







 

 






Evangelical theology is a matter of thinking about and speaking to and for the God of the Bible, in his relation to all reality and all that we ourselves are and do. It is needed for doxology, for devotion, for discipling, and for directing our lives, and we cannot get on without it. Assuming this, philosopher-theologian David Clark sets forth a wide-ranging, constantly centrist, moderately technical, analytically alert demonstration of the what, why, and how of the evangelical theological task, interacting at each stage with rival positions. No comparable across-the-board vindication of evangelical mental method exists; this is a landmark book. Clark’s ten-year trudge composing it was emphatically time well spent.

—J. I. PACKER
Professor of Theology
Regent College

David Clark’s To Know and Love God is the best antidote yet to the poison of anti-intellectualism that has sapped contemporary evangelicalism of much of its theological mettle. Clark deftly works his way through the traditional issues pertaining to theological method, yet he does so with an eye to our postmodern, multicultural, and spiritually starved situation. He makes a compelling case that cultivating and embodying the wisdom of God for daily living really is the most important thing Christians should be doing; he makes an equally compelling case that pursuing excellence in theology—the spiritual science by which we come to know God—is the best way to embark on the project. Clark has written the perfect introductory theological textbook for “evangelicalism: the next generation.” 

—KEVIN J. VANHOOZER
Research Professor of Biblical and Systematic Theology
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Christian theology must be biblically sound. However, if it intends to speak to people today, it also needs to be informed on the many issues providing a context for theology in contemporary culture. How does theology find its place in the context of pluralism, relativism, scientism, and its many other challengers? David Clark provides a thorough discussion of the issues that enables theologians to ply their trade with greater awareness and commitment. This book can serve as text-book as well as reference work.

—WINFRIED CORDUAN
Professor of Philosophy and Religion
Taylor University

David Clark’s book is an important statement of where evangelicals should stand on the major issues of the day.

—RONALD NASH
Professor of Philosophy
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Increased fragmentation within the Christian community, specialization of the disciplines, skepticism about religious truth, and the implications of cultural and religious diversity all suggest that the time for evangelical systematic theology is past. Undaunted, David Clark has produced a carefully nuanced and extraordinarily rich discussion of the nature of theology and a sensible, constructive model for doing theology in today’s world. Essential reading for evangelical theologians, philosophers, and missiologists.

—HAROLD NETLAND
Associate Professor of Philosophy of Religion 
and Intercultural Studies
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Astonishingly well-researched and persuasively argued, David Clark’s To Know and Love God is one of a kind. This book is the product of a mature theological mind that has found a balanced and articulate wisdom, and that refuses to settle for false dilemmas, overstatements, equivocation, or fuzzy half-truths. It is a prized example of the contribution that clear, analytic thinking can have for a robust, twenty-first-century evangelical theology. If you can read only one book on theological method, read this one.

—JAY RICHARDS
Senior Fellow
Discovery Institute

Good texts on theological methodology are rare. David Clark has produced a first-rate treatment of this often ignored and misunderstood subject. This volume provides a substantial underpinning for the remainder of this excellent theological series published by Crossway.

—GARY HABERMAS
Chairman, Department of Philosophy 
and Theological Studies
Liberty Baptist Theological Seminary

Competence and sensitivity! Those two words always characterize Clark’s work. Once again he has penetrated the rhetoric to offer a solid case for Christian faith in the real world.

—L. RUSS BUSH, III
Senior Professor of Philosophy of Religion
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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INTRODUCTION
BY GENERAL EDITOR

Why another series of works on evangelical systematic theology? This is an especially appropriate question in light of the fact that evangelicals are fully committed to an inspired and inerrant Bible as their final authority for faith and practice. But since neither God nor the Bible changes, why is there a need to redo evangelical systematic theology?

Systematic theology is not divine revelation. Theologizing of any sort is a human conceptual enterprise. Thinking that it is equal to biblical revelation misunderstands the nature of both Scripture and theology! Insofar as our theology contains propositions that accurately reflect Scripture or match the world and are consistent with the Bible (in cases where the propositions do not come perse from Scripture), our theology is biblically based and correct. But even if all the propositions of a systematic theology are true, that theology would still not be equivalent to biblical revelation! It is still a human conceptualization of God and his relation to the world.

Although this may disturb some who see theology as nothing more than doing careful exegesis over a series of passages, and others who see it as nothing more than biblical theology, those methods of doing theology do not some-how produce a theology that is equivalent to biblical revelation either. Exegesis is a human conceptual enterprise, and so is biblical theology. All the theological disciplines involve human intellectual participation. But human intellect is finite, and hence there is always room for revision of systematic theology as knowledge increases. Though God and his Word do not change, human understanding of his revelation can grow, and our theologies should be reworked to reflect those advances in understanding.

Another reason for evangelicals to rework their theology is the nature of systematic theology as opposed to other theological disciplines. For example, whereas the task of biblical theology is more to describe biblical teaching on whatever topics Scripture addresses, systematics should make a special point to relate its conclusions to the issues of one’s day. This does not mean that the systematician ignores the topics biblical writers address. Nor does it mean that theologians should warp Scripture to address issues it never intended to address. Rather, it suggests that in addition to expounding what biblical writers teach, the theologian should attempt to take those biblical teachings (along with the biblical mindset) and apply them to issues that are especially confronting the church in the theologian’s own day. For example, 150 years ago, an evangelical theologian doing work on the doctrine of man would likely have discussed issues such as the
 creation of man and the constituent parts of man’s being. Such a theology might even have included a discussion about human institutions such as marriage, noting in general the respective roles of husbands and wives in marriage. However, it is dubious that there would have been any lengthy discussion with various viewpoints about the respective roles of men and women in marriage, in society, and in the church. But at our point in history and in light of the feminist movement and the issues it has raised even among many conservative Christians, it would be foolish to write a theology of man (or, should we say, a “theology of humanity”) without a thorough discussion of the issue of the roles of men and women in society, the home, and the church.

Because systematic theology attempts to address itself not only to the time-less issues presented in Scripture but also to the current issues of one’s day and culture, each theology will to some extent need to be redone in each generation. Biblical truth does not change from generation to generation, but the issues that confront the church do. A theology that was adequate for a different era and different culture may simply not speak to key issues in a given culture at a given time. Hence, in this series we are reworking evangelical systematic theology, though we do so with the understanding that in future generations there will be room for a revision of theology again.

How, then, do the contributors to this series understand the nature of systematic theology? Systematic theology as done from an evangelical Christian perspective involves study of the person, works, and relationships of God. As evangelicals committed to the full inspiration, inerrancy, and final authority of Scripture, we demand that whatever appears in a systematic theology correspond to the way things are and must not contradict any claim taught in Scripture. Holy Writ is the touchstone of our theology, but we do not limit the source material for systematics to Scripture alone. Hence, whatever information from history, science, philosophy, and the like is relevant to our understanding of God and his relation to our world is fair game for systematics. Depending on the specific interests and expertise of the contributors to this series, their respective volumes will reflect interaction with one or more of these disciplines.

What is the rationale for appealing to other sources than Scripture and other disciplines than the biblical ones? Since God created the universe, there is revelation of God not only in Scripture but in the created order as well. There are many disciplines that study our world, just as does theology. But since the world studied by the non-theological disciplines is the world created by God, any data and conclusions in the so-called secular disciplines that accurately reflect the real world are also relevant to our understanding of the God who made that world. Hence, in a general sense, since all of creation is God’s work, nothing is outside the realm of theology. The so-called secular disciplines need to be thought of in a theological context, because they are reflecting on the universe God created, just as is the theologian. And, of course, there are many claims in the non-theological disciplines that are generally accepted as true (although this does not mean that every claim in non-theological disciplines is true, or that we are in a position with respect to every proposition to know whether it is true or false). Since this is so, and since all disciplines are in one way or another reflecting on our universe, a universe made by God, any true statement in any discipline should in some way be informative for our understanding of God and his relation to our world. Hence, we have felt it appropriate to incorporate data from outside the Bible in our theological formulations.

As to the specific design of this series, our intention is to address all areas of evangelical theology with a special emphasis on key issues in each area. While other series may be more like a history of doctrine, this series purposes to incorporate insights from Scripture, historical theology, philosophy, etc., in order to produce an up-to-date work in systematic theology. Though all contributors to the series are thoroughly evangelical in their theology, embracing the historical orthodox doctrines of the church, the series as a whole is not meant to be slanted in the direction of one form of evangelical theology. Nonetheless, most of the writers come from a Reformed perspective. Alternate evangelical and non-evangelical options, however, are discussed.

As to style and intended audience, this series is meant to rest on the very best of scholarship while at the same time being understandable to the beginner in theology as well as the academic theologian. With that in mind, contributors are writing in a clear style, taking care to define whatever technical terms they use. 

Finally, we believe that systematic theology is not just for the understanding. It must apply to life, and it must be lived. As Paul wrote to Timothy, God has given divine revelation for many purposes, including ones that necessitate doing theology, but the ultimate reason for giving revelation and for theologians doing theology is that the people of God may be fitted for every good work (2 Tim 3:16-17). In light of the need for theology to connect to life, each of the contributors not only formulates doctrines but also explains how those doctrines practically apply to everyday living.

It is our sincerest hope that the work we have done in this series will first glorify and please God, and, secondly, instruct and edify the people of God. May God be pleased to use this series to those ends, and may he richly bless you as you read the fruits of our labors.

John S. Feinberg
General Editor     



PREFACE

Writing a book is a labor of love. Researching and composing this book has required the better part of a decade. I have done many other things during that time, some of them quite unexpected. So writing this book was a longer journey than anticipated.

I must thank a number of people who contributed in different ways to this project. I have been privileged to work with many fine teaching assistants, each paid by Bethel Seminary. Of this group, Tim Johnson and Chris Vena especially made important contributions. My current assistant and research specialist, Mike Kukuska, has given selflessly in checking citations for the final preparation of this manuscript. A dear friend and Bethel College faculty colleague, Paul Eddy, deserves my thanks. He shared his significant knowledge of pluralism as I wrote chapter 10. Another great friend, my former research specialist and now Bethel College faculty colleague Jim Beilby, has earned my gratitude. Not only did he help me build my house, he vigorously discussed with me almost all the topics in this book. He wrote drafts of his basic research for parts of chapters 10, 11, and 12, and this assistance was essential to their completion. Another friend, Win Corduan, gave me an incredible gift by generously responding to a complete draft of this work. He does not agree with everything I say, but his insights saved me from many a blunder.

I enjoy the friendship of a number of selfless and gifted faculty colleagues at Bethel Seminary. It is a privilege to be in a learning community where we work, think, and talk informally about theology and its implications for spiritual formation and transformational leadership. Carla Dahl, Nils Friberg, Mark McCloskey, Bob Rakestraw, Glen Scorgie, LeRon Shults, and Steve Sandage deserve much more than the appreciation I can offer.

Our editor, John Feinberg, has worked patiently on this series. He both pro-duced his own volume and also coached me. I greatly appreciate his endurance and his friendship. I need to say that none of these people is responsible for any flaws you may find in this work.

Finally, I draw great joy and strength from my family. Sandy is an astonishing life partner—bright, patient, creative, and compassionate beyond belief. My sons, Tyler and Ryan, are completely different from each other and both a blast. I love them both deeply. I am one lucky guy to have each of these three wonderful people, each a child of God, as a part of the adventure that is my life.

Having completed these chapters, I feel conflicting emotions. I recognize the summary nature of the discussions I offer on these topics. As I read over various sections, I know each topic deserves more extensive, complex, and adequate treatment. I tried to explain things simply and clearly enough for students. I also tried to present the whole of this work with a kind of symmetry, beauty, or sanity—along with insights and original ideas—to make it worthwhile for colleagues. I am reminded of J. L. Austin’s words: “What I shall have to say here is neither difficult nor contentious; the only merit I should like to claim for it is that of being true, at least in parts.”1 I am prob-ably too contentious
 at points. But I think I have the main things right, at least in parts.

I feel an increasingly profound sense of the rationality and the sanity of the evangelical faith. Though critics may see the seamier sides of evangelical life, the aroma of a confident yet generous expression of evangelical Christian faith, if it is lived out in true community, is alluring. This is not due to the merits of any particular evangelical theologian I can think of, but to the beauty of the Savior whom we love and about whom we speak.

In view of this, I feel frustration, frankly, that some evangelicals do not take good theology seriously. Or—and this leads to similar problems—others take poor theology overly seriously. As theological conservationists (I will use that word in place of the pejorative word ‘conservative’),2 we sometimes place too much weight on peripheral issues. Our champions call us into combat on too many side issues. We have written too many books with the words ‘Battle for’ in the title. We should apply ourselves more diligently to writing such good, positive theological works that counterfeits pale by comparison. This is no easy task, but I hope we will see more efforts of this kind.

I wish that more people, especially more young people, would patiently explore the wisdom that Christ offers. One of my most gut-wrenching experiences—and this happens not infrequently—is talking with young people who have given up on faith. Some, having grown up in the church, find their leaders unable to respond authentically to nagging doubts or reasonable questions. Others, having not grown up in the faith, have yet to hear an expression of the gospel in witness, or to see an incarnation of the gospel in community, that possesses irresistible power. These young people deserve our best efforts. Their lives make our theology extraordinarily important. The faith is astonishingly reasonable, and news of that fact needs to get out.

On the other hand, I am thrilled that the world evangelical movement is blossoming. Evangelical evangelism is a global and international reality. Evangelical efforts for social justice do go on quietly, though they need to gain strength. We live in an exciting time when the Spirit’s work is evident all around. This too makes evangelical theology important. Theology is the expression of the wisdom of God for peoples in all cultures. Thinking excellently about theology is critical to the global church. For we must not only reach people of diverse cultures with the gospel of Christ but also partner with them as they grow in the unity of the Spirit. Theology is essential to the church as it invites seekers to faith, forms people after Christ, and builds truly biblical communities that change the world.

For these reasons and for many more, excellence in evangelical theology matters greatly.



INTRODUCTION

EVANGELICAL PATTERNS IN THEOLOGY

Knowing and loving God. This is the greatest thing bar none.

In the beginning, God created all things, including woman and man, for his purposes. Who is this Creator? What is his character, and what are his purposes? How can we fulfill his purposes for us, individually and communally? What is our destiny with this Creator, and how shall we live on this earth in light of that destiny?

These are the most vital questions of life. The truth about these weighty matters is more important than a cure for cancer, the latest Third World political crisis, who won the last World Cup final in soccer, new data on global warm-ing, the trajectory of the world’s stock markets, or anything else that might occupy our time, attention, and effort. It is the work of theologians—and of all believers as they do theology—to serve God by discerning what is true about the most crucial issues of life. The task is to learn of God. The privilege is to love God passionately with the mind.

The purpose of this book is to answer the question: What is evangelical systematic theology? Unpacking this leads to other important questions. Is systematic theology a legitimate intellectual enterprise? How does theology build upon the teachings of the Bible? How can evangelical theologians in different cultures assist each other? How does theology contribute to transforming society? What does the existence of other religions mean for evangelical theology? How does systematic theology relate to other intellectual disciplines? How does it connect with the life of the church? What are the purposes and the final goal of systematic theology?

Writing a book on these topics feels a bit like writing a book to train base-ball umpires. Umpires are necessary to the ball game, omnipresent on the field, and highly influential on the outcome of the contest. But enjoying their performance is not the point of coming out to the old ball yard. Similarly, the kinds of questions I discuss here are not ends in themselves. Knowing and loving God. That is the end. But attention to details will assist any theologian in her task. And so I write to present what I could call a philosophy of evangelical systematic theology.

That phrasing betrays some of my predispositions. I speak as a self-confessed evangelical. I claim to speak to and for evangelicals. Of course, in speaking to evangelicals, I will settle on answers to certain intramural debates, and some fellow evangelicals will disagree with me. On these issues, I speak to my dissenting theological brothers and sisters as dialogue partners in hopes of persuading them to accept commitments that (I think) will bring us closer to a balanced understanding of God’s will and ways. In speaking for evangelicals, I will present (and sometimes defend) views on issues about which evangelicals generally agree. In this case, I speak to the broader theological and religious community in hopes of showing how a reasonable, articulate, and credible evangelical theology can proceed.

I speak also as a philosopher of religion. I have taught systematic theology for all my adult life. But the arena where I have something of an academic home court advantage is in philosophy of religion. I use the strategies of analytic philosophy in my thinking. This is closer to the style of thinking common among English-speaking philosophers than to the approach typical of Continental philosophers or contemporary scholars of religion.1 This is partly why I describe this book as a “philosophy of evangelical systematic theology.” A “philosophy of . . .” some discipline or activity is about the nature, purposes, methods, and limits of that discipline or activity. People can develop a philosophy of education, a philosophy of coaching, or a philosophy of leadership. This “philosophy of evangelical systematic theology” is an analysis of the nature, purposes, methods, and limits of evangelical systematic theology. This, in a nutshell, is what I hope to do here.

As I was about halfway through this project, a friend, Kurt Richardson, asked me one day to identify my mentors in this effort. What theologians was I following? His question caught me a bit off guard. I remember stuttering. The truth is that I am quite eclectic, for I find myself attracted to insights from a variety of sources. But I believe we can very often integrate the insights of varied, sometimes apparently conflicting theological viewpoints. The apparent conflicts arise because good insights are too often grossly overstated. Theologians will make two correct and complementary insights seem to contradict each other by stating their ideas in bold, assertive ways.

For example, on the one hand, our knowledge is limited by cultural per-spective. On the other hand, we can work together to find knowledge that is more and more faithful to the object of our inquiry. But some people get only one half of that balance. Some defend perspectivalism (see chapter 4): all knowledge is encased in the subjectivity of conceptual perspectives. So we can-not really know what is objectively true. Others will endorse objectivism: reality is what it is, and it possesses a certain ontological solidity that (if we are rigorous) we can correctly discover. So we can know quite certainly what is objectively true. Now these are contradictory conclusions. But I believe both that cultural perspectives can blind us to aspects of reality and that reality can push through the limitations of our cultural perspectives to shape genuine knowledge. It is obviously the case that culture influences us; it is also plainly true that we have found reliable ways to partially overcome our shortcomings. Clearly, we can identify opinions that are speculative, steered by “group-think,” or driven by political agenda. And obviously, we can spot convictions that reflect honesty, result from careful study, and represent epistemic virtue at work.

As
 in this example, I will often choose a carefully stated middle way. I will often claim that the insights of apparently contradictory viewpoints can and should be drawn together. This middle way is holistic. It is systemic in that it acknowledges the essential insight of systems theory: all things in a system relate to all other things in a system. The members in a system mutually affect and reinforce each other. This is true of all sets of theological convictions. As G. K. Chesterton once wrote, “Christianity got over the difficulty of combining furious opposites by keeping them both and keeping them both furious.”2 So I resist either/or quandaries. I see many as false dilemmas that are due to imprecision and overstatement, to inferences that go beyond the evidence, or to hasty generalizing. Some are rhetorically driven. They are created and maintained for political reasons. A false either/or can deliver rhetorical punch or cre-ate political impact. But the truth of things is rarely so simple. Clear definitions, precise distinctions, careful analysis, and modest conclusions are the antidote. These are not flashy, but they belong in the tool kits of good theologians.

Recent comments from Richard Mouw echo this stance. As he mulled over some of the common themes usually linked with postmodernism, Mouw identified things like the role of community in interpretation, the value of stories and narrative, and coherence as an epistemic value. Then he said that evangelical thinkers in his Reformed tradition—stalwarts like Abraham Kuyper, Cornelius Van Til, E. J. Carnell, and Francis Schaeffer—took the themes that postmodern thinkers get jazzed about “out for a walk.” These great evangelical thinkers defended properly modest versions of these motifs, Mouw argued, but they always kept these themes “on a leash.” They did not lock these dogs in small kennels. They took them out for walks. But they did not fear to pull back on the leash when these motifs strained too hard in the wrong direction—that is, when they threatened to make all truth relative.3 The spirit expressed in Mouw’s metaphor reflects the wisdom I seek.

Pulling in the leash at just the right time and in just the right way demands a deft touch. I believe that we who are part of the evangelical theological community can improve our work in this regard. We could exercise greater precision. Non-evangelical scholars who navigate their theological boats downwind, sailing with the prevailing winds of the academy and broader culture, can express their views more loosely. The usual view is that any scholar who “privileges” a source of truth like the Bible forfeits academic respectability (though this may be changing somewhat). Those who sail with this wind can overstate the implications of their premises for rhetorical effect or under-produce evidence or arguments without seeming odd or unreasonable. But as evangelical theologians, we tack into this wind. This is a more difficult kind of sailing. So we cannot speak and write loosely. Articulating the viability of evangelical theology and faith in the current world calls for a higher level of clarity, precision, and restraint. Because we work against mainstream assumptions of the contemporary intellectual world, we do not have the luxury of appealing in general ways to exaggerated claims. We must be chastened and specific.

Such precision and clarity have paid off in another context. Anyone remotely aware of the current situation in philosophy knows of a revival of scholarship in philosophy of religion that promotes a critical realist view of God and of faith. This revival owes much to what is called the Reformed epistemology movement. In a remarkable article, naturalist Quentin Smith brought the news out of the closet, writing that orthodox Christians are making significant inroads in the philosophical world. “God is not ‘dead’ in academia,” wrote Smith. “He returned to life in the late 1960s and is now alive and well in his last academic stronghold, philosophy departments.”4 So to answer Kurt Richardson’s question, if any group of thinkers is important for my work, it is the philosophers of the Reformed epistemology movement. The careful thinking typical of analytic philosophy as practiced by Reformed epistemologists often shows how complementary insights, when expressed modestly, do in fact cohere. Alvin Plantinga, Nicholas Wolterstorff, and William Alston model for us the clarity and precision I seek to emulate. They preserve the wisdom of the orthodox tradition, but do so in ways that satisfy the guidelines of contemporary thought. Unlike too many contemporary theologians, they do not discard the tradition too easily. I hope that evangelical theologians in the next generation will work with the intellectual rigor, reasoned understatement, and humble courage that characterize this movement.

In exploring the nature of evangelical theology, I obviously presuppose important questions. One important issue is the meaning of “evangelical theology.” Every theologian stands in some tradition, and I am no exception. Evangelical theology is not the theology of a specific denominational tradition like Anglicanism. It cuts across denominations. Many Methodists and Presbyterians describe themselves as evangelicals. Other Methodists and Presbyterians do not. Nor is evangelical theology limited to a clearly delineated theological tradition like Lutheran thought. Evangelical theology includes intellectual traditions as varied as Pentecostal and Anglican. Evangelical theology is, not surprisingly, the theology of a loose coalition or broad movement of like-minded Christ-followers known as evangelicals. So then, to back up one step, what is evangelicalism?5

Evangelicalism is a spiritual movement that displays sociological, theological, and experiential features. Some interpreters interpret evangelicalism prixxvi marily through sociological lenses. Martin Marty once quipped that evangelicals are “people who find Billy Graham or his viewpoints acceptable.”6 Graham’s strategy was to invite any self-described Christian—including main-line Protestant and Roman Catholic believers—to cooperate in his evangelistic campaigns. Various mainline people and groups then decided whether to accept Graham’s overtures. Similarly, fundamentalist leaders, churches, and ministry agencies of the 1950s chose whether they were “for Billy or against Billy.” A majority decided they were “for Billy,” and the evangelical movement gradually gained some cohesiveness, then size, and finally stature. A generation after World War II, the popular press acknowledged the evangelical coming of age when a major news magazine designated 1976 the “Year of the Evangelical.” So evangelicalism today includes all who are connected with a particular network of social institutions—churches, ministry agencies, schools, magazines—and who relate to a certain set of people—leaders, artists, and preachers. Evangelicals are Christians who network with Christianity Today, Willow Creek, World Vision, Wheaton College, InterVarsity, Chuck Colson, Michael W. Smith, and, of course, Billy Graham.

A sociological grid for characterizing evangelicalism offers important insights. But as evangelicals, we typically define ourselves in another way. Like the fundamentalists, who defined themselves by citing fundamental theological beliefs, evangelicals commonly assume that the essential defining characteristics of evangelicalism are theological in nature. In this vein, David Bebbington asserted that evangelicals are those who hold to four things: “conversionism, the belief that lives need to be changed; activism, the expression of the gospel in effort; biblicism, a particular regard for the Bible; and what may be called crucicentrism, a stress on the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.”7 Roger Olson, writing on “The Future of Evangelical Theology” in the quintessential evangelical magazine, Christianity Today, called evangelicalism a theological movement. Evangelicals accent four nonnegotiable theological commitments: the supremacy of the Bible, a supernatural worldview centering on the living Creator God, a conversion experience of God through Christ, and the imperative for mission and service.8

In this essay, Olson suggested that among evangelicals, “traditionalists” and “reformists” are striking out in different theological directions on issues like the nature of theology as well as the relation of theology to other religions and other cultures. Traditionalists advocate caution concerning new theological proposals and emphasize historic theological expressions as important safe-guards against intellectual compromise. Their top priority is ensuring that relevance to contemporary culture does not erode commitment to historic Christian theology. Reformists promote careful exploration
 of theological innovations and regard historic Christian theological claims as valuable but also fallible. Their main concern is continuing to open up new expressions of Christian truth, based on the authority of Scripture, even to the point of replacing traditional interpretations. Olson described the different orientations of traditionalists and reformists as a kind of fault line along which pressure has been building for several decades. Unless this crisis is resolved, he claimed, the “shaky unity” of evangelicalism may dissolve. On the other hand, vigorous debate of the fundamental perspectives of traditionalists and reformists may reenergize evangelical theology, providing catalytic energy that will drive for-ward the creativity and influence of historic Christian faith.9

Regardless of how one evaluates the two mentalities Olson identified, there is a more fundamental question: Is evangelicalism basically a theological movement? Kenneth Kantzer, a leading evangelical theologian, wrote, “As constituting a movement, evangelicals may be defined as orthodox Protestants adhering to the ‘material’ or content principle of salvation through personal faith in Jesus Christ and the ‘formal’ or formative principle of the final authority of Holy Scripture.”10 Olson and Kantzer assumed that evangelicalism is essentially a theological movement.

By contrast, Stanley Grenz wrote that the enduring essence of evangelical-ism is the experience of conversion. Theology is very important, in Grenz’s account, but it is secondary to experience.11 This makes evangelicalism most fundamentally an experiential movement. The reaction of many established evangelical theologians to this proposal is at best lukewarm and at worst strong rejection.12 In my view, their response contains some wisdom. The problem with assuming that evangelicalism is an experiential movement—a movement defined most essentially by the experience of conversion—is that religious experience is notoriously malleable. In my theologically formative years, I had this lesson drilled into me. My undergraduate theology professor reminded his charges over and over again that Friedrich Schleiermacher was a Pietist. Schleiermacher, who emphasized religious experience, launched liberal theology. By citing this fact, my professor meant to warn us that placing experience at the center of faith opens a door to theological error.

So is evangelicalism most essentially a sociological, theological, or experiential movement? Grenz and other reformists usually say that evangelicalism is an experiential movement. Although I see the wisdom in the warnings sounded by Grenz’s critics, I think Grenz landed his horseshoe closest to the pin. Evangelicalism is a movement of people and communities drawn to the Father, by the Holy Spirit, through the redemption of Christ. As we come to the Father, we experience spiritual healing and wholeness that issues in a life of worship and service. We who are evangelical share this experience.

But then, how is Schleiermacher’s error avoided? How do we ensure that the path to heterodoxy (or worse) is blocked? My answer is that evangelical-ism is, more fundamentally than anything else, a spiritual movement. By this I mean that evangelicalism is a movement where spiritual experience is the identifying feature. Evangelicalism is experiential in that theological truth must be embodied in vivid, personal experience and in service. This experience is not Schleiermacher’s generic religious experience. It is not some squishy, contemporary spirituality. This is because evangelicalism is theological. Evangelicalism is theological precisely because the teaching about reconciliation to the triune God shapes spiritual experience. Having this kind of spiritual experience is at the heart of evangelical identity. Describing and interpreting this kind of spiritual experience lies at the core of the task of evangelical theology. Again, the furious opposites.

So evangelicalism is both a theological and an experiential movement. On the intellectual side, it depends on theology as a science (what Augustine called scientia). This is theology directed toward a disciplined intellectual knowledge of God. Theology as science is necessary for evangelical spirituality. And it is penultimately important for faith. But knowledge of truth is not identical to experience of God, and it cannot replace the experience. Evangelicalism is a movement that coalesces around the spiritual experience of reconciliation with the Father through Christ and by the Spirit.

This is why theology is never less than truth about God. But theology is never only about expressing true information about God. It is always that, and it is always more than that. Evangelical theology is more ultimately wisdom (what Augustine called sapientia) which is the application of truth directed toward the transformation of people and communities. This is of ultimate importance. Unlike dead orthodoxy, the theological dimension is always incarnated in experience. Unlike misguided heresy, the experiential dimension is always shaped by genuinely biblical theology. The scientific side of theology, as evangelicals understand it, is a necessary but not sufficient pathway to the sapiential purposes of theology. In other words, spiritual life must have theology as one of its ingredients, but having this one ingredient will not by itself guarantee that spiritual life blossoms. So this is the evangelical distinctive: spir-ituality—a theological experience, an experiential theology, all at once. Knowing and loving God!

The wedding band offers a simple illustration. The ring illustrates evangelicalism’s status as a spiritual movement. The ring’s outer surface is theological; its inner surface is experiential. The whole is spiritual. One cannot imagine a ring that has but one surface. The ring and its outer surface, though necessarily united, are not identical—evangelical faith is essentially theological. The ring and its inner surface again are necessarily united but not identical—evangelical spirituality is essentially theologically experiential or experientially theological.

A better illustration yet is the Möbius Strip. This is like a wedding band, but it has a single 180o twist. The Möbius Strip has two sides, yet the twist means that the two sides exhibit an obvious unity. An ant walking along the band will find he is able to hike continuously. He circles once on the inside, then hits the “twist” and circles on the outside, only to hit the “twist” and go back to the inside. The strip appears to have two sides, but the sides actually form a single continuous side. The two-ness and the oneness are mutual.13 Similarly, evangelical spirituality is a dynamic, two-in-one reality in which the theological dimension and the experiential dimension are both essential. Each mutually reinforces the other, and both are needed to create the whole. In evangelical spirituality, theology and experience comprise an essential unity.

To describe an appropriate model for fostering evangelical spirituality, I begin in chapter 1 by recounting the history of the concept of theology. I conclude that theology is like a bridge between Scripture and a particular culture. But this image leaves the question: Exactly how can we do theology so that it is both entirely faithful to its source, the Bible, and completely relevant to its goal, the transformation of people and communities in particular cultures? So in chapter 2, I address the question of theology’s faithfulness to its source. This is the authority of the Bible. But the very idea of religious authority smacks people the wrong way. So can we defend a concept of religious authority without caving in to authoritarianism? Can we argue for biblical authority without making our arguments the supreme authority? How can we visualize our com-mitment to sola scriptura so that we both preserve God as the ultimate source of truth and also properly warrant our knowledge of God? In chapter 3, I turn to the other pole, namely, connection with context. We come to the Bible with our culture and life experience in place. No one is a theological tabula rasa. If theology speaks to our situation, does it lose connection with the Bible? What strategy shields our thinking from influences in the culture that could distort our readings of the Bible?

In light of chapter 3 especially, I need to make a special point about culture. Clearly, I use the tools of an intellectual tradition—analytic philosophy—to analyze evangelical systematic theology. I acknowledge that many people associate this tradition with Western styles of thought. I hope it will be clear to every reader, however, that the formal analysis that I offer will open up space for truly contextual theology. Now doing
 analysis of theology formally, and doing theology contentfully in a particular culture are not the same thing. The tools for doing analysis of theology are, of course, abstract and philosophical. The tools for doing contextualized theology are not exclusively so. The fact that a conceptual analysis of the nature, task, and purposes of theology is necessarily philosophical in nature does not entail that theological work and ministry communication had best follow a philosophical style. By using the tools of philosophy to do the specific task of this book I do not hint in any way that good theology must be philosophical and therefore Western theology. It is critical that no reader makes this wrong inference. Good theology is true to the Bible and powerfully transformative for real people in real cultures. And, as my analysis will show, good theology that achieves transformation will use a variety of modes of thinking, forms of art, and styles of communication as situations dictate.

Specifically, in chapter 3, I argue that Christian communicators rightly use symbols that are powerful for their specific audience, though they should do so critically. In chapter 7, I offer a model that shows the five phases or stages of theology. This “five-phase model” honors the need for conceptual clarity in the testing of theological models. Equally, it highlights the need for evocative power in the communication of theological motifs in a particular culture. So my writing is philosophical and analytical in style. But the point of that writing is to strongly urge Christians in every context to creatively use the modes of thought, styles of communication, and forms of artistic expression of their local culture as they communicate the gospel. These expressions can be both biblically sound and culturally powerful. If we fail in this, we will not fulfill the culture-transforming purposes of theology.

The next two chapters concern diversity and unity in theological thinking. In chapter 4, I tackle a perilous assumption common in the intellectual life of our culture. This is the idea that all truth is true only within a particular perspective or point of view. Clearly, our perspectives do shape human thinking. But a full-blown perspectivalism implies that we cannot get out of our finite perspectives to find an ultimate unity of truth. Can we recognize any wisdom in the persistent contemporary idea that knowledge is always from a point of view without sliding into relativist thinking? These first four chapters form a unit that describes theology’s role in connecting Scripture and culture. Chapter 5 explores whether the churchly academic disciplines—church history, biblical studies, and systematic theology—achieve a unity of truth. Can we benefit from the different viewpoints represented by these disciplines and still arrive back at a unity of truth?

Then I turn to several questions that cluster around the relation of theology to the church. In chapter 6, I explore the role of theology in the university set-ting. People who work in higher education believe that universities cannot commit to an allegedly uncriticizable source of truth like the Bible. They opt for the supposedly neutral study of religion, rather than the discipline of theology. How does theology interact with religious studies? How can theology fulfill its purposes if it interacts with the values of the university? Or does theology really belong in the church? But that raises the question of chapter 7. How does theology serve the church? What is the purpose of theology? Is it primarily to mark out the boundaries of the Christian or evangelical church over against academic values, secularized theology, or cultural pluralism? Or are there other purposes?

Next I turn to explore how theology interacts with several important disciplines of study. Chapter 8 introduces theology in its relation to the sciences. Is it best to see theology and science in conflict, in separate compartments, or in a complementary relationship? Or are there new ways to see the integration of science with theology? Another discipline is philosophy. In chapter 9, I discuss different notions of how philosophy operates. Are there ways to apply the insights of philosophical work in the building of a theological worldview? How do presuppositions affect theology? Of what relevance is evidence to theology? How should we think about the structuring and organizing of our theological beliefs? In chapter 10, the issue is religious pluralism. What if many or all of the world’s religions actually teach what is true, or what if they all lead to God? That raises several sets of questions for evangelical faith. But the main issue here is this: Does the challenge of religious pluralism mean that Christians should not proceed with their theological work?

In chapter 11, I address questions of truth. What is truth? Is it reasonable to think there is such a thing? And what account can we give of truth, language, and reality? Does the traditional notion that true statements correspond to the world—that language refers to a real world—make sense? Finally, in chapter 12, I shift the focus slightly to specifically religious language. If human language does speak about the world, does it speak about God? What sort of view regarding language can we exploit to understand how we talk about God, talk to him in worship, and talk with him in prayer?

I believe all these questions have reasonable answers. To explain and defend all those reasonable answers is a monumental task. But we can, I believe, hold that evangelical theology is a reasonable human activity and that it is a medium of true knowledge of God through which we can know and love him. Evangelical systematic theology is this: it is the science by which evangelical believers learn of God. It is rooted in the Bible and focused on Christ. Through this knowledge, the Spirit transforms us into followers of Christ and forms us into Christian communities, awakening in us the wisdom of God that leads to genuine worship and cultural transformation. Through theology we know and love God.

Good theology provides the vision that guides and motivates those who desire God. Good theology fosters the love of God without which no one becomes good. Passionate love motivates theology about God without which no one becomes truly wise. Those who become good because they open them-selves to being loved by God will enter covenant relationship with him and with fellow believers. God will satisfy their deepest longings for love and belonging, for meaning and significance—to the praise of God’s eternal glory.



CHAPTER
ONE

CONCEPTS OF THEOLOGY

The Christian apologist Justin Martyr (c. 100–c. 164) faced a dilemma. He entrusted his soul to a humble Jewish rabbi who lived and died only a century before him. Such a short time span, a mere one hundred years, would pose no problem today. We despise what is old and treasure what is new. But the ancients, with their respect for hoary traditions, felt suspicion toward any prophet so recent as that. To meet an objection that emerged from his particular culture, Justin identified his Savior with Logos, the principle of Reason that the early Greeks recognized. He even claimed that Plato borrowed some of the themes in The Republic from Moses.1 In this way, he hoped to show that his doctrine about Jesus was not an innovation but the crowning glory of a long tradition. Like many theologians since, Justin contemplated the meaning of his faith. Borrowing concepts from several sources, he sought to relate his faith directly to his culture. This, in general terms, is the task of systematic theology: theology seeks to articulate the content of the gospel of Jesus Christ to the context of a particular culture. The purpose of this work is to explore how evangelical theology fulfills this task.

I. HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

Christians have thought about their faith for two millennia. Concrete, practical problems like Justin’s often stimulated Christian reflection. This theology is tactical; it responds, sometimes in an ad hoc manner, to issues and needs as they arise. A millennium after Justin, Peter Lombard (c. 1100–1160), in his Sentences, attempted to answer more systematically the questions scholars ask about Christian theology. This theology is not tactical, but strategic; it expresses in a broad, synthetic style the content of Christian believing. Writing a true systematic theology means describing, interpreting, and applying Christian doctrine in a comprehensive manner. As a discipline, systematic theology examines God, God’s works, and God’s relationship with his creation, and it expresses its content in terms of particular cultures.

A. Patristic Beginnings

Early Christians, of course, were not self-conscious about their concepts of theology. During the patristic
 period, they used ‘theology’ to mean the doctrine of God. A strategic, systematic theology would not develop for centuries. Yet as Christians crafted their convictions about God to fit their time and place, the Christian church developed implicit views about how to express its mes-sage. The historical context in which the church’s first theologians lived and worked forced them to consider the relation of Christianity to pagan culture and philosophy.

The word theologia has Greek origins. Among the Greeks, the word denoted a chronicle of the gods of Greece. Early on, the great poets of Greece offered accounts of their polytheistic and anthropomorphic deities. Later, the Stoics and other philosophers developed more philosophically oriented versions of these narratives about the divine. Theologia in this sense became an important piece within humanitas, the larger educational process that included not just understanding of the divine but of humanity and nature as well. The main view, then, was that wise persons should not raise wisdom about God to a higher position that is independent of other intellectual pursuits.2

In presenting his case, Justin followed this strategy, freely connecting Christian themes with concepts from pagan philosophy. In addition, he claimed against the Romans that Christians are not rebels but model citizens.3 In rebut-ting the Jews, he used detailed exegesis to show that the NT does in fact fulfill the OT.4 The Martyr’s practice already involved certain assumptions about the nature of Christian proclamation even if he did not expend effort developing an explicit model of theology. He aggressively adapted concepts his audience would know and allowed their perspectives to shape his discussion of distinctively Christian ideas.

Similarly, among the Alexandrians, philosophy supported theology. Clement (c. 150–c. 219) stimulated an important tradition with his view that Greek philosophy purifies the individual in preparation for receiving a true knowledge (gnosis) which is the highest expression of the gift of Christian faith.5 Going beyond Clement, Origen of Alexandria (c. 186–c. 232) produced On First Principles, which fleshes out a more extensive Christian expression of this gnosis.6 Origen built his argument on Clement’s distinction between simple faith and higher, speculative wisdom, and then tied this distinction to the allegorical method of biblical interpretation. The literal or material meanings of Scripture correlate to simple faith while the allegorical or spiritual meanings connect with wisdom.7 Yet like other patristics, Origen’s interest was primarily biblical, for he wrote On First Principles primarily to persuade some anti-intellectual Christians of the validity of his work in biblical studies. When the Alexandrians used philosophical categories and perspectives, they deliberately sanctified and transformed them, putting them into the service of biblical thought.

In his implicit conception of theologizing, Tertullian (c. 160–c. 220) took a different approach, at least on the surface. In his well-known and dramatic claims, Tertullian placed Christianity and pagan thought in sharp opposition. “What has Jerusalem to do with Athens, the Church with the Academy, the Christian with the heretic?” he asked rhetorically.8 “The Son of God died; it is by all means to be believed, because it is absurd.”9 But Tertullian’s bold statements should not obscure his subtle use of argument. Clearly, Tertullian rejected some content of pagan philosophy, but he used the careful thinking and interpreting that are the heart of philosophy as a method. “There are logical limits to the possibilities for human irrationality,” Richard Swinburne noted dryly, “and even Tertullian cannot step outside them.”10

Similarly, the illustrious Irenaeus (c. 130–202) was more wary of specifically pagan concepts than were the Alexandrians. In pursuing a major agenda, the refutation of Gnosticism, Irenaeus revealed his commitment to apostolic teaching and a self-consciously biblical method. As the basis of true knowledge or gnosis, the church preserves the true apostolic tradition in its mother churches (those founded by apostles) and in the Scriptures themselves. The heretics go wrong, he argued, when they use a perverted method of biblical interpretation. They disconnect biblical truths from each other like a depraved artist who rearranges the pieces of a beautiful mosaic. To counter this, a Christian theologian should set specific citations in their proper context within the whole fabric of biblical truth.11

Though Irenaeus refuted the content of Gnostic philosophy, he did not repudiate all pagan language or concepts. Rather, he expressed Christian truth and argument by adapting certain pagan categories to Christian use. Consider his use of the word gnosis. Irenaeus rebutted Gnosticism, not by showing that gnosis is heretical or evil, but by declaring that true gnosis is found in Christ as revealed in the apostolic tradition.12 While not as overt as the Alexandrians, the biblically oriented Irenaeus and even the rhetorically dramatic Tertullian used categories implicit in their culture to develop and explain their Christian theology.

Like his predecessors, the great St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) reflected his time. His voluminous writings tackled a variety of ecclesiastical and theological issues. Yet he wrote to meet specific problems. For instance, his great masterpiece, The City of God, a philosophical interpretation of history, is an occasional work. Although Christianity was the official religion of the empire, pagans whispered that the betrayal of the Roman gods by the Christians caused Alaric’s sack of Rome. In answering this charge, Augustine addressed the con-CONCEPTS tent of faith to his context, but did not present it in a systematic way. No Christian had yet written, or even thought about, a systematic theology.

An important topic related to theology is the relation of faith and reason. There was some confusion in the first centuries about the value of reason, but Augustine’s opinion was quite positive. Augustine’s dialogical understanding of faith and reason confirms in a general way Clement’s claim that pagan and Christian thought complement each other in building theology. Faith and reason, authority and understanding, reinforce each other. Yet Augustine preserved the priority of faith. Augustine expressed this by saying, “faith, you see, is a step toward understanding; understanding is the well-deserved recompense of faith.”13 In temporal sequence, faith (which is really a commitment to a Christian way of life) precedes full understanding, for one first accepts basic Christian truth on divine authority. At the same time, in order to exercise faith, a person must understand the words that minimally explain the gospel. Reason can also help us decide which of several competing authorities to adopt. Thus, reason tells us that it is rational to accept what reason alone cannot demonstrate. 14 Then, after initially accepting basic Christian truth, the Christian the-ologian moves forward, using reason to acquire richer understanding. In this dialectic, faith and reason reinforce each other.15

For the theologian who would grasp Scripture fully, the Bishop of Hippo recommended gaining skill in biblical languages, the nature of being, dialectics (refuting sophistry and learning to define words and distinguish concepts), eloquence, the science of numbers, history, and law.16 With these skills, fuller understanding would elucidate faith, removing objections and developing Christian knowledge. In a word, Augustine advised, “First believe, then under-stand.” 17 His view commanded allegiance for centuries. St. Anselm (1033–1104), for instance, echoed Augustine: “I do not seek to understand that I may believe, but I believe in order to understand. For this also I believe—that unless I believe, I should not understand.”18

One distinction in Augustine’s thought is of continued importance for theology even though academic theology today sometimes shunts this distinction to a sidetrack. Augustine preferred the word ‘wisdom’ (in Latin, sapientia) to ‘knowledge’
 (in Latin, scientia; basically episteme in Greek and Wissen in German) as a description of the Christian reflection about God.19 Sapientia is contemplative understanding of divine and eternal things. Scientia is active knowledge of mundane and temporal things. The word ‘science’ would later come to denote an academic discipline, as in the phrase “queen of the sciences.” Later still, in modern times, it would come to mean the method of empirical observation and explanation, as in “modern science.” But in Augustine’s sense, theology goes beyond mere science to wisdom as the believer orders or applies knowledge according to the highest good, namely, the love of God. Wisdom, then, is knowledge directed to salvation.

In contemporary terms, we could say that wisdom is not merely knowledge about God, but knowledge directed toward knowing and loving God person-ally. It is information applied for the purpose of transformation. It is “engaged knowledge that emotionally connects the knower to the known.”20 In light of this, evangelical theology is not merely scientia. More fundamentally, it is scientia directed to the purposes of sapientia. So Augustine’s distinction provides a framework for the concept of evangelical systematic theology that I will defend in this book. To anticipate, we should understand scientia, the science of God, as an indispensable feature of theology. In this dimension, theology is a disciplined activity by which the church reflects on the nature, will, and ways of the Creator. But scientia, isolated by itself, is a truncated theology. For theology requires another dimension: sapientia, the wisdom of God. For the definitive purpose of theology is the knowledge of God applied as wisdom. It forms godly character in Christians as they live in community, and it governs the loves and the lives of faithful Christians who serve God and transform culture. Any theology that loses contact with this goal falls short.

B. Medieval Modifications

The medieval period saw several important innovations on the concept of theology. John of Damascus (c. 674–c. 749) displayed a fourfold pattern (prolegomena, theology, anthropology and soteriology, ecclesiology and eschatology). This still influences some forms of theology today.21 Peter Abelard (1079–1142) helped establish the medieval method of synthesis. He sought both to force critical reflection about the apparently contradictory opin-ions of the Fathers whom he quoted and, to some degree, to reconcile them.22 Abelard’s student, Peter Lombard (c. 1100–1160), wrote a theological text-book, The Sentences, in which he followed the Damascene’s organizational pattern, arranging the discussion topically rather than biblically. Like his teacher, Lombard compiled sources that addressed in a sequential way many of the questions scholars were asking about Christian theology—although he himself left some of the tensions unresolved.

Alain of Lille (c. 1116– c. 1202) first called theology a science in a new sense—as an academic discipline.23 A science is a coherently ordered field of inquiry that is based on presuppositions and follows rules that are suited to its own method and object. Theology, conceived as a science in this way, found a home in the newly developing medieval universities, beginning with Paris around 1200. Those in the universities distinguished the various disciplines or faculties. Students began by studying the arts and then moved into law, medicine, or theology. As part of this process, academics sought to clarify the relation of theology to philosophy. The standard approach was to place philosophy or natural reason logically first so it could provide the basis for sacred theology and supernatural revelation. Thus the earliest parts of theology tended to focus on metaphysical issues such as the existence and attributes of God, as they were understood philosophically and scientifically. Once grounded in these disciplines, theologians turned to biblical materials that dealt with salvation and the church. In this arrangement, interpretations of biblical themes came under the influence of the philosophical and scientific background. Theology became the culmination of all learning. Although it existed as a separate faculty, it was the queen of the sciences.

In Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225–1274) the medieval synthesis found its high-est expression. Thomas’s view of faith and reason both reflects and reinforces theology as a new discipline. It was in his thirteenth-century context that the word ‘theologia’ was first used for what we call theology. Thomas affirmed the value of unaided reason, and in so doing modified Augustine’s view of its relation to faith. For Thomas, unaided reason, operating without faith, can demonstrate such things as the existence, oneness, and simplicity of God. Through faith (that is, understanding acquired through the authority of the church), we can believe (but not prove) these truths. Reason and faith, then, are independent and parallel paths leading to knowledge about God.

At this time, some Christians worried about the encroachment of philosophy on theology.24 Responding to concerns about the intrusion of philosophy, Thomas limited the range of knowledge that is open to discovery through reason. Doctrines like the Trinity and the incarnation are grasped only by faith. In matters where special revelation goes beyond reason, reason can show the internal coherence of revelation by placing various truths into their proper connections. But reason cannot provide philosophical demonstration. In Augustine, faith and reason operate dialectically from the beginning. In Aquinas, faith and understanding initially stand in a parallel relationship as two paths to understanding. Later, faith moves beyond reason.25 Thus theology is “a rational and scientific consideration of the revealed datum . . . a sci-entifically elaborated copy of the faith.”26

Since for Thomas, reason initially runs on a parallel path to faith, one may legitimately come to know that God exists either by reason or by accepting God’s existence as a matter of faith. Yet theology is in the end clearly higher than philosophy. Theology uses philosophy to demonstrate the fundamental truths of theology, to illustrate spiritual truth by analogy with natural truth, and to defend the faith against attack. The theological use of philosophy is legitimate, for God’s gifts of grace intensify nature; they do not destroy it. But Christians must not allow philosophy to dominate theology. Theology goes beyond the bounds of philosophy. Theology uses philosophy when it is suit-able to do so. Unlike Immanuel Kant, who said that religion is rightly kept within the bounds of reason alone, Thomas held that philosophy is rightly used as the servant of sacred doctrine.27

As Protestants, most evangelicals do not follow the tradition of medieval theology and Scholasticism. Contemporary laypersons and even some clergy and academics consider that tradition pedantic and obscure. Interestingly, Thomas recognized this problem and determined to avoid it himself. Speaking of other theologies, he wrote,

I have noticed how they are frequently held up, sometimes by heaps of useless questions, points and arguments, sometimes because the information comes out disjointedly from commentaries on texts or from disputations to meet academic occasions, sometimes because excessive repetition induces blankness and boredom. 

Trusting in God’s help, I shall try, therefore, to avoid these draw-backs and to expound sacred doctrine as briefly and clearly as the sub-ject-matter allows.28

Though he saw sacred doctrine as a science, Thomas believed that he kept the needs of his audience in mind as he wrote his theology. But many lesser medieval theologians lacked Thomas’s spiritual vitality, and their theology actually does seem sterile and petrified. Partly in response to lifeless theology, St. Bonaventure (1221–1274) developed theology that placed greater stress on the divine initiative in theology. He held that theology requires, not merely intellect, but a living and personal faith that includes appropriate character traits and attitudes. Like science, knowledge of God is a gift of God. Theology depends primarily on God’s grace through revelation and not on science that investigates sensible objects. In his more Augustinian view, Bonaventure raised Christian knowing to the theological, spiritual, even mystical level. The title of his most important work, The Journey of the Mind to God, aptly
 expresses his outlook.29

In the century following Thomas, nominalists sided with Bonaventure in emphasizing the spiritual element of theology. Distrustful of reason when used to demonstrate theology, the skillful philosopher William of Ockham (c. 1290–c. 1349) said that theology should address the spiritual needs of Christians. Ockham doubted the possibility of proving God philosophically. He believed philosophy leads to theological speculation. Although his own philosophy was rigorous, he stressed in his theology the absolute power and freedom of God and in his spirituality a simple faith and a dependence on the Scriptures.30 This perspective undermined the Thomistic synthesis and fertilized the soil in which the Reformation attitudes toward theology would soon grow.

C. Reformation and Post-Reformation Developments

The Reformers definitively challenged the content of the medieval synthesis although in some ways the Reformed view of theology is closer to the medieval than it is to the modern world. Although they differed among themselves on many issues, the Reformers agreed on the fundamental methodological principle of sola scriptura. For Martin Luther (1483–1546), for instance, this meant he would not countenance the collaboration of theology with philosophy. He renounced any metaphysical or abstract knowledge of God as essentially anthropocentric. It is theologia gloriae, theology of glory. He even asserted, with his usual rhetorical flourish, that when philosophical speculation seeks God as the cause of the universe, it makes the devil and God into one monstrous being.31 Human reason is blinded by sin; humans need the Christ who comes to them in revelation.

This does not mean that Luther denied natural revelation. Of course, he decisively rejected natural theology as the Scholastics had practiced it and resisted what he perceived as the medievals’ tendency to trust unaided reason. For Luther, natural revelation leads to legitimate, God-given knowledge. Natural knowledge of God is not humanly generated. It is revelation that God simply chooses to convey through the medium of nature. God is the giver of all theological understanding, sometimes through natural means, but supremely through Scripture.

Luther wrote theology to address specific problems, and he never produced a truly comprehensive systematic theology. His theology emphasizes paradoxes such as God’s wrath and mercy, sin and salvation, judgment and forgiveness, law and grace. Yet he saw Christian teaching as an organic whole. Theology is about the gospel: God’s call to sinners to experience forgiveness by grace through faith. Salvation is God’s work entirely. Since the various aspects of Christian thought interrelate, theology is God-centered. It is impossible that humans could depend entirely on God for salvation, and then somehow through their own philosophical reflection achieve genuine knowledge of the divine being. Instead, except for the grace of God, humans are helpless both for salvation and for theology. In every way, Luther sought to preserve the prominence of theology as the story of God’s work for human persons.

By hearing the truth of Scripture, humans receive understanding that leads to salvation. Thus Luther wrote, “the proper subject of theology is man, guilty of sin and condemned, and God the Justifier and Savior of man, the sinner. Whatever is asked or discussed in theology outside this subject, is error and poison.” Theology’s purpose is not informational, but personal. “Theological knowledge is necessary: A man should know himself, should know, feel, and experience that he is guilty of sin and subject to death; but he should also know the opposite, that God is the Justifier and Redeemer of a man who knows him-self in this way.”32 To know God theologically is to know God experientially, not philosophically. Theology serves the purposes of salvation. This is theologia crucis, theology of the cross.33

Like Luther, John Calvin’s (1509–1564) theology displays a biblical orientation. His great theological achievement, Institutes of the Christian Religion, the most systematic theological expression of the Reformation, does not begin with theistic metaphysics. Unlike the medieval theologies, Calvin’s work opens by discussing the knowledge of God. Knowledge of God is available every-where, wrote Calvin, since God has naturally implanted that knowledge in the minds of all persons. God intends that this knowledge will lead humans not merely to idle speculations but to salvation through Christ. This explains why Institutes has a much shorter discussion of God’s metaphysical attributes than do medieval theologies (although Calvin largely accepted traditional ideas about God’s metaphysical attributes). Through sin and ignorance, knowledge of God is either corrupted or smothered. So to receive the knowledge of God, humans must first develop a reverence and experience a love for God in salvation. By this means God in effect restores sight to the blind. Only then do humans see the knowledge that is always available all around them.

God’s chosen means for producing knowledge of God that leads to salvation is the Scripture. In his famous metaphor, Calvin described the Scripture as spectacles:

Just as old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak vision, if you thrust before them a most beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be some sort of writing, yet can scarcely construe two words, but with the aid of spectacles will begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, gathering up the otherwise confused knowledge of God in our minds, having dispersed our dullness, clearly shows us the true God.34

Calvin’s theology follows a familiar pattern. After his early teaching on the knowledge of God, Calvin turned to treatments of sin and human need, expla-nations of the human response through repentance, faith, and Christian living, and discussions about the church.

Like Luther, Calvin distrusted human reason, rejecting the view that humans can gain knowledge of God through unaided reason. Calvin did admit that reason, as far as it goes, supports the veracity of Scripture. In the end, however, “Scripture will ultimately suffice for a saving knowledge of God only when its certainty is founded upon the inward persuasion of the Holy Spirit.”35 Here we see that for Calvin, the purpose of theology is salvation.

The generations following the Reformation created the period of Protestant scholasticism. Refinement, precision, and consolidation mark the theology of this era. Reformed theologians pondered the order of God’s decrees. (Did God decree election first and then decree to permit the fall, or the other way around?) Lutherans discussed the details of Christ’s real presence in the Eucharist. Only in this period did Protestants begin discussing theological method. But because the Protestant scholastics used increasingly fine distinctions to answer speculative questions, the theology of this time degenerated. Some of it is pedantic nitpicking. Ironically and regrettably, the scholastics in some ways revived certain weaknesses in medieval Scholasticism. For example, some Protestants used Aristotelian versions of the arguments for God’s existence with little adaptation. Those who defend the Protestants argue that the scholastics responded effectively to the Catholic Counter-Reformation by adapting to their opponents’ style. This argument has some validity. Unfortunately, the strategy contributed to a kind of Protestant theology that preserved certain weaknesses, in style and in content, from the medieval era. 

As Protestant scholasticism developed in the generations following the Reformation, groups of radical reformers also emerged. These radical reformers or “believers’ churches” (like Baptists, Quakers, Moravians, Mennonites, Pietists, and Brethren) generally accepted much Reformation theology. But they also typically modified it at a few points, often in the area of soteriology (under the influence of vivid spiritual experiences) or ecclesiology (with their unique views on the sacraments and on the essence and meaning of membership in the church). Yet few of them (excepting the Puritans) wrote formal theologies. In their informal theology, many stressed personal spiritual disciplines and moral purity. But because much of the written theology to which the contemporary evangelical world can relate came from the tradition of Protestant scholasticism, especially of the Reformed variety, this style continues to influence con-temporary evangelical theology.

II. CONTEMPORARY OPTIONS

The eighteenth century saw many culture-changing revivals led by the likes of John Wesley and George Whitefield. In the same period, a set of converging forces coalesced, leading Europe’s cultural elite eventually to discard traditional Christian theological claims. These forces represent the heritage of the Enlightenment. At the hub of this heritage is the rejection of traditional authority and the affirmation of human autonomy. Edward Farley aptly summarized,

The Enlightenment encompasses an epoch of European culture, a broad cultural ethos, and an ideal. The age was roughly the eighteenth century. The ethos occurred in circles of high culture and learning and was borne by intellectuals, scientists, educators, and scholars of Europe: Diderot and Voltaire, Francis Bacon and Isaac Newton, Goethe and Kant. The ideal was a vision of a society progressing toward harmony and justice under the guidance of leaders unhampered by superstition, prejudice, or authority, and willing to allow pure reason to be their guide.36

A. Shapers of Contemporary Theologizing

The story of liberal theology in the West beginning around 1800 is the account of various theological responses to the eclipse of tradition and the negation of authority in the shadow of the Enlightenment. These developments associated with the Enlightenment pressed theologians to rethink issues like the task, nature, methods, and legitimacy of theology as they were traditionally under-stood. Very different views of theological method—and consequently of theo-logical content—emerged.

Responding to the cultural developments of the late eighteenth century, Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) stimulated new ways of conceiving theology. He was the so-called father of liberal theology, for his views still lie at the root of much liberal theology. Prior to Schleiermacher, Christian tradition, both Catholic and Protestant, assumed that biblical and theological statements about God describe real, external objects. But Enlightenment thinkers doubted the Bible could be literally true. Due to commitments to certain views of human reason, the “cultured despisers of religion,” as Schleiermacher called his friends in Romanticism, disdained religion altogether. In his first major work addressed to this group, Schleiermacher did not defend intellectual dogma. Rather, he asked the cultured despisers to see religion as something rooted in direct religious apprehension or experience.37

Later, in writing the great systematic theology of early liberalism, Schleiermacher again rooted theology in religious experience. The Christian Faith does not build theology directly on an authoritative Bible. Schleiermacher saw the Bible as a record of the experiences of an ancient tribe of Semites. Instead, Schleiermacher’s model of theology applied the innovative approach of his book On Religion: this change is the so-called turn to experience. This phrase describes two reinforcing factors, a new realization of the prominence of experience in religion and a decision to place experience at the foundation of theology. Reflecting the turn to experience, Schleiermacher wrote that the-ology’s function is to analyze religious experience. Analyses of religious experience reveal that humans possess a sense of “absolute dependence.” The whatever-it-is that is the object of this dependence (the “Whence” of absolute dependence, Schleiermacher called it) is One whom Christian theology calls God. In this way, Schleiermacher tried to show religion’s despisers that the reality Christians describe when speaking of God is already available to them in their own experience.38 But in effect, Schleiermacher’s new model cut theology off from the object of theology—God himself. Theology became more a discussion of what humans experience about God, rather than an exploration of what God says about God. Given this understanding, Schleiermacher could not see theology as a science of God in the classical sense.

During the next century, liberalism gradually came to dominate theology in Europe. Like theologians before them, the liberals adopted assumptions com-mon in their age. For this reason, liberal theology is best understood as Christian faith making its peace with the Enlightenment. As the twentieth cen-tury opened, however, Karl Barth’s (1886–1968) work launched a radical reevaluation of the liberal view of theology that Schleiermacher had initiated. Indeed, Barth rejected the very idea of systematic theology because it connotes a coherent edifice of thought built on general philosophical assumptions. He titled his monumental work Church Dogmatics to highlight the connection of theology to the Word of God (which is unique to the church), rather than to religious experience (which is common to all humans). Barth’s view of theology reasserted in various ways the independence of dogmatics from all merely human modes of thought.39

Barth willingly called theology a science. Like other activities designated as a science, theology is a human inquiry into a definite object and follows a specific path to knowledge. In this sense, theology is the science of dogma.40 ‘Dogma’ denotes the content of the church’s believing; it is the Word of God in church proclamation. “The task then of dogmatics is to be that of investigating church proclamation as to its agreement with the Word of God.”41 Dogmatics is accountable first to the living Word, Jesus Christ, the essence of the church. It has no interest in apologetic or philosophical concerns. Although its understanding of Christ is not infallible, dogmatics presupposes that Jesus Christ is the truth. This presupposition means that dogmatics is an act of faith. Dogmatics is not humanly induced thought, but the result of God’s gracious act toward the church. Dogmatics is possible only within the church and requires the church to listen and obey.42

Standing in contrast to Barth is another important model of theological method, Paul Tillich’s (1886–1965) “method of correlation.” Speaking broadly, Tillich placed Schleiermacher’s and Barth’s interests in tandem. Schleiermacher tried to connect theology to the experience of human persons generally. Barth sought to reflect a unique and genuinely divine revelation. Tillich said theology must do both. For Tillich, philosophy first analyzes the human situation to produce the central questions of authentic human existence. Then theology shows that the symbols of the Christian faith respond to those inquiries. Theology, in other words, correlates Christian symbols to the concerns common to all human existence. So philosophy asks the questions; theology provides the answers.43

Correlation requires that theologians avoid three errors, according to Tillich. First, theology must not treat Christian truth as a body of revealed knowledge that arrives from outside the human situation and makes no connection to human existence. The error here is theology answers questions before they are even raised (fundamentalism and Barth’s neo-orthodoxy). Second, theology must not elicit the Christian message entirely from the human condition. The problem in this case is that the human voice speaks, but the human ear rarely hears God (Schleiermacher’s liberalism). Third, theology must not hold the two poles, the Christian revelation and the human situation, in a dualistic tension. The difficulty here is theology that gives two different answers that it cannot reconnect (Thomas’s division between natural theology and supernatural theology). Avoiding these errors, the method of correlation requires theology to achieve an organic relation between the existential question developed through philosophical analysis and the Christian answer produced through theological reflection.44

B. Current Trends in Theologizing

The polarity between Schleiermacher and Barth reflects an abiding issue: the relationship between revelation as God’s work and theology as a human activity. Evangelical theology still faces this problem. Tillich attempted a synthesis. He agreed in a general sense with St. Thomas that theology must relate both to the Word and to the world. But he also insisted that the medieval synthesis places these two poles next to each other without bringing them into genuine integration. How can theology resolve this tension? Unfortunately, no solution dominates the theological world at this time. Rather, theologians are fractured into many splinter groups. If one theme or value stands above its peers in the current pluralistic context, however, it is that culture shapes theology. Assuming
 that all cultures are quite distinct, the effect of this theme is to invite every social, gender, ethnic, and cultural group to develop its own theology. The primary common thread shared by these theologies is that each community interprets Christian theology through the grid of its own experience. From an evangelical perspective, the risk is that culture will take the dominant position over Scripture.

The influence of culture comes to the fore in liberation theology. Latin American liberation theology burst into the European and North American theological consciousness in 1968 with a groundbreaking meeting of bishops in the city of Medellín, Colombia. This second meeting of the Latin American Episcopal Conference is known as CELAM II or simply Medellín. Medellín broke new ground. The bishops strongly rebuked the Catholic Church for its alliance with the political powers in Latin America. They argued that the church hierarchy contributes to the violence perpetrated against the Latin American poor. In 1971, a Peruvian priest and theologian, Gustavo Gutiérrez, wrote in Spanish the Magna Carta for liberation theology, A Theology of Liberation.45 A dominant motif in his work is that the theological writings of white North Americans and the wealthy elites in Latin America intensify socioeconomic oppression of the poor. In his view, oppressed peoples in Latin America need (among many other things) a theology that begins with their own lived experience. Too long the forces of power have dictated the terms of official theology and used it as yet another tool of subjugation. The oppressors claim that theology is God’s final truth for all. In practice, however, they use theology to promote their political goals at the expense of the poor. The poor, therefore, need a different theology, one that takes into account their experience of oppression.

African-American theologians in North America immediately resonated with the liberationists of Latin America. In 1969, a group of Black church lead-ers described their movement as a “theology of black liberation.” The best-known voice in Black theology, James Cone, titled his most important work A Black Theology of Liberation.46 Since then, Cone has purposefully sought dialogue with other liberation movements that represent not only Latin Americans but Africans, Asians, and women. Theologians in these groups share a common sense that they are people oppressed by dominant social and political powers. They share a common agenda to pursue analogous methods of theology in light of that oppression.

An effect of liberationist perspectives is to fragment theology. But this fragmentation is not resisted, but expected, assumed, and celebrated. The fragmentation actually breaks the stranglehold of powerful interests over the oppressed. Breaking up the unity imposed by the powerful gives the voices that were previously silent the space to sing. The title Lift Every Voice, edited by Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and Mary Potter Engel, reflects this approach.47 This anthology draws together essays by persons who speak from their experiences within differing groups. Liberation theologies agree that a theologian’s social location affects her theology profoundly. No neutral theology exists. So these groups share an allegiance to similar contextual methods, but the commitment to this kind of theological method actually fosters differences in theological content. In putting these essays together, the editors do not assume that there is a single kind of liberation theology, let alone one right theology. Rather Lift Every Voice highlights the distinctions that arise among various liberation theologians because of differences in their social, economic, political, and cultural background.48

There are several important results of the liberationist approach. First, by insisting on their own unique theological starting points, liberation theologies point out the powerful influences of culture on theorizing. There is no pure theory. Using Marxist sensibilities as their thread, liberationist theologies weave into their tapestry the theme that powerful forces use theories about spiritual things to oppress the poor. There is truth in this charge, though there is more to say. Second, liberation theologies seem to place the greatest weight of authority in their experience. The experience of grinding poverty is irrefutable. The troubling question, however, is whether liberation theology can hear the Word of God through the overlay of theology that is deliberately grounded primarily in painful experience. This is also a challenge, of course, for conservationist (i.e., conservative) theology, where theology grounded in something outside the Bible can obscure the voice of Scripture. The problem is that liberation theology never resists but only celebrates this procedure. Third, the voices of various groups are so strong that finding a unity of truth seems beyond hope. A “truth” unified to support the economic or political cause of powerful interests is surely unworthy of evangelical theology. Still, we should seek a unity of truth in the end. Good theology values differences among the voices of various groups, but without conceding that dissonance among voices is the last word.

In sharp contrast to liberationist theologies stands a very different contemporary model of theology: narrative theology. Narrative theology is currently trendy although the word ‘narrative’ is notoriously difficult to pin down. One analyst described narrativism rather generally: it is a “categorical preference for story over explanation as a vehicle of understanding.”49 Narrativism takes a different run at the tension between the biblical witness and contemporary context. While liberationism begins with a group’s current experience, narrativism stresses the church’s historic traditions and especially its founding or community-shaping documents. If liberation theology is culture-dominant, narrative theology is Scripture-dominant. For Christians, this means a reaffirmation of the unique place of the narrative of the Bible as the source that binds Christian communities together.

The narrativist interest in reasserting the Bible is attractive to evangelical theology. At the same time, it is important to evaluate how narrative theology views the Bible. For some narrative theologians, the first and most important role of the Bible and of theology is not to describe the world. More essentially, the role of theology or doctrine is to form—to give shape to—the church. Narrative theology sees the Christian story as a unique historical tradition, beginning in the Bible, that molds the community of faith.50 This means that Christian thought does not depend on any general scheme of universal truth, experience, or rationality. Those who argue for a universal rationality and universal truth reflect the failed optimism of the Enlightenment. In contrast to that movement, the church should use characteristically Christian language to shape its own life. It follows that the Christian community is often quite unlike the culture that surrounds it. The purpose of theology is not to conform the church to the world, but to invite society into the thought world of the church. 

George Lindbeck’s Nature of Doctrine is an influential example of narrative theology. Lindbeck delineated three views on the function of doctrinal statements. The first of these—the propositional-cognitivist—is the traditional view of the role of doctrines: they give informative descriptions about objective realities. The second—experiential-expressivist—is the liberal tradition that follows Schleiermacher: doctrines are noncognitive or noninformative expressions of religious experiences or attitudes. The third—cultural-linguistic—is Lindbeck’s choice: “the function of church doctrines . . . is their use, not as expressive symbols or as truth claims, but as communally authoritative rules of discourse, attitude, and action.”51 Some versions of narrativism highlight the Bible’s key role in shaping the life of the church but are unclear about whether Christian truth actually describes the real world.

There are several important results of Lindbeck’s approach. First, in reject-ing the experiential-expressivist view, Lindbeck’s thesis undercuts the great liberal program that follows Schleiermacher in seeking a common experiential core of all religion. Thus, Lindbeck effectively sabotaged the program of pluralists who affirm that all religious people experience the same God (or Divine Being, Ultimate Reality, or whatever) and then simply describe this common experience by using the only terms they have (namely, the ones they find in their own traditions).52 This is significant progress. Second, Lindbeck refurbished the concept of authority in the face of the Enlightenment’s
 eclipse of author-ity. Yet the way in which Lindbeck construed authority is troubling. In narra-tivism, the fact that a text is authoritative is based in or grounded in a community’s decision to recognize that text as authoritative (see chapter 2). Third, in saying that theology shapes the life of the church, Lindbeck made deciding questions of the truth of conflicting worldviews difficult, if not impossible. “Comprehensive outlooks on religion, not to mention religions them-selves, are not susceptible to decisive confirmation or disconfirmation.”53 In the end, Lindbeck’s narrativism cuts theology off from the task of integrating theological wisdom with other sources of knowledge. There is insight to be gained by participating in the wider culture and by networking with the wider academic world. So narrativism offers a crucial but one-sided warning. The warning is valid but also needs balance.

C. Traditional Protestant Perspectives

Schleiermacher led and dominated the liberal response to the Enlightenment in the first half of the nineteenth century. But traditionally minded Christians continued writing theology in that century. Unlike Schleiermacher, conservationists sometimes resisted and sometimes ignored the Enlightenment’s eclipse of authority. Unlike the liberals, as conservationist Protestants wrote theologies and did missions and pastoral work, they continued assuming the Reformation emphasis on the final authority of the Bible. In order to protect the prominence of Scripture, theologians like B. B. Warfield (1851–1921) defended the author-ity of Scripture and the doctrine of biblical inerrancy.54 These theologians affirmed a hermeneutical objectivity in Bible interpretation, hoping to exclude (or at least restrain) the influence of cultural, philosophical, and theological pre-judgments. Traditionally minded theologians hoped to allow the data of Scripture to speak for themselves in the development of theology.

In seeking to preserve these advantages, traditional Protestants proposed an important model that pictures theology as an inductive science. The common sense philosophy of Thomas Reid foreshadowed this interest in a certain kind of inductivism. Reid argued that scientists should not focus on building and adopting hypotheses. Reid insisted that hypotheses should not play a role in experimental science, but that scientists should emphasize propositions that are inductively supported by factual observation.55 Following the ideal of inductive summarization, a few evangelical theologians, some ministers, and many laypersons persist even today in supposing that theology is a pristinely objective and neutral arrangement of biblical facts. A favorite phrase, “inductive Bible study,” reflects this method.

The great Princeton theologian Charles Hodge (1797–1878) provided a classic statement of this view. He compared theology to the empirical sciences that so captured the attention of people in his day. In an often-quoted statement, he wrote,

The true method of theology is . . . the inductive, which assumes that the Bible contains all the facts or truths which form the contents of theology, just as the facts of nature are the contents of the natural sciences. It is also assumed that the relation of these Biblical facts to each other, the principles involved in them, the laws which determine them, are in the facts themselves, and are to be deduced from them, just as the laws of nature are deduced from the facts of nature. In neither case are the principles derived from the mind and imposed upon the facts, but equally in both departments, the principles or laws are deduced from the facts and recognized by the mind.56

In developing the analogy between theology and the natural sciences, Hodge contended that in both disciplines the facts themselves dictate the results of the study. He assumed that the human mind is relatively passive. The theologian allows theological interpretations to bubble up from biblical facts. Both in science and theology, reality itself (not assumptions or theories) shapes whatever principles, laws, or truths emerge from study. Careful attention to the facts can screen out the distorting impact of methodological, theological, philosophical, or cultural prejudgments.57

An important essay by Warfield presents a sophisticated version of Hodge’s method. Warfield defined theology as the “science which treats of God and of the relations between God and the universe.” He noted explicitly that theology assumes the existence of God as its subject, the human ability to apprehend God, and a reliable medium of communication that presents God to the mind. The highest source of theology is Scripture, and the theologian’s primary task is to combine the data of the Bible. Although theologians must exert effort to bring biblical facts into proper relation, they must not deductively integrate biblical data into some preconceived pattern or mosaic. Rather, they must inductively coordinate the facts “by combining them in their due order and proportion as they stand in the various theologies of the Scriptures.” The result of this process is that more and more facts are firmly established in their right-ful relations to other biblical facts. And thus, “at the end of the ages . . . we are ever more and more hedged around with ascertained facts, the discovery and establishment of which constitute the very essence of progress.” The goal is to propel people to love God and neighbor, to cling to the salvation of Christ, and to submit joyfully to the Holy Spirit.58

In contrast, a work by Mark Cambron, a dean at the Tennessee Temple Schools in the early 1950s, offers a simplistic example of Hodge’s inductive method.59 Page after page, Cambron’s work quotes biblical passages from the King James Version. Cambron arranged the quotations according to a very traditional outline that he nowhere defends.60 Presumably, Cambron thought he could avoid theological bias by simply selecting and arranging biblical citations. After all, his work does not go one step beyond the straightforward statements of the Bible. But Cambron exemplified inductivism at its worst and reveals the weakness of his model, even though his book won the Zondervan Textbook Award for 1954. Cambron failed to see that both his outline and his principles for selecting texts depend on implicit theological assumptions. The problem is not simply that Cambron had assumptions; all theology surely does. It is rather that he presumed that he did not.

The view of theology as inductive science preserves an essential value. It is that theology must seek a proper form of objectivity. By this I do not mean a perfect, pristine, completely dispassionate objectivity. I mean instead that theology as a proper science must allow the object of its study to govern decisively the results of its study. My obviously post-Kantian claim is that theology rightly practiced puts us in touch with God as God truly is. This is not a claim to an exhaustive, perfect, or “God’s-eye” view of reality. But I do hold out for evangelical theology the goal of genuine, truthful, even if limited and imperfect, knowledge of God’s own self. What is right about the inductive emphasis, then, is that theologians should embody virtues and practice methods that
permit them to lay aside their own preferences and to see the object of their study for what it is. This modest form of objectivity is essential to evangelical theology, and it is the value that theology as inductive science seeks to uphold.

In spite of this strength, the model of theology as inductive science suffers several telling defects. First, the model of theology as inductive science implies that just as an ordered discipline like physics is preferable to a jumble of unorganized observations about physical objects, so systematic theology is superior to Scripture. But surely we recognize that the Bible, unlike a set of observations about physical objects, already possesses a certain coherence of its own. This comes from our evangelical belief that God is an author of Scripture. Certainly we understand that Scripture is not an incoherent jumble that awaits a coherence that only theology gives. So the straightforward analogy between theology and inductive science is not appropriate.61

Second, the model of theology as inductive science does not properly con-sider the context of theological work. Theologians bring the perspectives and values of their cultural heritage as well as the particularities of their own spiritual and theological pilgrimage to the theological task. Philosophers of science recognize that the background scientists bring with them to the task of interpretation influences
 their work. They now see that the model of inductive science is too simple even in the physical sciences. Conceiving theology as an inductive science takes an outmoded model of science and uses it as a pattern for theology. This is one reason why George Marsden called forms of evangelical theology that follow this pattern “early modern.”62 Yet the view that theology is a purely inductive science persists. In fact, to describe the idea that we can achieve an acultural theology, one critic coined the phrase “fundamentalist fallacy.”63

The acultural view assumed in the inductive model fails to recognize a critical feature of all abstract theorizing. The process of building and testing theories, even in the natural sciences, actively and creatively engages the imagination of the theorist. For instance, a biologist studying the mating of the sperm whale, reflecting on her initial observations, creatively develops an innovative theory that (possibly) explains her data. She considers how that theory fits with other accepted hypotheses in biology. Then she takes the hypothesis out on the ocean for testing. Does it account for known facts, and does it illuminate new areas for research? This testing, rather than just proving or dis-proving the theory, often forces modification of the hypothesis.64 Real-life theorizing involves a dialogical relationship between factual observation and creative hypothesis building.

A form of thinking called “abductive” or “retroductive” reasoning gives a place for this dialogical understanding of the interplay between theorizing and observing. Associated with American pragmatist Charles Sanders Peirce, abduction stands in contrast to pure deduction and pure induction. Deductive inference consists of unpacking the implicit meanings found already in the premises. Inductive reasoning involves drawing conclusions that go beyond what is implicit in the premises. In Baconian induction, the theorist allegedly starts from scratch and seeks the theory that emerges definitively from the set of facts that are relevant to that theory. (Of course, this is already impossible. If someone really did start totally from scratch, then how could he know “the set of facts that are relevant” since he would have nothing for the facts to be related to?) Both deduction and induction operate in a more or less straight line from premises to conclusion. In abduction, the theorist moves back and forth between the theory and observations.65

Theologians, then, do not just summarize the Bible. They interpret the data of Scripture. This interpretative process is not merely additive. A theologian cannot simply set biblical facts next to each other in their obviously proper relationship as the model of inductive science implies. At the same time, a theologian should not impose a philosophically derived system onto the biblical data as purely deductive method requires. But there is a middle way. In light of cultural and life issues and concerns, a theologian listens to Scripture, then develops tentative hypotheses, and then goes back to the Bible in a dialogical movement. Guided by theory, he makes reasoned judgments about biblical teachings. He considers their relative importance to each other and their relationship to culture and to life. He seeks to flesh out his hypotheses and to test them for adequacy to Scripture, internal coherence, and explanatory power for life.66

The inductive science model, by contrast, does not include in its structure a place for these choosing, organizing, correlating, and testing functions. It does not adequately recognize the theologian’s methodological, philosophical, cultural, and personal assumptions, his blind spots, biases, or interests. Ironically, because the inductive science model does not recognize these presuppositions, it actually runs a great risk of allowing a theologian to read a tacitly presupposed theology back into the biblical data. This is exactly what Cambron’s theology illustrates—the fundamentalist fallacy. By contrast, a dialogically oriented abductive model more clearly recognizes the active, creative role played by the theorist than does inductivism. Like inductivism, a dialogical method clearly values the Bible speaking for itself. Like deductivism, a dialogical method recognizes the power of cultural biases and philosophical assumptions. An abductive model combines these strengths, hearing the text and yet noticing the reader’s assumptions, and in so doing taming their distortive power.

III. CONTEXT AND CONTENT REVISITED

What theological method should evangelicals pursue? Is there space between the polarities represented by liberationism and narrativism? A dominant problem in theological method is the interplay of specifically Christian and generically human thinking. Historically, this polarity was expressed in several ways: divine revelation vs. human discovery, faith vs. reason, or theology vs. philosophy. In these polarities, the pole of revelation/faith/theology emphasizes the uniqueness of Christian claims, and the pole of secular truth/reason/philosophy presses us to connect distinctively Christian affirmations to everything else we know. Speaking of the medieval context, one historian put the issues this way:

By thoroughly exploiting the resources of natural reason, the better to understand mysteries, how can [Scholasticism] preserve for Christian beliefs their dominant character and their “total” value? By using a knowledge of the realities of our world to give an intellectual structure to the revealed mysteries, how can it retain for these mysteries their sublimity, their character of uniqueness and revelation of another world? The problem of Scholasticism is basically the problem of all theology.67

The tension between the two poles creates some of theology’s most basic methodological questions. Which pole should dominate? How do they relate? What are the advantages or dangers of emphasizing one pole or the other?

A. Plotting the Options

In the current context, the theological landscape is very difficult to map out. For our purposes, I will distinguish those who are more interested in connect-ing theology with other forms of human thought (the contextual, Tillichian tendency) from those more intent on protecting the particularity of Christian thought (the kerygmatic, Barthian tendency). Liberation theology illustrates the first agenda, and postliberal narrativism the second. Other interpreters will prefer different ways of mapping the options. Different grids for categorizing theologies will highlight different features. Roger Olson mentioned traditionalists and reformists.68 Clark Pinnock spoke of conservative, moderate, and progressive stances.69 David Tracy laid out anti-modern, modern, and post-modern categories.70 (Distinctions along the lines of denomination or ecclesial tradition—Lutheran vs. Pentecostal—are possible. But the contrast between traditionalist and reformist approaches gets at different issues and cuts across ecclesial lines.) For our purposes, the contextual/kerygmatic polarity emphasized in narrative thought is especially relevant because evangelicals see the gospel as the unique Word of God given for all people. Somehow, evangelical theology must work out how the distinctively biblical gospel can be given for and relevant to all peoples.

William Hordern offered a helpful suggestion. In the midst of the God-is-dead era, he designated some theologians as “transformers” and others as “translators.” Transformers are those who, in their attempt to connect the gospel to current culture, alter the gospel fundamentally. Transformers, like the God-is-dead theologians, lose touch with Christian tradition and with Scripture. Translators, on the other hand, may speak a new language in addressing their context, but they faithfully proclaim what the church has always taught. Their message is established biblically, even though their medium is shaped culturally.71 To flesh out Hordern’s categories, I posit a third position occupied by anyone who seeks to practice theology as inductive science. 72 Those who practice theology as pure induction from Scripture—who see doctrine as a straight summation of the Bible’s teaching—are “trans-porters.” Because they tend to overlook the differences in human perspectives, they assume their theology is derived in a rather straight line from Scripture. Then, as they move into other cultures, they simply transport their theology
 unchanged to the new contexts. A picture I once saw of African bushmen in the nineteenth century, wearing white shirts and skinny black ties, is a visual symbol in my mind of the cultural displacement created by the transporters’ model. Just as certain missionaries unthinkingly introduced their dress code into new contexts, so “transporters” somewhat uncritically transplanted their theologies into the alien soil of new cultures.

B. The Contextual Pole

The contextual pole, the concern for connection to cultural situation, points to a necessary feature of all good theology. Theology must express the gospel so that it addresses persons and groups in their context. The contextual pole means every theology is rightly judged by the criterion of relevance to culture. When evangelical missiologists speak of contextualization, they show an appropriate commitment to this value (see chapter 3). Tillich’s method of correlation, which rightly emphasizes the connection of theology to culture, is one of his enduring contributions. But the danger in overemphasizing the contextual pole is that assumptions, principles, and categories that are alien to the biblical worldview can dominate theology. Many today see these categories rooted primarily in the concerns of particular cultures. In some cases, according to postmodern critique, these are the concerns of those who possess the power in those cultures. These cultural concerns can exert not just some influence but a controlling influence, a fundamental power over theology.

For example, in the patristic era, theological transformers stressed philosophy and reason. Among other Christians, including some popes, pagan influences played as much of a role as philosophical ones. Theologians today disagree on the degree of influence that Greek philosophical categories exerted on the development of the doctrine of God during the patristic and medieval eras.73 They disagree on the propriety of this influence. Evangelicals today debate whether the doctrine of God’s simplicity, for instance, is worth preserving, and if so, what sense of the word ‘simplicity’ is helpful to a contemporary doctrine of God.

Today, with the rise of our consciousness of cultural diversity, there is an especially strong emphasis on “contextuality.” Contextuality is the influence of social, cultural, and historical context on one’s thought. Some evangelicals hold that a commitment to contextuality licenses the distortion of the kerygma at the hands of postmodern ideas or experiences. Liberation theologies, written from the underside of society, can lead to emphases that seem alien to the NT. The writings of those working from the underside of society are invaluable. They can be impressive in their passion and correct in their insights. No one can read their work without admitting that all theologians must listen carefully to and take seriously the lived experience of oppressed people. When liberation theologians critique theology from the dominant world, it is obvious to any sensitive person that theology does not begin from an ahistorical, acultural, or neutral standpoint. When the theologians of marginal groups point out the “whiteness” of much evangelical theology, we who are white evangelicals must learn. Still, these liberation theologies can over-state the value of context.

There are also pressing examples from North American church life. Ministers fascinated with “meeting the needs of people” risk transforming the gospel. Supporters of the prosperity gospel offer an extreme example. They for-get that the gospel is not the latest or best way to “meet the needs of people” as defined by the people. If evangelists market the gospel as the best way to achieve healthy relationships, for example, the unstated but implied assumption—that healthy relationships is the primary goal that faith enables one to achieve—will necessarily pervert the gospel. This is the therapeutic gospel, which threatens the church precisely because it subtly uses the gospel as a means to achieve a culturally validated goal.74 Christian theology must free the gospel not only to specify the answers but also to shape the questions. Emil Brunner said it well: “The Christian church is (always) in danger of exchanging its divine treasury of truth for mere human inventions.”75

The problem is that transformers give the contextual pole too much prominence, or perhaps they give it prominence in the wrong way. I say that when Tillich worked out the specific details of connecting with culture, he revealed himself as a transformer. Tillich allowed his existentialist categories to trans-form the gospel not just in its form or mode of expression but more fundamentally in its essential content. He did not faithfully heed his own warning against allowing philosophical concerns to control one’s theology.76

Of course, any cultural experience already embeds certain philosophically interesting assumptions. Thus, everyone recognizes that all theology is con-textual in the sense that theology is always developed by or written by particular people from within a specific historical situation. The issue is what to do about that fact. Should we acknowledge it? Absolutely. Can we learn from it? Of course. Should we offer to historical context the final word, the controlling influence in theology? Given our commitment to sola scriptura, we who are evangelical theologians must just say no.

Both philosophically oriented questions and culturally derived issues can very easily arise out of discussions and concerns that are foreign to biblical interests. They carry with them implicit categories, analyses, and concepts that smuggle into theological discussions unwanted connotations that distort theological discussion. P. T. Forsyth warns of this problem: “Christianity can endure, not by surrendering itself to the modern mind and modern culture, but rather by a break with it: the condition of a long future both for culture and the soul is the Christianity which antagonizes culture without denying its place.”77 These words are not always heeded. Somehow we must honor the contextual pole without capitulating to any foreign philosophy, experience, or agenda.

C. The Kerygmatic Pole

The other pole is equally critical to evangelical theology. It is the kerygmatic pole, emphasizing theology, faith, and Scripture. Evangelicals have a long-standing loyalty to this pole. We value a proper objectivity that pursues a form of knowledge correctly shaped by its object rather than by the biases of the knower. We seek this objectivity, and rightly so, by accentuating hermeneutical faithfulness to the intended meanings and purposes of biblical authors. The kerygmatic pole means that every theology must be judged by the criterion of faithfulness to Scripture.

But evangelical transporters can overemphasize the kerygmatic pole. They assume that inductive approaches to the Bible will enable them to avoid the influence of contemporary context and to proclaim the teachings of Scripture in an entirely objective way. This is a naïve objectivism that fails to see how an interpreter’s outlook affects her interpretation. Ironically, as James Smart wrote, “the claim of absolute scientific objectivity in interpreting scripture involves the interpreter in an illusion about himself that inhibits objectivity.”78 In our own day, most philosophers of science and many theologians under-stand the role of assumptions on both conception and perception. That insight is not recent. It is reflected in Immanuel Kant’s (1724–1804) so-called turn to the subject. Kant asserted that knowledge emerges at the intersection of the data of the senses (the content) and the categories of the mind (the structure). The knower’s mind does not passively receive information. Knowledge results when the mind actively apprehends the world, shaping knowledge according to its own subjective categories.

Kant was not the first to say that the mind is active in the knowing process. But he was the first to emphasize that the mind’s categories actively shape knowledge so that knowers cannot grasp reality as it really is. This idea that the mind shapes our knowing is pervasive in contemporary theology. If any-thing, Kant’s subjective turn has taken a more radical form today since many scholars now often hold that a particular person’s categories are shaped, not by universal human rationality, but by his own particular language. This stronger form of the subjective turn is called the “linguistic turn.” It often connects to perspectivalism (see chapter 4).

Although some forerunners of the evangelical movement were inductivists, by no means all were. Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920), whose
 influence lives on in the rather different worlds of Reformed epistemology and presuppositional apologetics, clearly objected to simplistic forms of inductivism: “Let no one, therefore, be blinded by the appearance of objectivity, brought about by the exhibition of these empiric data. It is sheer self-deception to think that we can ever succeed in making the spiritual sciences fit the same last as the natural sciences.”79 Kuyper claimed that scientific inferences, such as seeking a unity among empirical data, are not entirely objective. If the natural sciences include subjectivity when they go beyond the data themselves, how much more is theology a subjective science. Theology is certainly not purely objective in its handling of data. Kuyper was on the right track. Data are not just “pure facts.” They are contaminated by concepts embedded in presuppositions. Even in the hard sciences, personal perspectives play a critical role even in the observation and recording of data.80 So Kuyper was right in concluding that theology cannot function on the model of inductive science that Hodge and Warfield proposed. Not even the natural sciences do that.

Yet in our day, the pendulum has swung in the opposite direction. The problem in the world of academic theology today is not failure to recognize the role of subjectivity in human thought. The more pressing problem for us as evangelical theologians is the tendency to doubt that objective knowledge of any sort at all is possible. Today’s question is this: Given our cultural and linguistic situation, can we rightly claim to have any theological knowledge of God that is deeply and decisively informed by the reality of God’s own nature, will, and ways? Neo-Kantian influences in the academic world and broader culture lead some to question whether genuine knowledge of God is possible. Doubters hold that theology cannot know God as God is. They assert that theology deals in the coinage of human experiences of God or of human life in religious communities. But evangelical theology asserts that, while experiencing God is cru-cial, our knowledge of God is not simply a reflection of our own time and place. It is important to recall that, as C. S. Lewis wrote, “All that is not eternal is eternally out of date.”81 So somehow we must honor the kerygmatic pole without disconnecting from the truly eternal needs, desires, and concerns that all people experience in their particular cultural worlds.

The threefold pattern based on Hordern’s distinction sets the broad para-meters for good theology. Transformers fail because they are not faithful to the gospel. Transporters fail because they are culturally naïve. That leaves us with the category of translators. All theologians, of course, think they are translators, especially when they criticize opponents. Traditionalists think those to their left are transformers; liberals believe those on their right are transporters. Who has it right? We need a finer analysis. Our problem here is that Hordern’s categories are rather too broad and do not specify how to achieve appropriate translation. At best, they describe the very general goal that good theology should pursue. Thus, we still need to state more specifically how an appropriate theological method can proceed. This will ensure that it is contextually relevant in mode of expression, yet shaped very fundamentally through essential connection with biblical revelation.

IV. CONCLUSION

Evangelical theology must recognize the importance of philosophical and cultural milieu in the doing of theology. But we who are evangelicals should not sell out our commitment to the universal relevance of Scripture and thus adopt a new liberalism. As heirs of historic, Protestant orthodoxy, we should affirm a deep loyalty to biblical revelation as the controlling principle of theology, yet without reverting to a fundamentalist ethos.82 In the spirit of Augustine, good evangelical theologizing recognizes the value of contemporary contexts even as it gives to biblical content a pride of place in all theologizing. The goal of evangelical theologizing, therefore, is biblically controlled. In this sense, theology is objective, for the object of its study, God’s own nature, will, and ways, decisively controls theology. Theology is also contextually relevant, for good theology leads to spiritual devotion, godly character, Christian community life, and effective service. These assertions, however, need more flesh. What do I mean by the phrases “biblically controlled” and “contextually relevant”? The next challenge is to discuss how Scripture controls theology. (In chapter 3, I address how theology is contextually relevant.) So I turn to this foundational question: How should we conceptualize the authority of Scripture for evangelical theology?



CHAPTER
TWO

SCRIPTURE AND THE 
PRINCIPLE OF AUTHORITY

The period of cultural upheaval after World War I called for new beginnings in theology. In August 1914, ninety-three German intellectuals signed a document supporting the German Kaiser’s imperialistic war effort. A disgusted Karl Barth found the names of most of his theology professors on the document. Liberalism had displayed its true colors as the form of Christian theology that fully grants the claims of modernity.1 Barth’s public break with liberalism came in 1919 when he published The Epistle to the Romans, a short work that burst onto the theological scene and established Barth’s reputation overnight. For nearly the next half century, Barth pressed the church to speak the authentic Word of God. He insisted that theology begins in the revelation of God. He determined to establish the independence of theology from any anthropocentric point of orientation. Theology is never subservient to any alien humanistic viewpoint.

Barth’s stalwart defense of the God-centered character of theology is one of his great contributions to twentieth-century theology. Traditional Christians have for centuries sought to establish God as the source and center of thought and life.2 For evangelicals, the Reformation heritage is especially important. The Reformers believed that theology and practice in the Catholic Church had become human-centered. Part of their reasserting the theocentric nature of theology was the Scripture Principle. While the medieval church affirmed the authority of Scripture, the Reformers insisted on the sole and ultimate author-ity of the Bible. The Scripture Principle, the commitment to sola scriptura, is an essential and defining feature of evangelical theology.

I. THE PRINCIPLE OF AUTHORITY

As traditional Protestants, we who are evangelicals treat the Bible as authoritative. But Pannenberg wrote, “the dissolution of the traditional doctrine of Scripture constitutes a crisis at the very foundation of modern Protestant theology.” 3 A generation ago, before discussion of postmodernism became rou-tine, Langdon Gilkey declared, “no longer can the theologian or biblical scholar merely appeal to the ‘biblical view’ as an assumed theological authority, since the questions of whether there be a revelation or a revealer at all are the ones he must deal with. And it surely begs these questions to cite only what the Bible says about them!”4 Gilkey’s point is crucial. My purpose here, how-ever, is not to defend the Bible, as over against some other source, as the authority for evangelical theology. Rather, it is to sketch out the theoretical structure and defend the rational viability of a theological method rooted in a divine authority claim.

A. Authority in the Evangelical Tradition

As evangelical Protestants, we agree with all traditional Christians that the ulti-mate authority for Christian believings is the triune God himself. The highest revelation of the triune God is the person of Jesus who lived on earth as empowered by the Spirit. This is fundamental. But God also communicated through his appointed prophetic and apostolic channels.5 All reasoning about the Lord must submit to apostolic teaching. In this, we agree with the vast majority of patristic, medieval, Reformation, and post-Reformation theologians. We accept the historic teaching of the church. But Christians have dis-agreed on the location and nature of the apostolic word. Evangelicals say that patristic and medieval theologians erred in assigning too much
 apostolic authority to the church and to the theological tradition. Roman and Orthodox approaches still allow these sources to rival or even to supersede the Bible as sources of knowledge about God. Some contemporary Protestant theologians have refurbished this pattern. They place tradition or experience on a par with Scripture—although they do so in modern or postmodern ways.6 But for evangelical theology, the Scripture Principle still holds.

Resistance to taking the Bible as uniquely authoritative became increasingly commonplace among Protestant theologians beginning with Schleiermacher. One of liberalism’s central features is a more human view of the Bible. For many early liberals, given their modernist assumptions, it just seemed that some of the Bible’s teachings are false. Antagonism toward traditional notions of authority reflected the broad cultural spirit of human autonomy that reaches as far back as the Renaissance and is most closely associated with the cultural movements called the Enlightenment. Clark Pinnock wrote of “a rebelliousness in the modern period that seeks to edge God out of the world and leave humanity autonomous in it. To achieve this, the Bible that challenges this insurrection must be silenced as divinely authoritative.”7 Outside conservationist circles, then, authority-based theological methods of any sort, including evangelical appeals to biblical authority rooted in an inspired Scripture, are suspect.

In contrast to this spirit is the evangelical commitment to biblical authority found in works like Carl Henry’s magisterial God, Revelation and Authority.  Henry’s view of theological authority is typical of evangelicalism today. He defended the view that the Bible is the capstone of revelation. It alone is the unique, written revelation of God, a permanent, meaningful, and authoritative self-expression by God of his nature and will. The Holy Spirit’s act of superintendence—inspiration—was decisive in the writing of Scripture and is the reason the Bible possesses unique status as revelation. Through inspiration, the Holy Spirit aided those who wrote the Bible. The Spirit then guided the church in identifying inspired works and collecting them as the canon. This supervision renders Scripture uniquely authoritative for Christian believers.8 
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