of this disappointment with and this alienation from God. A classic book from Billy Graham, Peace with God, has helped many.4 Many other books that explain the teaching of the Bible could be cited. And of course there is the Bible itself, which I would recommend if you are struggling in this area. At the heart of the Bible is the record of Christ’s life, found in the four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Knowing Christ enables us to know God as he really is, and to overcome our alienation from him.

Here we can focus only on one part of the whole picture, namely, language. God has authority over language, and it is good authority.

1. See Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), especially chapter 1, pp. 13–31, and chapters 13–14, pp. 177–195.

2. It has become fashionable in some religious circles nowadays not only to refashion the role of the Bible but to refashion the conception of God, in order for it to match various modern expectations and sensibilities. I believe that such refashioning is a great mistake, for reasons that will become clear when later on we discuss the fall of mankind and the contrast between Christian and non-Christian thinking about God.

3. For further discussion of God’s sovereignty and providential control, see Poythress, Redeeming Science, 181–183, 193–195; John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, 2002), 47–79; and other Reformed theological books on God.

4. Billy Graham, Peace with God (Waco, TX: Word, 1984).



CHAPTER 6

Creativity in Language 

“Behold, the former things have come to pass,  
and new things I now declare;  
before they spring forth  
I tell you of them.”

—Isaiah 42:9 

Human speech involves creativity. And this creativity derives from God. Let us look at creativity more closely, because it is an emphasis complementary to the fact that God is in control.

Creativity among Human Beings 

Creativity is an important aspect of human life. Dorothy Sayers sees a clear analogy between God’s activity as Creator and the human creativity of an artist. But she also observes that artists are not unique in their exercise of creativity; rather, they show in a more dramatic form the kind of creativity that belongs to workers of all kinds.1

Because we are made in the image of God, we are made to be creative, each of us in his own sphere. None of us is a carbon copy of anyone else. And we all meet challenges in our circumstances that have never before appeared in exactly the same way. Challenges arise about how to deal both with people and with material things in the environment. God expects us to be creative in meeting those challenges:

Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the time, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is. And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, . . . (Eph. 5:15–18).

God gives us moral rules for living, as summarized in the Ten Commandments. But his commandments call for application to our specific circumstances, and in the application we need God’s wisdom to be insightful about the circumstances, and to be creative in exercising love.2 Human creativity, rightly understood, does not produce tension with God’s rules but acts in harmony with the rules in reaching out to new situations and needs. God’s rules and God’s creativity are in harmony. And so likewise it ought to be with us. Being filled with the Holy Spirit, the very Spirit of God, gives us power from God both to keep his rules and to be creative, with the creativity that the Holy Spirit brings.

Creativity in Language 

Creativity has a place in language. In speaking, we speak in a language such as English that already is there and follows certain rules. But we also exercise creativity. We say things that have never been said before. Even when we speak a sentence that has already been said before, we say it in new circumstances, and in that way we are creative. We are speaking within our fresh circumstances in a way that has never occurred before and never will occur again.

There are literally millions of possibilities for what we could say. The Oxford English Dictionary, second edition, contains over 600,000 definitions.3 Even with a very basic vocabulary of 4,000 words, there are millions of ways of forming a single sentence. Suppose, within the small vocabulary of 4,000 words, we have 1,000 common nouns and 1,000 transitive verbs (verbs that can take an object). We then start with a simple sentence: “The woman saw the dog on the street.” Suppose that 1,000 different nouns can replace “woman,” 1,000 different verbs can replace “saw,” 1,000 different nouns can replace “dog,” and 1,000 different nouns can replace “street.” The total number of possible ways to revise that sentence is then 1,000 x 1,000 x 1,000 x 1,000, or one trillion.

Actually, many of these combinations will result in nonsense statements such as “The box obeyed the leaf on the sky.” But this simple calculation still illustrates the way in which each choice multiplies the number of possibilities, and very soon the total number of possibilities becomes astronomical. And a single sentence is only the beginning, since we then have the opportunity of choosing to put sentences together into longer discourses.4 God, through the gift of language, offers us incredibly vast choice, and with it incredible scope for creativity and diversity among different human beings and different things they say. Language in this way provides a small-scale picture of the creativity and diversity in human nature as a whole.

God has provided all the richness of the millions of choices. Without his presence and his action, there would be no words, no choices to make among words, and no constructions making sentences; more fundamentally still, there would be no human beings to make the choices.

Human beings really do make these choices, minute by minute, day after day, every time they speak. Their choices are real, and they are significant. Sometimes the significance of any one choice may seem very small. But it is there, and God sees it. “For a man’s ways are before the eyes of the Lord, and he ponders all his paths” (Prov. 5:21). Sometimes the choices are weighty:

“And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your fathers served in the region beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.” . . .

And the people said to Joshua, “No, but we will serve the Lord.” Then Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen the Lord, to serve him.” And they said, “We are witnesses” ( Josh. 24:15, 21–22).

This creativity in our speech is closely related to the motif of control. We exercise control by choosing to say one thing and not another. Our ability to control  reflects God’s ability. It is God, first of all, who chooses to speak creatively. He chooses to say one thing, “Let there be light,” and not another, “Let there be unicorns.” His creativity is the basis for our own lesser creativity. Interestingly, his creativity is not at odds with his control. Rather, it illustrates his control. God controls his own speech when he chooses to say one thing rather than another. And through his speech he controls the world, choosing to create horses rather than unicorns.

Roots of Creativity in the Trinity 

God’s creativity is rooted in his Trinitarian character. Remember that John 1:1 identifies the second person of the Trinity as “the Word.” The context of John 1:1 alludes to creation in Genesis 1. The one, eternal Word is behind the particular words that God spoke in creation, and the choices that he made. God’s choices in creation were choices that took place in the fellowship between the Father and the Son. The New Testament indicates that the Son as well as the Father is an agent in creation (1 Cor. 8:6; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2).

The Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit are in control and are creative in their acts of creating the world and its creatures. At the same time, the Father and the Son are in perfect harmony, in their love for one another, through their mutual indwelling in the Holy Spirit. The Son says, “I always do the things that are pleasing to him” ( John 8:29). And, “the Son can do nothing of his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, that the Son does likewise” ( John 5:19).5 The same holds with respect to the speech of the Son: “For I have not spoken on my own authority, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment—what to say and what to speak” ( John 12:49).

In fact, the most basic biblical representations of the relation of the Father and the Son imply both freedom and harmony. The designation of the persons as “Father” and “Son” shows that they are persons, distinct from one another. Each is God; each therefore has infinite creativity6 in deciding divine action. Each has creativity when he speaks. On the other hand, the designation of the Son as “the Word” indicates that he is analogous to a person’s speech. The Father, as omnipotent speaker, speaks the Word, who is in exact conformity with the Father’s intention and will. Similarly, according to Hebrews, “He [the Son] is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature” (Heb. 1:3). Passages such as John 5:19 show the Son during his incarnate state exactly carrying out the will of the Father. Hebrews 1:3 and John 1:1 imply that, even before his incarnation, the Son exactly conformed to the Father’s will. In addition, the Father’s speech harmonizes with his love for the Son. The Father purposes to glorify the Son ( John 8:54; 13:31–32; 17:1–5), and to sum up all things in him (Eph. 1:10, 22). The Son purposes to glorify the Father ( John 17:4).

Thus two things go together in the Trinity: (1) The Son has the infinite creativity of God himself; and (2) the Son has infinite conformity to the will of his Father. These are true both when the Son speaks and when he acts in other ways. How can this be so? We do not fully know, because we are describing the infinitude of God himself. But we know that it is so. And we can to some extent even see how it is so. The Father delights in the Son and in honoring the Son. The Son delights in the Father, and so delights in his Father’s will. He has no attraction to any kind of independence that would do otherwise. “Jesus said to them, ‘My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to accomplish his work’” ( John 4:34). The Father and the Son are in everlasting harmony, in the presence of the Holy Spirit. Their harmony is an expression of the theme of presence. The conformity of the Son is also an expression of the theme of control—control by the Father. The Father as God sovereignly controls all things, including the actions of the Son in history. The Son as sovereign God freely decides and creatively speaks, and his speech is always in harmony with the Father. We affirm the control of the Father, and also the creative speech on the part of the Son.

The Son in His Humanity 

Now let us begin to think about human decision making. The Son during his time on earth honored the Father in both his divine nature and his human nature. The will of the divine Son was in full conformity to the will of his Father, and the human will of his human nature submitted to the will of the Father, even when it took him to the cross:

And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” . . . Again, for the second time, he went away and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done” (Matt. 26:39, 42).

“For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” ( John 10:17–18).

“Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? But for this purpose I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name.” Then a voice came from heaven: “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again” ( John 12:27–28).

Jesus is fully man as well as fully God. He had to be fully man in order to represent us as the last Adam, and in order to be our sin-bearer. And he had to be a willing sin-bearer:

When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness (1 Pet. 2:23–24).

Jesus freely entered into the path that the Father laid before him. Through his work he brought into being a “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). At the same time, his path of suffering and the coming of new creation had been prophesied beforehand, in Isaiah 53 and other passages that predicted his sufferings and subsequent glory (Isa. 53:11–12; 59:19; 60:1; 65:17).

Human Creativity in Harmony with God 

Among other things, Jesus offers a model for understanding human creativity. His work was unique. He alone was able to begin the new creation by rising from the dead. But in an analogous way we too can be creative as we enter into fellowship with him. The key to creativity is fellowship with God, who is the unique Creator. Jesus brought forth the new creation of eternal life by being in fellowship with the Father, obeying the will of the Father, and being filled with the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:11; Acts 2:33).

Through Jesus we have our fellowship restored with God (2 Cor. 5:18). Then we can be creative, in imitation of God’s creativity. We are stimulated because we begin to understand God, and the vastness of God’s mind opens up new directions and new thoughts. We blossom as whole people, who are no longer slaves to sin (Rom. 6:20–21). And if we blossom as whole people, we blossom as speakers as well. We learn to be creative in what we say, because through renewal in the Holy Spirit we become creative in what we think. “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Rom. 5:5).  By contrast, those who rebel against God like to think that creativity comes from being independent of God. But such independence is nothing more than slavery to sin (Rom. 6:20–21).

God planned beforehand the earthly life of Christ, as is evident from the way in which it fulfills many Old Testament texts. Jesus talks repeatedly about what “must” take place (Matt. 16:21; 26:54; Luke 24:26). So it is with us, by analogy. All our days are planned by God beforehand: “in your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there were none of them” (Ps. 139:16). God planned our good works beforehand: “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). Such planning includes our speech: “Even before a word is on my tongue, behold, O Lord, you know it altogether” (Ps. 139:4).

Such planning on God’s part is consistent with creative human action. Jesus willingly obeyed his Father and carried out his will. He made decisions throughout his life, decisions to follow God’s way rather than a selfish way. We see his creativity in the unexpected ways that he dealt with social outcasts. We see it also in the way that he rejected the typical worldly routes to power, and was willing to go to the cross.

The analogy between God and a human creative artist can perhaps be helpful. If a human creative artist writes a novel, he commissions the characters in the novel to act creatively, in accordance with the personalities that they possess by virtue of his creative activity. The characters make decisions, and act creatively, and produce consequences. At the same time, the author controls the entire novel. The analogy is imperfect, but it points back to the deeper reality, where God the Father commissions his Son to make choices, and these choices always harmonize with the Father’s plan.

We also are called on to obey willingly. The good works are prepared “that we should walk in them.” In fact, the presence of God encourages and empowers our working:

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure (Phil. 2:12–13).

Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain (1 Cor. 15:58).

Among these good works are good works in our speech. We can become creative in speaking words that bring a blessing to those who hear:

Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption (Eph. 4:29–30).7

1. Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1941), 179–216.

2. See John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Christian Life (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian &Reformed, 2008), especially with regard to the perspectival relation among rules (normative perspective), situations (situational perspective), and motives (love, the existential perspective). The existential perspective shows the value of human creativity.

3. J. A. Simpson and E. S. C. Weiner, eds., Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). The statistic is from <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ English_vocabulary#Number_of_words_in_English>.
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