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Foreword



KARL BARTH’S DOCTRINES OF ELECTION AND ATONEMENT ARE SURELY among the greatest achievements of Christian theology. They also contain some of the deepest and most daring biblical interpretation ever written. And throughout his works Barth challenges his readers to explore, test, and if possible improve on how he understands Scripture. Matthias Grebe has taken up this challenge.


Dr Grebe both appreciatively sounds the depths of Barth’s doctrines of election (or predestination) and atonement (or reconciliation) and also perceptively examines biblical passages that are central to them. The result is a fascinating variation on Barth’s understanding of salvation that is based on Dr Grebe’s own fresh interpretation of Scripture.


Nor is that all. In chapter five he goes beyond his Cambridge doctoral dissertation, that I had the privilege of supervising, to extend his discussion by relating it to the Holy Spirit and to ordinary life. Here Barth’s radical (and rather neglected) theology of the Holy Spirit is drawn upon to face squarely such difficult issues as human freedom and the possibility of salvation for all. The distinctiveness in being Christian lies, as in Barth, not in Christians being the only ones to be saved but in the specificity of the gift of the Spirit to them.


This is a book that immerses readers in good theology and invites them further and deeper into theological, biblical wisdom on some of the most demanding issues in Christian thought.


 


David F. Ford
Regius Professor of Divinity and Director of
the Cambridge Inter-faith Programme
Lent 2014 





Preface



“Mache die Dinge so einfach wie möglich—aber nicht einfacher.”


Albert Einstein


 


“Es ist schwieriger eine vorgefasste Meinung zu zertrümmern, als ein Atom.”


Albert Einstein


 


TRADITION HAS IT THAT IN 1770 WHEN MOZART WAS FOURTEEN YEARS old, he went to Rome and listened to Allegri’s Miserere in the Sistine Chapel during Holy Week. It was forbidden under threat of excommunication to make a copy of the papal music, but after the service the young Mozart was able to transcribe the piece entirely from memory.1 Some time later, Mozart met Charles Burney, a British historian of music, who bought the manuscript from him and took it back to London. When the piece was published the following year, the Pope ordered the young musician to appear before him, but rather than excommunicating him, he praised him for his accomplishment.


Regardless of this story’s historicity, and whether or not Mozart truly possessed an eidetic memory, this anecdote illuminates something of the task of the theologian. For a musician to hear a piece of music and transcribe it can be thought to be analogous to a theologian’s ‘hearing’ the Word of God by reading Scripture and writing down the interpretation for teaching and preaching. Though these two tasks share certain outward similarities like transcription, they are also deeply divided by inner dissimilarities when it comes to the method of interpretation. Whereas it might be possible for a musical genius like Mozart to transcribe a piece of music accurately having only heard it once, the task of theology is a somewhat impossible, limited, and paradoxical one. Impossible, because the theologian is wrestling with Scripture, the subject matter of which is the transcendent God, and the task of theology is to interpret his self-revelation, which depends on God and is only possible ubi et quando Deo visum est. Limited, because the theologian is bound by certain restrictions. The Word of God is dynamic, constantly exceeding human capacities. Even if God chooses to unveil himself in Scripture, with our limited minds and our human words it is never fully possible to comprehend or encapsulate what we hear and read about God in his Word. Paradoxical, because, as Karl Barth famously said: “As ministers we ought to speak of God. We are human, however, so we cannot speak of God. We ought therefore to recognize both our obligation and our inability, and by that very recognition give God the glory.”2 Therefore, “all theological thought and utterance is theologia viatorum and thus ‘broken’ [gebrochen] and ‘piece-work’ [Stückwerk].”3


Furthermore, theology “has to be reapplied to the situation of the day if it is to give life.”4 It is not the words of the Bible that have changed but the situations in which they are heard. “Some may wish to repeat a past theology, but this is not possible. The context has changed, and what is actually communicated and understood today can be very far from the original meaning.”5 Therefore, every generation has to grapple anew with the great theological questions and re-interpret pivotal Christian doctrines. Unlike a musical transcription therefore, theology does not simply involve restating a received body of knowledge. It also needs to be re-contextualised for every generation and reconfigured through ever-new expressions across time. Thus every theologian must apply the Reformation principle of a return ad fontes—to the text—to avoid remaining in a static tradition and instead to continue the Church’s dynamic message of Jesus Christ. Theology is a constant process of re-examination and re-engagement with Scripture.


As David Ford observes, it should be the purpose of basic theological Christian academic theology to describe the world in the light of a scripturally- informed picture of God that has been painted anew for every generation and culture.6 Barth reminds us that we have to return constantly to Scripture because “critical scholarship of theology itself stands in constant need of criticism, correction and reform.”7 Theology is not only an academic discipline, but, as Barth points out, “a function of the Church,”8 providing ecclesiastical self-examination and interpretation of the Bible for the Church today. The continued life of the Church depends on her ability and willingness to “hear the voice of Scripture […] and on whether Scripture compels the Church continually to return to it.”9


However, if theology has an obligation to inform the Church, it appears to be falling short in its delineation of two crucial doctrines: election and the atonement. These two doctrines, which together Barth claims are the “sum of the Gospel,”10 should unite Christians. But the dominant mainstream views on both election and the atonement split believers and have triggered bitter divisions, with parties questioning each other’s commitment and even faith.


Furthermore, in order for theology to be life-giving there are two challenges for every ‘new’ theological idea explored and endorsed, particularly in the academy. First, academic theology is always at risk of being only fully understood within an academic setting. Thus the first challenge for theologians, if their ideas are to be useful and give life to the Church, is to ensure that those ideas are communicated as comprehensibly as possible. At the same time, it is vital to avoid the opposite error—that of oversimplifying simply to give quick answers to difficult questions.


Secondly, as Bruce Chilton warns, any “progress in theology is difficult to attain. One might imagine that one should build directly on the foundations of consensus, and extend our knowledge in that manner. But the foundation of theology is the study of texts, and the understanding of texts is prone to change. Theologians must therefore keep a wary eye on the foundations upon which they build, lest their castles be left in the air; every act of theological thinking should grow from the bottom up.”11


The varied understandings of key texts can obstruct consensus in theology. And yet, theology is best done in conversation. When this dialogue does not take place, the stronghold of various doctrines and opinions (often safeguarded by a small minority who thereby position themselves as the ‘gatekeepers of orthodoxy’) becomes a difficult one to penetrate with new ideas. This has both positive and negative implications. Though it means that certain doctrines are retained and defended in order to maintain orthodoxy, this might also mean that in some circles there is almost no scope for revision, correction, or challenge. Once a particular doctrine is perceived as being scripturally informed (and is thus widely embraced as ‘orthodox’), it can become a pillar of a certain theological framework, even if the scriptural foundation is disputed. By this point, however, the doctrine might be established so strongly in the tradition that it eludes all challenge simply because such questioning is immediately interpreted as a direct attack on the integrity of Scripture. The result of this approach is that, within the particular tradition, self-examination, critical engagement with outside opinion, and genuine re-engagement with Scripture are sometimes forgotten. As we shall see, this has occurred with the doctrines of election and the atonement.


However, if we are to acknowledge, as Barth tells us, that all theological thought is Stückwerk, then theology would benefit from the example of the history of science. Einstein’s new insights required him to leave some (though not all) of Newton’s thoughts behind.12 In order to achieve progress in theology, we need to remember that the key to understanding a hermeneutical circle may sometimes require leaving older, less accurate biblical interpretations behind.


Karl Barth was aware of the difficulties of attaining progress in theology as well as the reality that any life-giving theology needs to rest on a biblical foundation. When reading Scripture, he was confronted with a ‘strange new world’ which caused him to change his theological starting point to one focused on the text of the Bible itself. This new engagement with Scripture was therefore the main impetus behind Barth’s reconstruction of the doctrine of election, and though Barth was aware that he had radically departed from his Reformed tradition and was criticized for his new approach, he felt that the authority of Scripture compelled him to do so.


Likewise, the following study, driven by that same authority, will also say No to certain prevailing understanding of the doctrines of election and atonement. The No that is uttered must ultimately be viewed as a positive Yes to a challenging but hopeful new perspective. As Karl Barth said when interviewed late in his life for a documentary: “Actually, by nature I’m not spoiling for a fight. […] Someone who forcefully says ‘yes’ also needs to say ‘no’ with the same vigor.”13 It is important to emphasize, however, that the Yes that this present project offers does not intend to boastfully promote itself at the expense of others. Another prominent churchman has perfectly expressed the spirit in which this study is intended to be read when he wrote, “winning is a word not about succeeding so that other people lose, but about succeeding in connecting others with life-giving reality.”14


It is by following Barth’s example and applying the method exemplified in the Church Dogmatics that we can re-examine the doctrines of election and the atonement for a new generation and culture.


Matthias Grebe Bonn,
Lent 2014
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Introduction



Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the Scriptures.


(Luke 24:27)


 


 


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE DOCTRINES OF ELECTION AND ATONEment is key to understanding the Christian faith, and the person and saving work of Jesus Christ. However, despite their centrality, these doctrines are not undisputed in the history of the Church, nor is there a unanimous view regarding the Church’s teaching of them.


1. The Pastoral Motivations of this Study and the Nature of the Problem


The teaching and preaching of the cross has always played a central role in the life and growth of the Church. The question ‘Am I one of the elect?’ strikes at the heart of the issue of personal salvation and captures the essence of what is means to be a human being made in the image of God. However, when it comes to the issues of how Jesus achieved salvation and who gains from his death (‘Who did Christ die for?’) believers disagree amongst themselves, as do academics. Questions such as ‘What do these doctrines say?’ ‘What is their biblical justification?’ ‘What is their relationship?’ and ‘What do they mean to me?’ are often raised by scholars, clergy, and laity alike.


The doctrine of election (or rather, the concept of predestination) has always been a point of disagreement in the history of the Church from the Reformation onwards. Those who espouse a limited atonement must wrestle with the implication of the Calvinist theory of double predestination, that a God who loves all humankind predestines some of his creatures to hell. On the other hand, those who espouse a universal atonement must explain the apparently clear statements by Jesus in the Gospels that, for some, hell and the “gnashing of teeth”1 will be a reality.


These two ways of viewing the doctrine of election are linked with two particular views on the atonement: rather than asking ‘Why or for whom did Jesus die?’ a more specific question is raised—‘Did Jesus die for the sins of the entire world or only for the sins of certain chosen individuals?’ This is the question of universal or limited atonement. The questions of election and atonement thus seem to be very closely related to each other and are in fact interdependent.


The doctrine of double predestination is linked with limited atonement and the doctrine of universal election with universal salvation (universalism). The argument is as follows: if Christ died for the sins of the entire world then it logically follows that all people must be saved. Many people seem to be content with this answer. God loves the whole world—the Bible even indicates that God wants all to be saved (see 1 Tim 2:4). So, if God loves the whole world, Christ must surely have died for the sins of the whole world and hence all are saved. Others, however, question this, saying that this is not in accord with the New Testament account of the afterlife. Since, they argue, the Bible clearly talks about a punishment of the sinner in hell, then Christ can only have died for the sins of the elect. Only those people who were predestined for heaven are the ones for whom Jesus bore the sins on the cross. Otherwise the cross would be rendered insufficient (because, as they argue, some people do go to hell) and the logical conclusion of this would be that God wanted to save all people but was defeated in his objective, which seems an absurd proposition. They therefore argue for a ‘limited atonement,’ a doctrine that explains that on the cross Christ bore the sins only of the elect. In this way they try to safeguard the 100 percent effectiveness of the cross. They argue that although this does not indicate any limitation of the infinite value and power of Christ’s atonement, nevertheless “while the value of the atonement was sufficient to save all mankind, it was efficient to save only the elect.”2 All the sins Jesus bore were for those who would definitely go to heaven and thus none of his sin bearing was in vain.


2. The Task of the Study


This book is tasked with resolving the logical problem of the relationship between election and atonement. In doing so, three principal themes will emerge: (1) sin bearing; (2) the relationship between God’s being ad intra and God’s works ad extra (the relationship between the immanent and economic Trinity); and (3) divine sovereignty and human responsibility.


1. Those understandings of election and atonement that advance double predestination or universalism would benefit from a fresh exegesis on cultic Old Testament texts. I seek to demonstrate that these understandings both rest on a false premise, that is, a wrong understanding of sin bearing. Following Barth’s typological approach but not his conclusions, it will be shown that Christ did not bear sins in the way the Azazel-goat did (by bearing them upon itself and thus taking divine punishment). Instead, we will see that Christ was a sin offering and did not, therefore, bear sin on the cross. This understanding will offer a doctrine of universal atonement that frees the doctrine of limited atonement from its otherwise logical conclusion, that some of the sins that Christ bore on the cross were borne in vain. I will show that it is possible to argue for a universal atonement (Christ died for the entire world) without it logically having to conclude with a universal salvation (not all are saved) and that it is possible to take seriously the passages about God desiring all of humanity to be saved without rejecting the passages about the judgment upon sinners.


2. The dissatisfaction many people have with certain atonement models raises questions such as ‘How can a loving God pour out his wrath upon the sinless Jesus?’ and ‘How can a loving Father punish his Son?’ In the Gospel of John, Jesus says, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). If Jesus in person reveals the Father then his actions must unveil the beingin- act of the veiled God. Therefore, the immanent and economic Trinity must be congruent, and God’s being ad intra must match his works ad extra. This raises the questions of how we should interpret the death of Jesus in history and what this reveals about the nature of God. This book asks how God is being revealed through his being and actions and will demonstrate that the death of Jesus on the cross must be seen as God’s most loving act. It is on the cross that the love of the Father for humanity is most fully revealed as that of the Deus pro nobis.


3. My re-examination of the relationship between election and atonement, in relation to Christ’s obedience and suffering and his cross and resurrection,3 seeks to emphasize both divine sovereignty and human responsibility. This examination looks to avoid falling into the extremes of either limited atonement or universalism. By distinguishing between a penultimate and ultimate Word of God, one risks creating another kind of a Deus absconditus, which is what Karl Barth so fervently tried to avoid and correct in his reading of Calvin. Though God has to have the final word in salvation, I shall seek to show that the final decision over humanity is seen on the cross, in the Deus revelatus. God is love, and human responsibility demands a corresponding human decision in faith and obedience, to accept the offer achieved by Christ in order to participate in the triune God by the mediated presence of the Spirit.


3. The Method of Study


Our primary dialogue partner in this book is Karl Barth. Although not always agreeing with Barth and at places challenging some of his biblical interpretations, this book engages with his Church Dogmatics (hereafter CD) in order to reflect on the doctrines of election and atonement. It looks at how these doctrines appear in the CD and examines them systematically and exegetically. For Barth, the doctrine of election is the “sum of the Gospel”—it reveals God’s love for humanity and in this way, reveals who God is.4 In addition, the doctrine of atonement tells us what God does, the outcome of God’s love for humanity, since “in his works He is Himself revealed as the One He is.”5 What Barth is essentially describing is the unity of Christ’s person (being) and work (activity) and he therefore sees the doctrines of election and atonement as intimately related.


Barth’s re-working of the doctrine of election is considered to be one of the most important innovations in twentieth-century theology. However, as Bruce McCormack has argued, in Barth’s theology the doctrine of election has replaced the traditional Protestant notion of double imputation and because of this, forensicism has become “the frame of reference that is basic to the whole of his soteriology.”6 Barth’s doctrine of the atonement (expressed predominantly through judicial terminology) is therefore more forensic than the traditional understanding due to the character and role of his doctrine of election. Barth was responsible for initiating a unique christological revision in theology and his CD opened up a new understanding of the doctrine of election, avoiding the dilemma of the ‘horrible decree’ of God selecting some people for heaven and others for hell. Nevertheless, I seek to show that Barth did not draw some of the implications of his ideas about election and atonement through to their logical conclusions.


Barth understands exegesis to be superordinate [vorgeordnet] to dogmatics and he therefore emphasizes that “die Exegese, die Norm ist für die Dogmatik.”7 This study is grounded in Barth’s own insistence that “Dogmatik daher beständig durch die Exegese zu korrigieren [ist]”8 and takes up Barth’s challenge in the small-print of §35.2, where he encourages his readers to test his systematic thought through a close engagement with his exegesis rather than simply criticizing his doctrinal claims.9 I will argue that Barth’s version of forensicism creates a number of problems. This book will deal with these problems with particular reference to CD II/2 and CD IV/1, and offer an alternative exegesis of cultic texts (Lev 14 and 16) to test Barth’s claims. While many commentators acknowledge Barth’s innovation in this area, few have attempted to offer a correction “from within” Barth by using his own method.10 This book aims to build upon Barth’s method and apply a ‘correction’ to some of his thought, working through and moving beyond Barth. These exegetical adjustments to his doctrine of atonement will be predominately developed with the help of the atonement theory of the Tübingen School and the interpretation of Jewish scholars of these cultic texts. This re-working of Barth’s thought will seek to demonstrate that the ‘sum of the Gospel’ does not merely comprise the doctrine of election but requires election to be taken together with the doctrine of atonement; both doctrines communicate that from eternity and in history God is the loving deus pro nobis.


Barth’s CD has been compared to a musical composition resting on the leitmotif of the story of the God-man Jesus Christ and the covenantal fellowship between God and humanity in and through his atoning work on the cross. Hans Urs von Balthasar famously likened Karl Barth’s entire CD to a theological symphony.11 Mirroring much eighteenth-century symphonic structure, the Church Dogmatics is permeated by the binary of God’s Yes and God’s No. In fact, Barth’s entire doctrine of election can be seen to follow a sonata form of introduction, exposition, development and recapitulation:12 §32 introduces the doctrine of election; §33 gives an exposition of the basic theme and content of the doctrine in a binary structure, election (Dur/ major) and rejection (Moll/minor) in Jesus Christ; §34 develops this further with the help of new examples (Israel and Church); and §35 recapitulates this in the light of what has already been said about the binary theme of election and rejection with regards the individual. Where the composer uses “counterpoint, changes in harmony, key, rhythm to keep the movement interesting, the theological composer uses references to the same theme in older treatments, arguments with contemporaries, surprising implications, ethical consequences, all to the same end, developing the themes while sustaining interest.”13 This is particularly evident in the exegetical small-print of §34 and §35. Barth’s doctrine of reconciliation shows a similar binary structure, though this might initially seem elusive due to the length and detail of the section in the CD dealing with this. §57–58 introduce the doctrine; §59–63 (CD IV/1) and §64–68 (CD IV/2) represent a long section in which exposition (humiliation and exaltation) and development (Holy Spirit and the community) are intertwined; and finally §69–73 (CD IV/3) brings together and recapitulates the basic themes of humiliation and exaltation from the middle perspective of the Mediator, united in Jesus Christ.


Like Schubert’s eighth symphony, however, Barth’s CD remains ‘unfinished’: at Barth’s death only a fragment of CD IV/4 had been published and the planned final volume on redemption was never written.14 One might suppose that these musical parallels in structure and thematic development might be accidental. However, Barth’s love for classical music, in particular Mozart, is well documented, and a portrait of the Austrian composer still hangs in his study at the same level as a portrait of the Genevan theologian, Calvin. Von Balthasar suggests that not only was Mozart’s music beloved by Barth, but that it also informed his theology and shaped the style of the CD. “One will do well to keep in mind Mozart’s melodies while reading Barth’s Dogmatics and Mozart’s basic style when searching for Barth’s basic intention. It is in this way that one should read, for example, those pieces that seem like the powerful finale of a symphony: the end of Barth’s doctrine of election.”15


4. An Outline of the Study


As mentioned earlier, the overall task of this book is to give an exposition of Barth’s doctrines of election and atonement and to investigate the systematic implications of his exegetical justification of the doctrines, focusing particular attention on Barth’s typological exegesis. I shall challenge Barth’s exegesis and seek to show that (in contrast to Barth) a cultic rather than a forensic interpretation should be emphasized when looking at the death of Christ. The structure of the argument has a circular (or rather a chiastic) movement, taking the reader from God’s being in eternity to his action in history, and back to eternity. It is divided into five chapters:


Chapter 1 begins by highlighting the important influence of Pierre Maury on Barth’s thinking on election, a christocentric approach which Barth incorporates into his ‘system,’ making it part of his own theological method. After dealing with the pastoral concerns about election in the theologies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the personal questions of salvation and Barth’s negation of a decretum absolutum, the chapter then shows how Barth has relocated the doctrine of election within the doctrine of God, highlighting his actualistic ontology. Before giving an exposition of Barth’s doctrine of election, we discuss the basis of the doctrine, God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ. There follows an examination of Barth’s use and radical transformation of Calvin’s doctrine of double predestination in CD II/2. Barth’s christological shift is to make Jesus both the electing God and the elected human being, the subject as well as the object of election. This exemplifies the binary structure seen in God’s Yes and No, the positive election and negative rejection on the cross, and reveals the underlying question of this book: whether Jesus can be both the elect and rejected of God. The implications of Barth’s view of election, and further criticism of this view, will be discussed and answered in the subsequent chapters. The following section gives an exposition of Barth’s typological exegesis of the cultic texts of Leviticus 14 and 16 found in the small-print of §35, and emphasizes that Barth’s exegesis—in which he identifies all four animals as a type of Christ, symbolizing his election and rejection—is in line with the exegesis of some of the Church Fathers. The chapter ends with Barth’s challenge to the reader to surpass his argument.


Chapter 2 takes up Barth’s exegetical challenge and applies it to his doctrine of election, proposing a correction from within using Barth’s own methodology, thus correcting Barth with Barth. Here the concept of Existenzstellvertretung (a vicarious offering of one’s life as an equivalent substitution for the forfeited life of another) is used as a paradigm to explain the significance of cultic atonement and to provide a plumb line to assist us in our engagement with Barth. After looking at the verb kipper, the sacrificial rites, the role of the blood and the Day of Atonement in which the various rituals converge, the notion of sin removal is explicated. Our conclusion is that it is not the first goat, the sin offering (ḥaṭṭā’t), that bears sin, but only the second goat (for Azazel) that bears the iniquities of Israel into the wilderness. Chapter 2 then revisits Barth’s typological exegesis and gives an explanation as to why Jesus should only be identified with the first goat, the sin offering, and therefore should be seen solely as the elect and not the rejected. We will see that this has further implications for Barth’s dialectical method.


Chapter 3 discusses themes that arise in CD II—the covenant, humanity and das Nichtige—and uses them as three lenses to focus our investigation upon specific questions. The covenant is discussed because chapter 4 will argue that the goal of the atonement is the re-establishing of the covenantal fellowship with God, and thus it will challenge the notion of Jesus being a covenant-breaker. An examination of Barth’s treatment of humanity is important because this will address questions raised in previous chapters regarding Christ’s human nature in relation to humanity’s human nature. It will also help to understand the death of Christ with regard to his hypostatic union, which will be discussed in chapter 4. In §50, where Barth deals with das Nichtige, we read about Barth’s ontology, of being and non-being, and the dialectic of Yes and No. Here Barth gives further insights into his understanding of the negative aspect of election, the cross. All the material discussed and all the questions raised in this chapter will be considered in the next. However, rather than taking these questions consecutively, they will there be used as focal points to challenge Barth’s view of atonement.


Chapter 4 begins with a short exposition of the view of the atonement taken by the early Church and an evaluation of the Christus Victor and Christ as Victim models. It then highlights Barth’s Reformed background to the doctrine of atonement and identifies some problematic aspects in Calvin’s view of this doctrine. Next, Barth’s doctrine of the atonement in CD IV/1, including his understanding of the Anselmian question Cur Deus Homo?, is expounded with special emphasis on §59.2 ‘The Judge Judged in Our Place.’ We will discuss the forensic fourfold pro nobis (including Barth’s small-print, where he spells out his ideas on this topic in cultic terms). Our conclusion will be that a cultic understanding of the atonement should be preferred over a forensic one. After a section on the accurate understanding of sin and sin removal, in which we conclude that Jesus did not bear sin, but conquered it on the cross, the last section of chapter 4 contrasts Barth’s view of the atonement with the concept of Existenzstellvertretung; I seek to show that 2 Corinthians 5:21 is in fact not “unbearable,” as Barth claims, but that Christ’s death on the cross reveals not only that God is love, but also that God’s action is love. Hence our conclusion is that Jesus is not punished on the cross by bearing sin and enduring the wrath of the Father, but that as the active Judge he himself condemns sin in the flesh. Therefore the atonement should not be seen as a punishment or abandonment of the Son by the Father, but as a Trinitarian event in which Father and Son, rather than being opposed to one another, work perichoretically together for the salvation of humanity.


Chapter 5 finishes with concluding thoughts on the doctrines of election and atonement and the Holy Spirit’s role in Christ’s saving work on the cross. Since the outcome of our exegesis is that Jesus is only the elect and not the rejected, we will discuss the questions of rejection and apokatastasis at the end of the book, together with the pastoral implications of Barth’s risking the creation of a new Deus absconditus. Furthermore, we will discuss the relationship between the notion of bearing sin and the Spirit’s role in the atonement, and how humanity is given a new immortal resurrection body to fellowship with God. The work of the previous chapters highlighted the fact that God has spoken only a Yes over Jesus Christ, the only true elect, and that rejection is spoken against sin through Christ (and we therefore concluded that Christ does not bear sin). The final section of chapter 5 will then explore the consequences of those who do not make a corresponding human decision by faith and accept Christ’s saving work but reject the objective work of Christ. The questions that we are seeking to answer are: how does humanity participate in the subjective work of the eternal Spirit, and which individuals are involved in this?


The conclusion will seek to demonstrate that since Jesus Christ is not the passive ‘Judge Judged in Our Place’ but the active ‘Judge Judging’ sin and thus rejection is not the Father’s No over against the Son, but the No of the Father through the obedient Son against sin, that this understanding gives a fuller Trinitarian understanding of the atonement, more in harmony with the understanding of a corresponding work of immanent and economic Trinity.
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Election, Rejection, and Exegesis


For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ.


 (Eph 1:4–5)


 


 


Introduction


THE DOCTRINE OF THE ELECTION OF GRACE IS THE KEY TO KARL BARTH’S Church Dogmatics,1 indeed the key to his entire theology.2 According to Gloege, most of the elements of the later doctrine of election are already present in the second edition of the Römerbrief, ready to be used “like dynamite that only requires a fuse.”3 Gockel4 investigates Barth’s christological revolution of the doctrine of election,5 which took place between 1936 and 19426 and shows that Barth’s ‘second’ and ‘decisive revision’ of the doctrine was sparked off in June 1936. Barth heard a lecture on ‘Election and Faith,’7 given by the French pastor Pierre Maury during the Congrès international de théologie calviniste in Geneva.8 Maury’s impact was “quickly registered in Barth’s lectures in Debrechen, Hungary (September 1936),”9 and the central point of Barth’s christological revision, “the correlation of election and reprobation with the crucifixion of Jesus,”10 appears for the first time in Gottes Gnadenwahl (1936): “God’s decision, as it has been made once and for all in Jesus Christ, is our life’s predestination.”11 This was the “germ cell”12 for his later exposition of the doctrine, as one commentator has called it. McCormack comments that “[t]hese lectures set forth the basic viewpoints which would govern the massive treatment of the theme of election in Church Dogmatics II/2.”13 One year later, Barth also referred to the christological centring of the doctrine and the thesis that God “actively chose to take on Himself reprobation and condemnation”14 in his Gifford Lectures (1937) at the University of Aberdeen, where he discussed the Scots Confession.15


We first encounter Barth’s original and widely influential ideas on election in chapter 7 (§§32–35) of the CD, the opening chapter of II/2, The Election of God. What Barth does in CD II/2 is to formulate a christocentric doctrine of election, wholly in terms of the person of Jesus Christ,16 which in turn leads to a critique of the Calvinist model of election with a decretum absolutum17 and a polemic against the idea of a Deus absconditus.18 Mc-Cormack comments that “[w]hen the history of theology in the twentieth century is written […] I am confident that the greatest contribution of Karl Barth to the development of church doctrine will be located in his doctrine of election.”19 The locus of my argument in chapter 1 will be §§32–35 on the doctrine of election and in particular the election of the individual in §35, CD II/2, in which Barth argues that Christ is both the elect and the rejected.20


Barth reaches this conclusion in the course of his challenge to the Reformers’ views of predestination and their elaboration of a doctrine of an abstract Christ—a doctrine that Barth sees as ultimately non-christocentric. In looking at John 1:1f. and employing Calvin’s concept of double predestination,21 Barth observes a coexistence of both rejection and election in the person of Jesus,22 who is fully divine (this aspect dealing with the condemnation on the cross) and fully human (exalted into community with the Triune God); both elector and elect.


Thus, the teleological view of election and reprobation is preserved and given a new focus in Jesus Christ.23 The definition of the second and final revision of Barth’s doctrine of election is a location of the gracious choice in Jesus Christ, and a uniting of the dialectical Yes and No, election and reprobation, in him.24 Barth revises the Reformed concept of double predestination, going beyond the binary of Calvin’s two groups of elected and rejected25 and makes Jesus Christ the single reprobate.26 Thus, it is Jesus who is the rejected one,27 and in his rejection sinful humanity is thereby elected so that no human being is any longer the object of divine condemnation and reprobation.


This chapter will challenge this view. In fact, the underlying question investigated in this book is whether Jesus can be simultaneously both the elect as well as the reprobate. The first part of this chapter will outline and investigate Barth’s doctrine of election as it appears in CD II/2 and highlight the binary structure of election and rejection in Christ. The second part of the chapter will give an exposition of one small-print exegesis of Barth’s in §35, a typological reading of Leviticus 14 and 16,28 texts which are part of Barth’s exegetical backbone for his dogmatic reflection in the large-print of the doctrine of election.29


1. The Pastoral Concern with Election


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the question that dominated the debate on election was the human dilemma about personal assurance of salvation and the individual’s relationship with God.30 The dispute between Lutheran and Reformed theologians was left unresolved.31 For the Reformers, and particularly Calvin, the doctrine played a significant role when confronted by pastoral questions concerning salvation, such as ‘How can I be sure about my salvation?’; ‘How do I know that I am saved?’; ‘How do I know that God loves me and that I am not a child of wrath?’ For Calvin, the doctrine of election highlighted God’s divine grace as revealed in Jesus Christ.32 He “gravitated toward an understanding of predestination as the focal point of soteriology,”33 and insisted that individuals should put their trust solely in the salvific work of Christ. Thus, contrary to the general perception, Calvin’s approach to the doctrine of election arose from a desire to comfort believers confronting crises in their personal faith and troubled with questions about personal assurance of salvation.34 “The fact that […] the firmness of our election is joined to our calling is another means of establishing our assurance. For those whom Christ has illumined with the knowledge of his name and introduced into the bosom of his church, he is said to receive into his care and keeping.”35 Thus, for Calvin, election “is irreducibly connected to soteriology and its pastoral comfort in the life of the believer.”36


Yet the pastoral problem with Calvin’s doctrine was (and continues to be) that it “often failed to provide the very comfort it promised”37 and instead made believers even more uncertain about their salvation. Furthermore, this view could represent a loving God as a malicious tyrant who seems arbitrarily to choose some to be saved and others to be damned.38 As a Reformed theologian, Barth recognizes the importance of the doctrine of predestination but is also aware of the difficulties it raised—the disconnect between the pastoral intent of the doctrine to comfort and the way it functioned in practice, its outcome and impact on believers. Barth believed he had rediscovered the positive force that the doctrine of election could have when understood correctly. He takes an idea that for many had come to appear arbitrary and examines it fully in light of Scripture, pointing out that it did not refer to God’s arbitrary choice of individuals, but instead to his divine grace revealed in Jesus Christ. Barth’s view of predestination is that it was intended to emphasise God’s eternal decision to be gracious towards humanity and above all that it reveals that God loves humanity and that God is love. Barth’s revolution in the doctrine of election in Reformed thought is to “replace Calvin’s version of double predestination with a universal election.”39


Although drawing on “Calvin and the subsequent Reformed tradition”40 (and hence also on Augustine),41 Barth re-examines Scripture and sheds new light on the doctrine of election, radically transforming it. He sees Christ not simply as a “mirror”42 [speculum] of human election as advocated by Augustine and Calvin43 (which Barth argues would make Jesus an “instrument,”44 independent and separate from the divine primordial decision [Urentscheidung]45 to be the Deus pro nobis) but also as the basis (the means as well as the content) of the whole doctrine. The concept of Christ being the ‘mirror’ of election was not enough for Barth to deal with the troublesome implication of Calvin’s view,46 namely to give an answer to the question of assurance of salvation (‘How can a person know that he or she is among God’s elect?’).


Barth’s doctrine of election removes any possibility of Jesus Christ not being involved in God’s decision and precludes any decree that bypasses Jesus Christ, a decretum horribile: “The decree of God is not obscure, but clear. […] This decree is Jesus Christ, and for this very reason it cannot be a decretum absolutum.”47 Thus the election of Jesus Christ leaves no room for uncertainty or a hidden mysterious decree of God to elect some and condemn others—there is no decretum absolutum besides Jesus Christ, who is the ultimate decretum concretum.48 According to Barth it is the Triune God himself who elects himself in Jesus Christ, and in this way Barth brings election out into the light, firmly grounding it in the knowledge of Jesus Christ and anchoring it in the Gospel. Indeed it can be argued that Barth’s entire undertaking in the CD is directed against the notion of a speculative and abstract “God in general.”49 Thus Barth makes the doctrine of election “the sum of the Gospel,”50 because it is here that we see that God loves humanity: “If Jesus is only elect and not primarily the elector, what shall we really know at all […] of our election?”51 The doctrine of election is therefore at the heart of Barth’s systematic undertaking, because it demonstrates God’s love for humanity and hence is “wholly the gospel,” the “very essence of all good news.”52 


2. Re-locating the Doctrine


However, McCormack argues that Calvin’s mistake was not only that he divided humanity into two camps but also that his concept of who and what God is was itself mistaken.53 Therefore the difference between Calvin and Barth is to be found at a much deeper level, “at the level of divine ontology.”54 He explains that there is a clash between the different categories with which Barth and Calvin are working, Calvin’s being what might be called an “essentialist ontology” and Barth’s an “actualistic ontology.”55 McCormack shows that this change is first and foremost a revolution in the doctrine of God itself, since Barth is working with a different ontology to earlier theologians of the Reformed tradition.56


For Barth, the question ‘Who belongs to the elected?’ (or ‘To whom does election apply?’) is secondary. The primary questions for Barth are always ‘Who is the God who elects?’ and ‘What does God reveal about the nature of election?’57 Unlike Calvin, for whom it was part of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit,58 Barth treats the doctrine of election within his doctrine of God,59 and so (just as in the Göttingen Dogmatics)60 he locates the doctrine of election at the end of the section in the CD on the doctrine of God and before the section on the doctrine of creation. He looks at it christologically, making Jesus Christ both “the Subject of election and its Object,”61 both true God and true man, in whom God reveals himself.62 Through this move, Barth finds his Punctum Archimedis for all further theological thinking on the doctrine of election.63 Barth envisages neither an abstract concept of God nor an abstract concept of humanity. For Barth, the person Jesus of Nazareth in history is the sole basis of election. What is fundamental to Barth’s “actualistic doctrine of election is the insistence of Barth that Jesus Christ is not only elected man but is also electing God.”64 Von Balthasar points out that earlier theologians often “misconstrued the Christological basis” of the doctrine of election witnessed in the Bible and failed to “contextualize election as part of God’s relationship to Christ,”65 seeing election as an individual occurrence between an isolated human being and an abstract and thus terrifying, absolute God. However, what Barth presents in his doctrine of election is the election of the Son of God who is not only the object of God’s election but also the subject of that election from all eternity.


Traditionally it was the Father who was seen as issuing the eternal decree and the function of the Son was to respond to the Father (rather than being part of the decision). Jüngel points out that “God’s being is in movement from eternity”66 and the eternal election of Jesus Christ implies a divine decision concerning “God’s being-in-act,”67 which becomes manifest in “the temporal history of Jesus Christ [which is] the fulfilment in time of God’s eternal resolve.”68 The “encounter between God and humanity which has its origin in the movement of God’s being is, according to Barth, first and above all the encounter between the electing God and elected humanity, which is an event in Jesus Christ.”69 Thus, Barth sees Christ as the one in whom everything has eternally occurred, who not only responds to the Father’s will but fully and actively shares in it from eternity: “As we have to do with Jesus Christ, we have to do with the electing God.”70 Barth therefore puts the doctrine of the election that took place in Jesus Christ at the “very beginning, and indeed before the beginning, of what we have to say concerning God’s dealings with His creation.”71 For Barth, God is essentially the electing God who “makes the universe in order that it may be the arena on which his gracious purposes may come to pass”72 and is thus the precondition [Voraussetzung] for all of God’s works.


The election of grace is therefore the beginning of “all the ways and works of God” and it is here that God sets himself in relation.73 God’s being in relation to humanity is the event of the election in Jesus Christ since “Jesus Christ is the decision of God in favour of […] relation. He is Himself the relation.”74 Election is therefore the beginning of God’s opera ad extra. However, election is not only an opus Dei ad extra externum but at the same time an opus Dei ad extra internum since “election as such is not only a decision made by God [but] is equally a decision which affects God himself.”75 Barth says that “God’s election of man is a predestination not merely of man but of Himself.”76 It is for this reason that Barth understands the election as “ordination, as God’s self-ordaining of Himself. And it is for this reason, then, that we regard the doctrine of election as a constituent part of the doctrine of God.”77 Since the doctrine of election affects not only elected humanity but also God himself, it is understandable that Barth sees the doctrine of election as part of the doctrine of God. Gunton argues that Barth considers himself as the first dogmatician to place the doctrine of election into the doctrine of God.78 He says that for Barth, “doctrines that are not theologically grounded are not Christian theology.”79 What Barth tries to achieve with his doctrine of election is to “establish a hermeneutical rule which would allow the Church to speak authoritatively about what God was doing—and indeed, who and what God was/is.”80


3. The Basis of Barth’s Doctrine of Election: God’s Self-Revelation


Barth contends that it is impossible to maintain anything about God other than that which God himself has revealed about himself. Therefore, God’s self-revelation is for Barth the “criterion of all ontological statements in theology”81 and, ipso facto, election must be measured by the revelation of God. Barth constantly emphasizes in his CD that humanity in itself would not be capable of knowing God, if God did not reveal himself to humanity. He states that any analogy between God and the world based on any characteristic of being is insufficient. Divine being cannot be recognized by created being (nature, law, history, or consciousness) and so God cannot be known through any analogia entis. Only through analogia fidei, an analogy of faith given by God, is it possible for humanity to know God.82 The initiative is solely and exclusively on God’s side. Thus Barth’s doctrine of revelation in CD II/1, with his famous statement “God is known only by God,” is for many the “dominant theme of this theology”83 and sets the parameters for the exploration of the doctrine of election. He writes:




No single item of Christian doctrine is legitimately grounded, or rightly developed and expounded, unless it can of itself be understood and explained as part of the responsibility laid upon the hearing and teaching Church towards the self-revelation of God attested in Holy Scripture. Thus the doctrine of election cannot be legitimately understood or represented except in the form of an exposition of what God Himself has said and still says concerning Himself.84





The doctrine of revelation in the CD forwards Barth’s argument that there is no basis for theology other than God’s self-revelation as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the “basic rule of all Church dogmatics.”85 Since “God is who He is in the act of revelation,”86 the event of revelation is always an event of God’s self-interpretation as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and therefore God’s being is thus a “self-related” being.87 God’s being as Father, Son, and Spirit, a “unique unity-in-distinction,”88 is thus a “being in becoming.”89 Furthermore, the “doctrines of perichoresis and appropriation among the three differentiated modes of God’s being united as a triunity specified this knowledge: God’s being is in becoming.”90 Barth uses the patristic devices of perichoresis and appropriation to highlight the relationship between the doctrine of election and the doctrine of the Trinity.91 Barth says that the “work of God is the essence of God as the essence of Him who […] is revealer, revelation and being revealed, or Creator, Reconciler and Redeemer.”92 Perichoresis works in such a way “that the divine modes of being mutually condition and permeate one another so completely that one is always in the other two and the other two in the one.”93 On the other hand, “the doctrine of appropriation, and thus the understanding of the being of God as concrete event, fundamentally determine Barth’s whole Dogmatics, and in particular his doctrine of election and later his doctrine of reconciliation.”94


For Barth, there is never an abstract revelation but revelation is always a concrete and personal event. Thus the underlying question of revelation is “how can God make Himself known to human beings without ceasing […] to be the Subject of revelation”—without subjecting himself to the control of human beings.95 The question is not so much how are we to speak about God’s revelation but rather “what makes such speech about God’s revelation possible.”96 Revelation is first of all the ‘Word of God’ to a person—the Deus dixit—given to us in three ways: in Jesus Christ, in Scripture, and in Church proclamation.97 Barth argues that we cannot know revelation directly but only indirectly through Scripture and proclamation. The Bible in itself is not seen as the revelation of God; for it to become revelation, God must reveal himself in Scripture, through the power of the Holy Spirit; it must become “an event through which, by the act of God, the Word is revealed.”98 The “primary event alone is the Word.”99 Firstly “the Word of God must be understood as an event in and to the reality of man. And in the second place it is true that a possibility or capability on man’s part must correspond logically and materially to this event.”100 Therefore the question that needs to be asked is not ‘How does a person know the Word of God?’ but ‘How can people know the Word of God?’ For Barth, revelation is “God’s selfunveiling, imparted to man, of the God who by nature cannot be unveiled to men”101—and this is how Barth abrogates the principle homo peccator non capax verbi divini.102 The Deus revelatus is the Deus absconditus, who “graciously honours his creature, in his sacramental being-as-object,”103
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