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INTRODUCTION


The enormously popular sitcom Seinfeld, despite its aim to be a show about nothing, occasionally raised some very important questions. In one episode George Costanza, the character who could never quite get his life in order, finally appears to have everything going his way. But then, true to form, the plane he is on goes into a nosedive. As he sees his life passing before his eyes, he blurts out, “I knew God wouldn’t let me be successful!” (In the end, the plane straightens out and George’s life is spared. He does, however, wind up in prison by the end of the episode.)

We do not want to exaggerate George’s theological insight, but he did manage to hit on an issue of extraordinary importance in his little out-burst. In fact, we cannot imagine a more important issue than the one he suggests. The question, quite simply put, is whether there are persons, as George saw himself, whom God has chosen not to bless. Or can we be assured, regardless of our lot in this life, that God truly loves us, desires our well-being and wants us to have his ultimate gift of eternal life? This question is the driving force behind our decision to write Why I Am Not a Calvinist. And this is the primary question we seek to answer in this book.


THE LOCUS OF THE DEBATE: GOD’S CHARACTER

The debate between Calvinism and Arminianism is often framed by the concept of freedom, with God’s sovereign right to do what he chooses with his creation on one side (Calvinism) and humanity’s ability to shape its own destiny on the other (Arminianism). When the debate centers on freedom, the issue boils down to one of power. Is the sovereign Creator of the universe in control, or is sinful humanity in charge? Does God not have the right and ability to do what he pleases with his creation? It is easy to see the attraction of Calvinism when the debate is transformed into a court hearing with Calvinism defending the majesty of God and Arminianism representing the rights of humanity.

Although we would agree that a portion of the dispute swirls around the topic of sovereignty and human freedom, we contend that the truly fundamental dispute is not over power but rather over God’s character. Our motivation for writing this book is not our desire to present a case for human liberty. Protecting the tree of liberty in such a way that Patrick Henry would be proud, which R. C. Sproul suggests is the main Arminian issue, is not in fact the crux of our concern.1 The fundamental issue here is which theological paradigm does a better job of representing the biblical picture of God’s character: which theological system gives a more adequate account of the biblical God whose nature is holy love?

In the chapters that follow, we will argue that Calvinism distorts the biblical picture of God and fails in other crucial ways that show its inadequacy as a theological system. Before proceeding further, let us identify the views we aim to scrutinize and analyze.




WHAT IS CALVINISM?

Calvinism derives its name, of course, from the great Protestant Reformer John Calvin (1509-1564). It is important to understand, however, that we are using the general term Calvinism to refer to a certain tradition in theology of which Calvin is the most famous proponent. It is called Calvinism because of Calvin’s role in articulating the theology clearly and systematically. Before Calvin, however, the same basic views were defended by a number of important theologians, most notably Augustine (354-430), although Augustine was not as clear or consistent as Calvin on these matters. Another important figure in this connection is Martin Luther, Calvin’s great contemporary in the Reformation, who also follows Augustine and was essentially in agreement with Calvin on the points we discuss in this book.2 And since Calvin, his system of theology has been further elaborated and refined by numerous theologians down to the present day.

We do not by any means intend to reject everything associated with Calvinism and Reformed theology. We have enormous respect and appreciation for Calvin and the heritage he defined and engendered. Calvinism has for centuries represented a vital tradition of piety that is intellectually and morally serious. Calvinists have set a standard for scholarship and cultural engagement that evangelicals of other traditions can readily admire and emulate. Scholars in the broadly Reformed tradition have developed distinct approaches to matters ranging from epistemology (the theory of knowledge) to political theory and cultural criticism that do not necessarily hinge on the aspects of Calvinism we will criticize.3 Christians from other theological backgrounds can profit greatly from this rich body of work and even adapt it to their perspectives. Moreover, many Calvinists have been zealous evangelists and missionaries and have contributed powerfully to the cause of winning the lost for Christ. In their passion for the glory of God, Calvinists have played a leading role in the renewal of worship in this generation.

The aspects of Calvinism we will criticize, however, are central to historic Reformed theology and are where Calvinism diverges most sharply from Arminianism and from several other competing theological traditions. We have in mind certain Calvinistic claims about salvation and how God bestows it on his fallen children. The issue of salvation is clearly at the heart of Christian theology; some of the most hotly contested disputes among believers arise over it. The distinctively Reformed account of salvation has been spelled out in five concise claims known for generations as the “five points of Calvinism.” Indeed, these five points have been conveniently summarized in what is perhaps the most famous acronym in the history of theology, namely, the Calvinist “tulip”:


Total depravity

Unconditional election

Limited atonement

Irresistible grace

Perseverance of the saints



Of course, no simple summary, no matter how time honored and historic, can do justice to the subtlety and sophistication of Reformed theology. But these five points remain a convenient overview of Calvinism, particularly for those approaching these matters for the first time. So let’s consider these five points in the order they appear in the acronym.

Total depravity. Total depravity describes the desperate condition of fallen sinners apart from the grace of God. Sin has affected every facet of human personality to such an extent that we are incapable of doing good or loving God as we should. Our thinking is distorted, our emotions are deceptive and out of proportion, and our desires are unruly and misdirected. In this condition, we are bent on rebellion and evil and are completely unwilling to submit to God and his perfect will. Consequently, we deserve only God’s wrath and eternal punishment. Sinners in this condition are so utterly helpless that they are accurately described as “dead in [their] transgressions and sins” (Eph 2:1). So pervasive and deadly is the effect of sin that they can no more respond to God or do his will than a corpse could respond if commanded to get up and walk.

On the matter of total depravity, Calvinists are in essential agreement with believers in many other Christian traditions. The differences arise when one asks how God deals with sinners in this desperate condition. The Arminian and Wesleyan answer is that the death of Christ provided grace for all persons and that, as a result of his atonement, God extends sufficient grace to all persons through the Holy Spirit to counteract the influence of sin and to enable a positive response to God (Jn 15:26-27; 16:7-11). The initiative here is entirely God’s; the sinner’s part is only to respond in faith and grateful obedience (Lk 15; Rom 5:6-8; Eph 2:4-5; Phil 2:12-13). However, it is possible for sinners to resist God’s initiative and to persist in sin and rebellion. In other words, God’s grace enables and encourages a positive and saving response for everyone, but it does not determine a saving response for anyone (Acts 7:51). Moreover, an initial positive response of faith and obedience does not guarantee one’s final salvation. It is possible to begin a genuine relationship with God but then later turn from him and persist in evil so that one is finally lost (Rom 8:12-13; 11:19-22; Gal 5:21; 6:7-10; Heb 6:1-8; Rev 2:2-7).

Unconditional election. On all of these points, Calvinists beg to differ. It is their contention that God in his sovereign grace has chosen to rescue certain specific fallen sinners from their helpless condition while leaving the rest of humanity to perish eternally. It is important to emphasize that God’s choice of whom to save is entirely unconditional; it does not depend in any way on his foreknowledge of a person’s faith, obedience and the like.

Limited atonement. Limited atonement is the claim that Christ died only for the elect persons whom God has chosen unconditionally to save, rather than for all persons alike, as Arminians hold. Christ’s death covers all the sins of the elect and is therefore effective to save all persons for whom he died. Since his atonement is effective in this way, if he had died for all, then all would actually be saved. But all are not saved, so his atonement is limited in this respect to the elect.

It is noteworthy that recently a number of Calvinists have expressed reservations, and in some cases outright disagreement, with the traditional notion of limited atonement. Some take exception to the phrase itself, preferring alternative formulations such as “particular atonement,” and argue that it is actually the Arminians who limit the atonement since they do not believe salvation is guaranteed for all persons for whom Christ died. Others dispute the substance of the notion and argue that it is incompatible with clear scriptural teaching that Christ died for all persons. Those Calvinists who acknowledge this but still want to retain the essence of the traditional Reformed position argue that Christ died for the elect in a different sense than he died for the non-elect.

Irresistible grace. This brings us to the fourth point of Calvinism, namely, irresistible grace, which is closely related to the previous two points. If God unconditionally elects who will be saved as a matter of his sovereign will, and if the atonement of Christ is effective in that it ensures the salvation of all persons for whom Christ died, then it follows naturally that the elect will not be able to resist God’s sovereign choice to save them. Those who are elect cannot fail to respond positively to God’s grace.

It is tempting to conclude that if grace is irresistible in this way, then God forces himself on the elect and their freedom is destroyed in the process. Indeed, this is a common criticism of Calvinism. However, this criticism is usually a misguided one, for Calvinists typically deny that God forces himself on us and insist that human freedom is maintained throughout God’s saving activity. God’s grace does not violate our wills but rather changes them so that sinners willingly and gladly respond.

The coherence of these claims is one of the most vexed and difficult issues in this controversy. We will explore this issue in detail below, but for now it is sufficient to note that the notion of irresistible grace should not be understood as automatically ruling out human freedom.

Perseverance of the saints. If election is unconditional and the death of Christ is necessarily effective to save for all persons for whom he died, and if saving grace cannot be resisted by these persons, then it follows that those who are chosen will persist in faith. God in his sovereignty will sustain them in faith and accomplish the final salvation for which he elected them.

It is worth noting that the notion of the perseverance of the saints sometimes goes under the label “eternal security,” and as such it is often affirmed by believers who are not full-blown Calvinists. In particular, Baptists of various stripes typically defend eternal security, although many of them reject unconditional election, limited atonement and irresistible grace. While the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints is most at home in a fully Reformed context, it is not necessarily inconsistent to affirm it while denying the middle three points of Calvinism. But those who hold to eternal security while rejecting the middle three points are not truly Calvinists but are rather a sort of Calvinist-Arminian hybrid.

Although these five points represent the core of what is distinctive about Calvinism, they are hardly exhaustive. Underlying them is a particular understanding of divine sovereignty that is also characteristic of Calvinism, an issue we will explore in more detail in chapter four. But for the purposes of this book, Calvinism will be defined in terms of these five points, with allowances for qualifications about limited atonement.




CALVINIST COMEBACK?

The dispute between Calvinism and its critics has raged throughout the centuries of church history at least since the time of Augustine. The details of this conflict are fascinating, but they are not our concern here. What is noteworthy, however, is that in the past several decades Calvinism seemed largely to have lost the battle, at least in the theater of American evangelicalism. Various forms of Arminian, Wesleyan and Pentecostal theology came to predominate in much of evangelicalism in the twentieth century. While Calvinism always had its articulate advocates and has continued to exert considerable influence through educational institutions, publishing houses and other organizations, it seemed to be fighting a losing battle in the modern and postmodern church.

Recently, however, Calvinism seems to be staging a remarkable comeback. Consider the words of popular author Dave Hunt, explaining why he chose to write a book on Calvinism despite the controversy it might cause.

I had scarcely given Calvinism a thought for years. Then suddenly—or so it seemed to me—in the past two years Calvinism began emerging as an issue everywhere. Perhaps I am just waking up, but it seems to me that this peculiar doctrine is being promoted far more widely and aggressively now than I was ever aware in the past.4


These comments resonate with the experience of the authors of this book. While some of our academic colleagues have wondered whether we are “beating a dead horse” in writing a book on Calvinism, we have observed an intense and growing interest in this issue among Christians of all ages. Not long ago we took part in a debate on Calvinism hosted by a local church. It was attended by nearly one thousand people—most of whom looked to be high school, college or seminary students.5 Most stayed for the entire three-hour debate, and many even remained afterward to continue questioning the participants. So much for the widely alleged claim that Generation X has little interest in theology and doctrine!

Those seeking additional evidence of Calvinism’s comeback need look no further than the Southern Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant body in the United States and a major force within the diverse entity known as evangelicalism. The Baptists are a particularly interesting case study because their theology is often a hybrid of Calvinism and Arminianism. Baptist theology certainly has some strong Calvinist roots, though from the beginning the Calvinist influence was moderated. Most Baptists today are Arminian except for their belief in eternal security.

For the past several years, however, several influential Baptist leaders, many of them young, have been calling for a revival of Calvinism.6 They have observed that segments of their denomination, like much of American evangelicalism, have become theologically thin, spiritually superficial and morally confused. As these Baptist leaders diagnose the problem, Arminian theology is a major (if not the major) cause of these ills. In a recent work, Ernest C. Reisinger and D. Matthew Allen describe the situation as follows: “Southern Baptists are at a crossroads. We have a choice to make. The choice is between the deep-rooted, God-centered theology of evangelical Calvinism and the man-centered, unstable theology of the other perspectives present in the convention.”7 Whether this choice is fully free or is one determined by God these writers do not say, but as the title of their book indicates, they see the resurgence of Calvinism in their denomination as nothing less than a contemporary Reformation. And when the choice is posed in such terms, Calvinism seems like the obvious theology of choice.

Others see the matter quite differently. For instance, the eminent Baptist historian William R. Estep cites approvingly the view of Andrew Fuller, an earlier participant in the Calvinist controversy, who contended that if the Baptists had not moderated their views on Calvinism, they “would have become a perfect dunghill in society.”8 The present controversy, often carried out over the Internet, has been intense, with both sides leveling strong charges against their opponents.

It is worth underscoring that the resurgence of Calvinism among the Baptists is happening particularly among young leaders such as Albert Mohler, president of Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville. Moreover, Calvinism seems to have an appeal to persons younger still, especially college students, as indicated by the growing influence of such campus groups as Reformed University Fellowship. It is also worth noting in this connection that Calvinism has had a significant impact on contemporary Christian music and is embraced by a number of wellknown singers and artists. Caedmon’s Call, one of the most popular Christian bands among college students, is openly Reformed in terms of theological conviction. This band is characterized not only by a distinctive musical sound but more importantly by their lyrics, which are among the most theologically literate in the industry. And often those lyrics convey in memorable fashion a Reformed perspective. Derek Webb, the band’s articulate former lead singer, described the focus of Caedmon’s Call:

We just try to be as true as we can to what we believe to be the Biblical angle of salvation. . . . Spiritual death is like a physical corpse—what can a corpse do to help itself rise from the dead? If the language of Genesis, Romans, and Ephesians is true (that the day we ate of the fruit, we died and we have to be made alive in Christ) what kind of choice does that give us?9


Not all musical comments on Calvinism are so positive, however. Another band known for its rich lyrics is Vigilantes of Love, fronted by songwriter and singer Bill Mallonee. In one of his recordings, Mallonee colorfully expresses a sentiment with which many others involved in this debate can identify: “God’s love shines through a prism, I’m so confused by Calvinism.”10

The difficulty and complexity of the issues in this historic debate make his confusion altogether understandable. But such references to Calvinism in popular music are another indication of how the younger generation is coming to this issue with renewed interest and passion.

Why is Calvinism making a comeback? What is its appeal? No doubt there are several factors involved here, but let us mention just two. First, part of Calvinism’s attraction is surely that it represents a stark alternative to the superficial, seeker-sensitive theology that predominates in many churches in America. In such churches, God is often reduced to a “cosmic bellhop” whose only concern is to meet whatever needs contemporary people feel in their lives. The biblical picture of a God of holy love before whom we stand guilty and in need of salvation is obscured or even denied. Doctrine is dismissed as irrelevant, Scripture is used as a self-help manual, and worship is replaced by various forms of entertainment.

Many have tired of such novelties and have recognized that if there really is a God, he must be taken much more seriously than American Christianity appears to take him. Well, the God of Calvinism is far from a cosmic bellhop. He is not obliged to do anything for you except send you to hell, and if he chooses to do so, he is glorified by your damnation. Calvinism is, if it is anything, serious about doctrine, passionate about the Bible and zealous for the glory of God. As such, it appears to be the perfect antidote to the trivialities prevalent in the contemporary church.

Second, many see Calvinism as a liberating doctrine that breathes new life into sterile and legalistic devotional life. Seminary students Jennifer L. Bayne and Sarah E. Hinlicky highlighted this factor as one of the things that led them to embrace the Calvinistic account of predestination: “Ironic as it sounds, accepting predestination into our lives was the most freeing thing that has ever happened to us spiritually. We were free to be creatures again! We no longer had the burden of trying to be the Creator.”11




ENGAGING THE ISSUES

If embracing Calvinism is the best way to take God seriously, to acknowledge our status as creatures and to experience spiritual liberation, then we want to be Calvinists too! Obviously we don’t believe this is the case, or we would not have written this book. But we appreciate the appeal of Calvinism and respect many of the motives that draw believers to embrace it. Moreover, we hold high regard for all those who are currently engaging this issue, whether as convinced advocates or as those who are still trying to make up their mind. There is a lot at stake in this controversy, and it is altogether understandable that its participants express strong feelings. What is at stake is nothing less than the question of how we are saved from our sins and granted eternal life—a question toward which no believer can rationally be indifferent. If we don’t care about this question, we just don’t understand! Indeed, the issue is deeper still, for it concerns the ultimate matter of how God is truly worshiped and glorified. Furthermore, far-reaching practical implications for life and ministry flow from what we believe are the answers to these questions. Earnest discussion is both appropriate and desirable if it helps us get at the truth.

The widespread doctrinal indifference of our times is in part a failure to recognize the important role of argument and even controversy in the life of the church. Of course, some arguments are fruitless and hinder the work of the gospel. This will always be the case when love is absent and neither side sincerely attempts to determine the truth and obey it. But when the truth concerning matters of great importance is at stake, indifference is hard to understand and defend. In view of this, the Baptists are to be commended for their doctrinal seriousness and their passion for being faithful to the truth of the gospel. Those who look down their noses with an air of urbane superiority on the Baptists (and on those who engage in doctrinal disputes) are the ones who are misguided here.

Accordingly, we will engage these matters forthrightly and with conviction appropriate to what is at issue. However, we need more than conviction and passion to engage these questions insightfully. These disputes have occupied many of the best minds in the church, and we cannot even understand the issues involved, let alone take an informed position, without patient inquiry and careful thought. Unfortunately, sometimes both sides of this debate give the impression that what is at issue is quite simple and easy to decide. For instance, Mohler claims that “Calvinism is nothing more and nothing less than the simple assertion that salvation is all of grace, from the beginning to the end.”12 Such a statement, however, is highly misleading, however effective it may be as a sound bite, for Calvinism is considerably more than that. We would certainly agree that salvation is by grace from start to finish, but that does not make us Calvinists. The really interesting questions are how grace is bestowed and how it effects our salvation.

These are multifaceted questions, and we acknowledge that to engage them seriously requires both informed interpretation of Scripture and careful conceptual analysis. In other words, the issues involved are exegetical (matters of biblical interpretation) as well as theological and philosophical. Both sides not only defend their views biblically but also make judgments that are philosophical in nature. Unfortunately, it is sometimes asserted that Calvinists base their views on Scripture while Arminians make their case primarily from reason and philosophy. This serious misunderstanding unfairly slants the issue in favor of Calvinism before the discussion has even started.

The reality is that Calvinists no less than Arminians rely on controversial philosophical judgments and assumptions. When this is not understood, contested philosophical judgments are sometimes passed off as simple biblical truth. But the less aware we are of our philosophical assumptions, the more they control our thinking. We need to be aware of the philosophical issues as well as the biblical issues, and sorting them out from each other requires our careful effort.

We want to stress emphatically that these are not matters only for experts to address. Indeed, this book is written for a popular audience. Too much is at stake in the life and ministry of the church to confine intelligent discussion of these matters to the relatively small circles of the professional theologians. Accordingly, in this book we have interacted both with popular Calvinist authors as well as with more scholarly and classical sources. We have attempted to write clearly and accessibly, while also providing enough detail to represent the issues fairly.

One of us is a biblical scholar, and one of us is a philosopher. There is some overlap in our discussions, and some issues, such as the nature of sovereignty, are so central that both of us deal with them. Of course, we do so from somewhat different angles since we work in different disciplines, but we arrive at conclusions that dovetail quite nicely.

It is our goal to do justice to the full range of questions involved in order to help readers make an informed decision on these crucial matters. But again, doing so requires a measure of patience, thoughtful inquiry and plain-old hard thinking. (This is not the sort of issue one can discuss in the batter’s box while waiting for a fastball down the middle!) Understanding and insight can be achieved, but they will not come cheaply or easily.

So strap your boots on. It is time to get serious.
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  APPROACHING THE BIBLE
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    We can expect that when evangelicals need to define or clarify any matter of doctrine or practice, they will instinctively turn to the Bible for divine instruction. Whether they fly the flags of Calvinism or Arminianism, whether they call themselves charismatics or dispensationalists, whether they are found in mainline churches or in small denominations, evangelicals resonate deeply with the underlying conviction of Billy Graham, that whatever “the Bible says” settles it. In a book such as this, it should come as no surprise that what “the Bible says” should therefore be given first and controlling attention.


    This lofty estimation of the Bible far surpasses a respect for religious literature in general or an appreciation for the Bible’s place in Western culture. Rather, we hold that the Bible stands beneath us, giving a foundation to our understanding; that it encircles us, marking boundaries for our speculation; that it resides within us, granting and confirming the true understanding of God and of ourselves; and that it ultimately stands over us, judging according to the very mind of God. The Bible for us, then, is not merely one religious resource among many, but an unrivaled touchstone for shaping all Christian belief and practice.


    But despite our superlative declarations about the stature of the Bible, we evangelicals find ourselves in the slightly embarrassing position of acknowledging that we do not agree on just what the Bible teaches. Too often we assume that a high view of Scripture somehow ensures that our interpretations will be faithful to the intentions of the divine Author and edifying to the people of God. But as Robert K. Johnston has observed, several religious groups who clearly fail the basic tests of orthodoxy (The Way International, the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Worldwide Church of God) were all inerrantists, holding to a strict, high view of Scripture.1 It is apparent that strong affirmations about the authority and truthfulness of Scripture do not guarantee a sound interpretation of it.


    

      DIVERSITY AMONG US


      Even within the evangelical fold, where classical orthodoxy and a high view of Scripture are prized, the flock is divided into dozens of interpretive camps. Even though most evangelicals agree that the Bible is the inspired and inerrant (or infallible, as variously defined and delimited) Word of God, sometimes groups among them arrive at contradictory doctrinal conclusions. If it were all a matter of differing over how many animals entered Noah’s ark or over what exact day and year Jesus began his public ministry, then I suppose we could sweep such differences under the carpet and move on.


      But the differences among evangelicals are not trivial, and we doubt the judgment of Carl Henry when he suggested that our differences amount to “disagreement . . . over a limited number of passages.”2 We can point to numerous issues, spanning the entire scope of Scripture, that spark fervent debate and often separate us into distinct colonies of worship, ministry and witness. Consider these issues, for example:


      

        	

          the eligibility of women for ordination in pastoral and teaching ministries without restriction, as well as the nature of a wife’s submission to her husband


        


        	

          the relationship between church and state, and the viability of a specifically Christian legislative agenda for a (largely secular) modern democracy


        


        	

          the moral status of state-sponsored violence, whether in the form of declared war, restricted peacekeeping military action or capital punishment


        


        	

          the intersection between modern science and the Bible, with focus on the relationship between the creation accounts (Gen 1—2) and the prevailing theories of the big bang and biological evolution


        


        	

          the fate of those who have never heard the gospel and of those who have heard or seen only a distorted presentation or modeling of it


        


        	

          the theology of the sacraments, especially baptism—its proper mode (immersion only?), its proper subjects (infants or believers?) and the sense in which it imparts grace3


        


      


      We can add to these the interests of this book—the questions that have defined the Calvinist-Arminian debate for centuries:


      

        	

          Does God determine, solely according to his own unilaterally established will, exactly who will be saved and who will be lost?


        


        	

          Did the atonement of Jesus make provision to save only the elect, or has actual provision been made for the salvation of the whole race of humankind?


        


        	

          Are human beings so fallen that they must be saved exclusively through the unilateral and unconditional action of God?


        


        	

          Is it possible for human beings to resist (successfully) the saving approaches of God’s grace?


        


        	

          Does God enable all persons to respond positively to the available light?


        


        	

          Can any who were once truly redeemed through faith in Christ fail to receive final salvation?


        


      


      When considered together, the content and scope of these divides should be sobering. They range in their focus from the nature of God to the nature of human beings, from the time before creation to time beyond the final judgment, from the boundaries of salvation to those of damnation, from the contemplation of perplexing abstractions to the gritty business of daily life. If we admit that we haven’t been able to reach a consensus among ourselves on matters of such importance, just how meaningful is it for us to continue affirming with glowing terms the authority of the Bible? How useful is it to confess that the Bible “has the last word,” when we haven’t determined among ourselves just what that last word says? How much disagreement can we experience before we must admit that the Bible, like uninterpreted glossolalia, is a “trumpet [that] does not sound a clear call” (1 Cor 14:8)?


    


    

    

      THE QUESTION OF CLARITY


      In effect, we are inquiring about the perspicuity (clarity) of Scripture. Does the Bible speak clearly about all things, most things or only a few? Should we expect clear resolution when we bring to the Bible our questions about how we should live, to say nothing of the flurry of questions surrounding the Arminian and Calvinist debate? What should we say about the communicative effectiveness of Scripture, and how should we speak to each other whenever consensus over its teaching continues to elude us?


      Most of us hesitate to admit that the Bible is not perfectly clear on all counts. Many of us worry that any hedging along these lines may weaken our witness in the world and open up floodgates of doubt for the weak, or that disagreement may tempt some of us to excuse sinful behavior by blaming an imagined defect in Scripture. These are worthy fears, but they can be effectively countered. And the mere presence of these fears is not sufficient ground for ignoring the troubling realities of diverse and incongruent interpretation.


      Some may resist the direction of our discussion simply by declaring, “The Bible is plenty clear to me! How could the ‘days’ of Genesis 1 be anything other than twenty-four-hour solar days, since each has an evening and a morning?” Or “Obviously the temple (which was destroyed in A.D. 70) will soon be rebuilt, since we know that it must be destroyed in the coming tribulation” (see Mk 13). Or “It’s perfectly clear that the Bible considers any remarried person whose spouse is still living an adulterer” (see Rom 7:1-3).


      But this confuses a subjective sense of clarity with the sort of clarity that might be externally demonstrated. Consider the scenario of a sinking ship, with the captain and a new crew trapped together in a lowlying compartment. Being unfamiliar with the layout of the ship, the crewmates are dependent on the captain’s instructions for finding their way around the maze of damaged bulkheads to the open air above. Seriously wounded and unable to lead his crew out, the captain describes the one pathway that will lead them to safety. As soon as he finishes his verbal instructions, the crewmates scramble for their lives—each in a different direction!


      We can imagine that each crewmate was absolutely certain that he or she understood the captain clearly. But the internal certainty of each crewmate failed to match the instructions of the captain. It is possible that the one crewmate who felt most certain that she understood the captain was indeed the one who found her way out. But we can also imagine that the one crewmate who felt least certain was the one who succeeded. He may have strained to hear the captain’s voice, realizing that he missed a few words here and there. He may have been stunned to see his mates scattering in different directions and may have moved hesitantly in the direction his best sense of the captain’s words indicated.


      What are we suggesting? That in matters of biblical interpretation our own sense of certainty about what the Bible says on a given matter can’t determine whether our particular understanding of the Bible is viable. If we think you may be perfectly certain and perfectly wrong at the same time, we must admit that the same is possible for us. These interpretive differences suggest that at least some of our cherished interpretations must be misguided, however certain we are of them, and no matter how clearly we believe the Bible teaches them.


    


    

    

      PROTESTANT INSTINCTS AND HISTORY


      Don’t our Protestant instincts tell us that this discussion is moving in the wrong direction? Weren’t two Reformation keynotes that the Bible can be understood by the common person and that the individual was free from the infallible and authoritative interpretation of Scripture as supplied by the Roman Catholic Church? If we surrender a robust confidence in the Bible’s clarity, does the door slam shut on the entire Protestant project?


      The specific terms of the classic debate on this matter are worth recalling in some detail. The principle players were Martin Luther, the great Reformer, and Erasmus, reputedly the greatest Christian scholar of his day. The two men struggled through a tortured and confusing relationship, but they were not the truculent enemies Protestant memory suggests.4 Erasmus himself was a reformer, pouring enormous energies into the spiritual and moral renewal of the Roman Catholic Church, making not a few enemies among its leadership. He spoke positively about Luther and his aims and was perceived by many to be a friend of the Protestant movement. For his part, Luther sought Erasmus’s public endorsement, believing that the reputation of the great scholar would add precious momentum to his own efforts of reform. Wishing to ride above the fray, Erasmus refused both Lutheran and Roman entreaties to break his neutrality longer than anyone thought possible.


      Eventually Erasmus published De Libero Arbitrio (1524) to offer correction to Luther’s belief in absolute determinism and to his blunt reform tactics. Within this irenic discourse, Erasmus collected and commented on various passages of Scripture that had bearing on the question of the freedom and bondage of the human will. As he labored to discern the sense of each text and to weigh its effect on the matter, he allowed that some biblical passages might be “secret places . . . into which God has not wished us to penetrate more deeply.”5


      Luther replied with the mighty force of his argumentative skill. (We will put aside his treatment of the primary issue of human freedom to focus on his reaction to Erasmus’s claim that parts of Scripture might be obscure.) In a “take no prisoners” mode, Luther charged the great scholar with dishonoring the Bible itself:


      

        But that in Scripture there are some things abstruse, and everything is not plain—this is an idea put about by the ungodly Sophists, with those lips you also speak here, Erasmus; but they have never produced, nor can they produce, a single article to prove this mad notion of theirs. . . . Let miserable men, therefore, stop imputing with blasphemous perversity the darkness and obscurity of their own hearts to the wholly clear Scriptures of God.6


        In short, if Scripture is obscure or ambiguous, what point was there in God’s giving it to us? Are we not obscure and ambiguous enough without having our obscurity, ambiguity, and darkness augmented for us from Heaven? . . . I say with respect to the whole Scripture, I will not have any part of it called obscure. . . . Those who deny the perfect clarity and plainness of the Scriptures leave us nothing but darkness.7


      


      Throughout his argument, Luther insisted that no middle ground could be found between confessing the Bible to be a blazing sun without shadows and conceding the Bible to be a hopelessly uncertain and thereby useless guide for believers. We must choose, Luther seemed to demand, between these stark alternatives and the train of theological conclusions that follow our choice.


      Erasmus had hit a nerve, for Luther’s vigorous protest in defense of the clarity of the Bible no doubt had less to do with the specific point being debated than with the threat Luther sensed to the entire Reform movement. If the truths of the Bible were not accessible to common believers, if the Bible had to be interpreted according to the theological framework established by the authority of the church, and if the clergy and specialized scholars were required to make sense of God’s Word, then no one could ever deliver correction to the church and its accumulated traditions from an independent reading of Scripture. The rallying cry of sola scriptura would be meaningless apart from an accompanying declaration of clara scriptura.


      While Luther supplied strong theological arguments for advocating the clarity of Scripture, various philosophical and political currents converged throughout the following centuries to further strengthen this stream of Protestant conviction. The rising tide of scientific inquiry infused Western culture with confidence in the scientific method. As commonly understood, the method promised that any rational human being who desired to discover truth could collect evidence, dispassionately evaluate that evidence and objectively infer right answers. It is no accident, then, that we commonly describe our own strategies for interpreting the Bible with scientific terminology (e.g., evidence, inference, objectivity, method, procedure) and deploy those strategies in machinelike fashion.


      The parallel current of Scottish common-sense realism asserted that all persons possess “pre-rational intuition for distinguishing right from wrong, truth from falsehood, and facts from illusion.”8 Supposedly, personal observations would yield a direct and reliable knowledge of reality, meaning that all persons share a sizable tract of common ground from which to operate. The effects of common-sense realism permeated the layers of the Protestant education, further reinforcing the conviction that Christians, employing their common sense, could read the Bible for all it was worth.


      Finally, by the beginning of the eighteenth century, political activists like Benjamin Austin Jr. of Boston were directly linking the political freedom of humans with their right to interpret Scripture for themselves apart from the oppressive control of the clergy and other social elites.9 Radical Jeffersonians insisted that true political reform, which would resurrect “the spirit of 1776,” must involve a reform of religion and its hierarchical structure. But these radicals were merely expressing the popular and pervasive orthodoxy of the right of “private interpretation” of Scripture.10 The belief that all people had such a right fueled confidence in the Bible’s clarity.


      This bold Protestant confidence in the understandability of the Bible is still strongly affirmed today, especially in the United States. Informal Bible studies abound in which participants of all ages, backgrounds and educational levels gather with the assurance that a reverent, attentive reading of the Bible itself will reliably yield truth. Bibles without any running commentary to guide the reader in making right sense of the text are distributed by the millions to hospitals, prisons, schools, armies and hotels. Carl F. H. Henry, the aforementioned evangelical luminary, expresses well the conviction underlying these behaviors of ours: “The New Testament, significantly, was written in Koine, that is, popular marketplace Greek, and it is intended for the masses. . . . The Bible was and is still addressed to the multitudes, to masses of the poor, uneducated, and even enslaved.”11 If ever a book was written to be read and understood by all, the Protestant believes, the Bible is it.


      So it’s easy to see why evangelicals struggle in the face of internal theological debate. If our deepest religious instincts tell us that the Bible is clear and open even to the simplest of readers, then our options are radically limited when we try to account for Calvinist or Arminian interpretations of the Bible. “He must be intellectually incompetent,” we conclude, or “she must be morally perverse” (i.e., she understands what the Bible says but stubbornly refuses to yield to its truth).


      While we grant that a few intellectually incompetent and morally perverse people have participated in the Calvinist-Arminian debate, we can surely agree that both sides of the debate are well represented by competently trained scholars whose hearts are humbly surrendered to God. Neither moral nor intellectual slander should characterize our theological dialogue.


    


    

    

      MEANS OF ACCOUNTING FOR DIVERSITY


      So how do we account for deeply diverse interpretations of a “clear” Bible? Those familiar with Luther’s treatise On the Bondage of the Will have already recognized that our above quotations are selective and that Luther’s understanding of Scripture’s clarity was not quite so simple as we have portrayed it. Yes, many of his claims were cast in absolute language which seemed to eliminate any possibility of nuance. But alongside those extreme claims, Luther qualified his position, making his claims somewhat more realistic.


      First, he distinguished the clarity of the biblical text itself from our imperfect understanding of its vocabulary and grammar. Whether or not such a distinction is helpful in the long run, it signals the importance Luther attached to a detailed knowledge of biblical languages and the linguistic worlds in which they functioned. Furthermore, it implies that there are better or worse interpretations of Scripture, corresponding to a reader’s ability to handle the original languages; therefore the Bible will be clearer to some and less clear to others.


      Second, Luther admitted that some Scripture passages might be obscure, but he insisted that interpretation could be helped by coupling these passages with clearer texts elsewhere in the Bible.12 In theory such a procedure sounds helpful, but in practice it is fraught with difficulty. For example, do the texts make it clear that God wills all human beings to be saved, or that God wills to save only some humans? Whichever set of texts is judged at the outset to be the clearer will end up controlling our interpretation of those passages we have already classified as ambiguous. Luther’s proposal, then, cannot adjudicate between persons who disagree over which passages should exercise interpretive control over other passages. Luther and Erasmus themselves were unable to agree on which set of passages was clearer in the matter of free will and determinism. Their impasse demonstrates that Luther’s principle often fails precisely when needed most.


      Third, Luther acknowledged scriptural ambiguity in the precise terms he used to affirm the Bible’s clarity:


      

        I admit . . . that there are many texts in the Scriptures that are obscure and abstruse. . . . But these texts in no way hinder a knowledge of all the subject matter of the Scripture. . . . Namely that Christ the Son of God has been made man, that God is three and one, that Christ has suffered for us and is to reign eternally. . . . The subject matter of the Scriptures, therefore, is all quite accessible, even though some texts are still obscure.13


      


      It is difficult to exaggerate the significance of this shift in Luther’s emphasis. For instead of claiming that biblical texts were clear, Luther attributed clarity to the subject matter of the Bible, to its essential message. Though a humble reader of the Bible may fumble through this or that text, he could not miss the Bible’s core truth. In this simple shift—from defending the clarity of the Bible’s words to defending the clarity of the Bible’s essential message—Luther essentially conceded huge territory to Erasmus but opened up possibilities for understanding what it means to espouse the clarity of Scripture.


      Just how condensed Luther considered this “subject matter” to be can be discerned from the summary of it he made for Erasmus: the incarnation, the Trinity, the atonement and the eternal messianic kingdom.14 For Luther, these truths constituted the core knowledge necessary for trusting God for salvation through Christ. God’s guarantee to the reader is not that any given word, verse or passage of the Bible will be clear, nor that any given doctrine taught in the Bible will be understood,15 but that a small circle of truth, the essential subject matter of the Bible, the minimal understanding necessary for salvation, will clearly shine forth.


      While the blustery Luther, with his categorical denials of any ambiguity in the Bible, stands as the champion of the humble reader, the reasoning Luther stands within the stream of creeds and scholarship that defines more soberly and narrowly the scope and nature of the Bible’s clarity. Such care and reflection can be seen, for example, in the reserved language of the Westminster Confession: “All things in Scripture are not alike plain in themselves, nor alike clear unto all; yet those things which are necessary . . . for salvation are so clearly propounded . . . that not only the learned, but also the unlearned . . . may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.”16


      In similar fashion, Calvinist theologian Louis Berkhof reduces the assured clarity of the Bible to its saving function: “The knowledge necessary unto salvation, though not equally clear on every page of the Bible, is yet conveyed to man throughout the Bible in such a simple and comprehensible form that one who is earnestly seeking salvation can . . . easily obtain for himself the necessary knowledge.”17


      But the tone of these limited affirmations is not one of embarrassment or despair. Even in so radically reducing the scope and sense of the Bible’s clarity, Protestants can confidently confess that the Holy Spirit moves powerfully through Scripture to bring us to a saving knowledge of God. As Robert McAfee Brown expressed half a century ago,


      

        We do not see everything . . . but we see Jesus. . . . We may see darkly, but we do see. We see enough to walk with confidence, we see enough to commit our lives to God, we see enough to trust God, we see enough to believe that God can meet our deepest need. We see enough light shed on the mystery of Christ to know that he is the clue to the meaning of life.18


      


      This balanced and cautious accounting of the Bible’s clarity creates space for meaningful discussion about Christian doctrine. Since Protestant theology makes no claim that the Bible is crystal clear beyond that minimal knowledge necessary for salvation, it implicitly acknowledges that Christians may differ without having to accuse each other of intellectual weakness or moral corruption. Rather, those who insist that their entire theological program flows straight from the Bible—that it is biblically provable in every detail, that it stands as the inescapable interpretation for every rational and moral Christian—violate the caution, the restraint and the modesty of the classic Protestant view of Scripture. We want to be part of a vigorous discussion about what the Bible teaches, but we want to speak with a humility fitting for limited human beings who stand beneath the Word of God.


    


    

    


      AN ESCAPE FROM THEOLOGICAL INQUIRY AND DEBATE?


      Have we now undercut the entire project of this book? After all, if we are claiming that the Bible might not be as clear as we might have hoped, even about those issues directly related to the Calvinist-Arminian debate, why should we invest any time at all in the swamps and quagmires of this longstanding theological debate?


      This question is neither meaningless nor trivial. If our labors will not eliminate doctrinal or ethical uncertainties but instead only deepen divisions within the body of Christ, then it is no wonder that many Christians consider biblical and theological study to be a waste of time and a dangerous diversion from the real work of the church. And if we all agree that the Bible does communicate a saving knowledge of God quite apart from technical study and theological argument, why should we press into uncertain territory?


      Whether at a conscious or subconscious level, many evangelicals much prefer this pathway of minimal theology. They wistfully ask, “Why can’t we all just get along, loving Jesus and sharing the gospel?”


      Without wishing to dampen any zeal for evangelism or communal love, we insist that theological minimalism fails to measure up to biblical portraits of discipleship. Parachurch organizations with narrowly defined missions (e.g., famine relief, medical assistance, legal advocacy for the poor) may indeed function well with minimal theology, but only because they are not attempting to provide the full range of “body life” necessary for Christian discipleship. When we accept Jesus’ vision of discipleship as including both evangelism and instruction in the full range of Christian truth (Mt 28:19-20) and the scope of Paul’s ministry vision (Col 1:28), then we realize that Christian discipleship must engage the whole of Christian truth, not a slice of it. Followers of Jesus are commanded to “leave the elementary teachings . . . and go on to maturity” (Heb 6:1).


      Even if we lay aside the force of these biblical mandates, we can still observe that theological minimalism is unworkable. If we consider the simplest form of evangelism, that of responding to those who inquire about the Christian faith, the theological minimalist is already at a loss to follow the advice of 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” Reasons, after all, involve some degree of rational assessment: weighing causes and effects, making distinctions between valid and invalid conclusions, and anticipating how the inquirer might judge the strength of our response. This leads us deeper into the fabric of biblical revelation and requires careful reading and reflection.


      Examining even the simplest form of evangelistic preaching, we find that our language reveals our theological assumptions about the nature of conversion, the possibility of faith, the scope of election, the inner working of atonement, the degree of certainty about our salvation, the relationship between faith and obedience, the role of the Holy Spirit and of rationality in faith, and so on. The strategies we use, our expectations of their success, the guarantees we offer, the tone of our appeal, the measure of “persuasive responsibility” we feel—all of these features of the evangelistic project are the expressions of our underlying theological commitments, whether we acknowledge them or not. Charles G. Finney’s theology led him to invite public response to his evangelistic preaching, just as D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones’s theology led him to discourage public response to his evangelistic preaching. Far from being theologically neutral territory, the “conversion zone” may be the most highly charged of all theological turf; there we receive an assessment of our past, a new identity and a vision of our placement in God’s eternal purposes.
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