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Preface

AS ORIGINALLY PLANNED THIS WORK was to comprise only three volumes. But exposition of the fifteen theses on divine revelation (epistemology) that followed Volume 1 in itself required three volumes, and expounding the doctrine of God (ontology) required two more. This expansion to six volumes has been harder on me than on my readers. Now fifteen years after it began in Cambridge, England, at the conclusion of my editorship of Christianity Today, this writing project finally comes to an end.

One or another chapter was presented during short teaching terms or special lecture series on campuses both in the United States and abroad. Many of the overseas engagements were made possible in my role as lecturer-at-large for World Vision International.

Besides those campuses mentioned in prefaces to earlier volumes some of the content of these concluding volumes was presented during teaching terms at Asian Center for Theological Studies and Mission in Korea, Asian Theological Seminary in the Philippines, China Evangelical Seminary in Taiwan and in a lecture series at Union Biblical Seminary in India. Short-term courses here at home were offered at Columbia Graduate School of Bible and Missions, South Carolina; Denver Conservative Baptist Seminary, Colorado; Fuller Theological Seminary, California; Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, Massachusetts; C. S. Lewis Institute, Maryland; New College/Berkeley, California; and Regent College, Vancouver, Canada. Other presentations included lecture series at Alma College, Michigan; Carolina Study Center, North Carolina; Cornell University, New York; Covenant College, Tennessee; George Fox College, Oregon; Milligan College, Tennessee; Newberry College, South Carolina; Northwest Nazarene College, Idaho; Pepperdine University, California; University of Hawaii, Honolulu; University of Virginia, Charlottesville; Virginia Baptist Pastors Conference at Bluefield College; Western Conservative Baptist Seminary and Western Evangelical Seminary, both in Oregon. Still other series were given in Kobe, Japan, attended by faculty and students of five cooperating evangelical institutions and in Vail, Colorado, at the Theological Vacation Conference for Lutherans, a lively program that included Professor Paul Holmer of Yale University and Dean Krister Stendahl of Harvard Divinity School. Special series were also given in my home community of Arlington, Virginia, at Cherrydale Baptist Church and at Little Falls (Presbyterian) Church; C. S. Lewis Institute sponsored the former.

The chapter on “Revelation and Culture” was given in preliminary form as the tenth anniversary address of the Japan Evangelical Theological Society and in final form as the retiring president’s address to the American Theological Society. The material on “Justice and the Kingdom of God” in the final volume was presented at the Conference on Recovery of the Sacred at Notre Dame University, as well as at an informal meeting of U.S. congressional aides in the Senate Office Building, and during a Christian education lecture series at Coral Gables Presbyterian Church, Florida.

It is gratifying indeed to see the serious theological interest that these volumes have stimulated in many circles and in many parts of the world. Earlier portions of the English edition have gone into a fourth printing. The first two volumes have appeared also in Mandarin and the first three in Korean; a German translation is in process.








	January 1, 1982
	CARL F. H. HENRY






Note: Full information on all sources cited in the text is given in the bibliography at the end of this volume.





Introduction: God Who Stands and Stays

VOLUMES I THROUGH IV in this series have concentrated on God Who Speaks and Shows; the fifth and sixth concluding volumes concern God Who Stands and Stays. The earlier writings focused mainly on religious epistemology, that is, on the problem of knowledge and the fact of divine revelation as the answer to the question of how we know God. These later volumes emphasize ontology or metaphysics; they probe the nature of the self-disclosing God whom man may know and worship and serve. Such examination is the very lifeline of theological inquiry. God’s existence is the foundational biblical doctrine; from it flow all other Christian principles and precepts.

Contemporary man seems to have lost God’s address. But that is not all. He is unsure how to pronounce God’s name, and, at times, unsure even of that name, or whether, in fact, God is nameable. But since most human beings still claim to “believe in God,” the question of whom or what they worship remains both important and contemporary. An ironic feature of the late twentieth century, of course, is that while literate Westerners laugh at primitive worship of sticks and stones, they themselves do obeisance to the brick and plastic of materialistic technology. Revealed religion has always known that when man denies supreme allegiance to the eternal living Lord he inevitably worships some contemporary counterfeit. Man’s character is ultimately defined by the character of his god.

We have already established that while man the spiritual vagabond may be confused about God’s identity and address, God in self-revelation confronts him continually in an amazing variety of ways. God stands eternal and majestic. But he is neither inactive nor speechless; he speaks and acts. Successive cultures have their half-day, and except for the perpetuity lent them by anthropologists and historians, they fade, along with their gods, into oblivion. The false gods are always destined to become gods that were, gilded idols of the past whose imagined existence has given way.

I am is the exclusive hallmark of the God of the Bible. The self-revealing God stands—before successive civilizations arose, before mankind was, before the world itself was—as the I am. He is eternally the God who is there, the God who is, the incomparable I am. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, supposedly in the interest of vital personal faith, remarked that the God who “is there” does not exist; eager to reinforce the point, Hans Jürgen Schultz observes: “God tells us that we must live in his presence as men who exist without God” (Conversion to the World, p. 60). But if these commentators profess at this point to echo the God of the Bible, it would be helpful if they would adduce chapter and verse. For God’s ontological “reality” is independent of man’s personal decision. He has being in and for himself.

Is revelation or is the eternal God the basic axiom of the Christian system of truth? For Karl Barth revelation often seems to be the foundational Christian axiom. He writes, for example: “God’s revelation has its reality and truth wholly and in every respect—i.e., ontically and noetically—within itself” (Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. 350). Yet in some passages he implies—if not asserts—that the doctrine of the triune God is the primary axiom; if we do not know God as triune, he insists, we do not know the living God (I/1, p. 347). There is no need, however, to elevate revelation as ontically, and not simply noetically, prior. As Gordon H. Clark indicates, “the eternal God precedes his acts of revelation in time” (Karl Barth’s Theological Method, p. 94). The living God is the original Christian axiom, both ontically and noetically, for God discloses himself in revelation as the God who is eternally there.

God who is is the ultimate Who’s Who, God who introduces himself. He is the standing God before whom every knee shall bow “in heaven and on earth and under the earth” (Phil. 2:10 ff.). He is the eternally living God, nothing less, nothing other. Inviting us to lifelong rendezvous with the reality of realities, he bids us fallen creatures to make ourselves acceptably at home in the Stander’s presence. God who is calls a halt to the religious inventions, to the prodigal flight from spiritual reality that intellectual vagabonds defend as the enterprise of enlightened modernity. Behold “the beauty of the Lord” writes the Psalmist (27:4). “Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom,” exhorts Jeremiah, “neither let the mighty man glory in his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches: but let him that glorieth glory in this, that he understandeth and knoweth me, that I am the Lord, which exercise lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness, in the earth: for in these things I delight, saith the Lord” (Jer. 9:23–24).

God who is, we shall contend, is God who stands, and stays. God who independently “stands” is the personal sovereign containing in himself the ground of his own existence; God who “stays” governs in providence and in eschatological consummation of his dramatic plan for man and the world.

The term “stand” carries far greater and more profound meanings and implications than ordinary conversation would suggest. In fact, the massive Oxford English Dictionary devotes almost 15 pages to the meanings and uses of this one word. The self-disclosed God, this One who “stands,” exists forever in a self-specified condition free of external determination; his reality, purpose and activity are not contingent on the universe. He continues steadfast, unimpaired and immutable. Not only He stands, but also His Word; He remains and his truth as well holds good and abides valid. Jesus admonished in the lonely wilderness temptation: “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only” (Matt. 4:10, NIV; cf. Deut. 6:13) and he stressed that “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4, NIV; cf. Deut. 8:3). Though no man stand with us, though the fury of evil assail us, God who stands pledges himself to stand with his own. Emboldened by God’s standing presence and Word, Luther with his “Here I stand” not only renounced the renegade world but also faulted the stumbling church. God stands—and only those who stand in, with and under him will withstand his judgment of and upon prodigal mankind and nations.

Theologians and philosophers have spoken of God in diverse ways, sometimes in keeping with and sometimes in variance from the inspired teaching of the scriptural writers. In representing the God who speaks and shows, traditional Christian theology has often used the term substance. While this word may readily acquire connotations unserviceable to revelational theology, it does have acceptable uses. In their flight from the category of divine substance, current alternatives that depict reality only in terms of impersonal processes and events are hardly appropriate to the being of God.

The ancient Greeks used the term ousia (being) in various senses; the Latins used substantia (substance) as an equivalent. But these terms, being or substance, may imply simply an immanent ground, rather than an independent, transcendent Creator of the universe. God is not the primary or contributive being of all things. The basic meaning of substance is to stand under; substance is that on which all else depends but which itself depends on nothing. The self-revealed God is the transcendent source and support of the space-time universe. God is substance in the several senses of living self-subsisting divine nature and of standing under or being under all other reality as its creator and preserver. God is not a spiritual substratum or psychic core in which divine perfections inhere. The substance of God is, in the primary sense, nothing other than God himself; the divine substance is not an essence distinguishable from divine personality or from the divine attributes but is the very living God. God is therefore substance as existent reality, as opposed to nonbeing, or mere appearance and shadow.

Most theologians have held that necessary existence must be predicated of God if one is to honor the biblical revelation. Some contemporary philosophers consider the notion of necessary divine existence to be absurd, however, asserting that the relation of essence and existence must always be contingent. Schubert Ogden asks whether “the traditional assertion of God’s necessary existence really is the only way in which the God of Holy Scripture can be appropriately represented” (The Reality of God, pp. 121 ff.). Ogden concedes that “God is understood by Scripture to be the necessarily existent” and as “both Alpha and Omega, the ultimate source and end of whatever is or could even be” (ibid., p. 123), and grants that “one … can scarcely claim to interpret Holy Scripture if he simply abandons its affirmation of God’s necessary existence” (ibid., pp. 122 ff.). But he criticizes evangelical theism for depicting God as in every respect “necessary and as lacking in all real internal relations to the cogent beings of which he is the ground” (ibid., p. 124). Ogden assumes that the premises of process philosophy explain the relations between God and the universe more satisfactorily than do those of biblical theology. He claims that “the Scriptural witness to God can be appropriately interpreted only if his nature is conceived neoclassically as having a contingent as well as a necessary aspect” (ibid., p. 122).

Over against this modern tendency to trap aspects of the divine nature in the space-time continuum, evangelical theology affirms God’s aseity; that is, it declares that the universe is not necessary either to divine being or to divine perfection. God stands free of such dependence; he alone, moreover, stands completely and intrinsically independent of the created order. Schleiermacher rightly emphasizes man’s feeling of absolute dependence on God as integral to authentic religious experience, although his pantheistic premises tended to distort this emphasis. Creation is not an absolute necessity for God, nor does the universe exhaustively reveal him. God has power to create or not to create, and could have created—had he willed—another kind of universe. He stands free of the universe both as its voluntary creator and voluntary preserver; he stands at ease, as it were, independent of external command. He is the Lord who exercises sovereignty over his entire creation and stands free of dependence on the external realities which owe their being and continuance to him. He is the self-revealed Creator who is the source and support of all finite substances and structures.

As the divine substance or being, moreover, he as voluntary Creator stands above and behind and under and in all created reality. We are able to depict the universe as reality only because God has given it a substantiality or real existence different from his own substance. Except for its preservation by God who stands and who stands by his creation, all creation is vulnerable to nonbeing. God is the God who underlies all phenomena, not as the permanent substratum of things, nor as a necessary aspect of them as though the universe were a mode of his being, but as the free originator and preserver of all qualities which, because they are other than God, do not have their existence in themselves. He voluntarily constitutes the essence or substance of the universe, and gives it its specific character.

God stands under the universe, therefore, as the self-sufficient God whose place of standing or position or station is that of transcendent sovereign. He stands fast; he is not in process, in a condition of change, in motion toward perfection. At the same time he does not lifelessly “stand model” for cosmic observation, like some antiquarian artifact. He is, as we shall stress, God who stoops and stays, and as we have already stressed, God who speaks and shows. He is the eternally active God. The emphasis that God stands must not encourage the thought that he is an inactive deity, for the God who stands is the self-same God who speaks and shows. God who stands is not an indifferent and static divinity like the impersonal or remote gods of many ancient philosophers. Only through God’s revelational initiative and activity, through his self-speaking and self-showing, do we know that and how he stands. As sovereign unchanging Lord and Creator he acts and speaks; he creates and redeems and judges, he reveals and manifests himself, he comes in Christ. In the sovereign selfhood of Godhead in interpersonal communion he maintains eternal fidelity in love. He is the steadfast God, not a vacillating sovereign. He stands and neither falters nor stumbles. He is secure in himself, God who stands fast when all else seems or is insecure. Scripture reveals the fall of angels and the fall of man; only Satan dare hope for a divine fall (Matt. 4:8 ff.) and only mutinous man dare think of the death of God, of darkness that extinguishes the Light (John 1:5, NEB). God who stands is unfallen, is invulnerable to assault, as even atheists learn in their time of final reckoning. As Satan knows even now and will finally acknowledge when bound by the victorious Christ (Rev. 20), God’s standing or repute is beyond reproach.

Not only does God stand under the universe, but in a classic sense he alone understands it. The misunderstanding both of man and the world and of God who stands—and as it were, stands under the universe as source and support, cause and conserver—is avoided only if we recognize that in the primary sense God also under-stands. When we speak of divine understanding, insofar as the self-revealed God of the Bible is in view, we mean much more than divine omniscience, although God indeed knows the end from the beginning. By understanding we mean—not as some process theologians would have it, that God in the past knew less than we know today—that God plans and decrees the world and man, and that because he ordains the future he knows all contingencies. He does not leave in doubt the final triumph of good and the final doom of evil. He does not leave in doubt the eternal bliss of the elect in Christ; in earthly political affairs human leaders may “stand for election” but in the kingdom of God they stand by God’s election.

The modern “secular understanding” of God is woefully in error because it sacrifices divine transcendent being and knowledge. If man properly knows God he will understand him; man either stands under divine revelation and looks up to it, or resorts to revisable conjecture and vain imagination. Only as God manifests himself and as the truth of his revelation determines our affirmations do we truly know him. In Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen we find a clue to the biblical understanding of the Divine Understander: “Why, stand-under; and under-stand is all one” (Act 2, Scene 5, line 31). God is not only infinite Mind, but as Sovereign he disposes the future and stands under all creaturely knowledge. In this context we must discuss both God’s rational attributes, including his wisdom, foreknowledge and omniscience, and his moral perfections. God is Light, and only in his Light do we see light. Were God not to command light to shine there would be only darkness. Because he commanded Light to shine, to walk in his commandments is to walk in the Light.

Modern technological civilization takes a perverse turn when it inverts relationships involved in human understanding. When man forgets his creatureliness and thinks of himself as standing over and as overstanding the universe, confidence in his own gnosis exalts human rationalism above divine reason and eclipses the doctrine of divine understanding. In biblical theology true understanding of God and of his Word requires that the creature stand under the epistemic priority of the Creator.

The shift of epistemic center from God to man accommodated the existential, phenomenological and behavioral perspectives in which man becomes himself the creator of an experienced world that no one else can share with him. The deobjectification of God, as Karl Barth promoted it, led to his dialectical emphasis that God’s perfections are not universally or objectively knowable; instead God is said to be revealed only internally in personal response to a supposed transcendent interpersonal confrontation. It is not surprising that this internal reorientation of revelation would deteriorate to Bultmannian existentialism. Minimizing the transcendent being of God, Bultmann concentrated instead on man’s self-understanding in faith, which he gratuitously viewed as a response to God’s inner confrontation in his Word. But the notion that the experienced reality of God was thus dramatically preserved soon gave way. The supposed relation between man and God was soon transformed into an inner tension with man’s sense of unconditional obligation—that is, into a conflict between the “I may” and the “I ought.” Or it became simply a description of the relationship between man and his neighbors to which traditional theological language was deployed. Such “understanding of God” denied any transcendent reality beyond happenings in our own existential experience.

From secular philosophers and even so-called secular theologians one now often hears that God is an incomprehensible idea for contemporary man—moderns allegedly find the idea of God unthinkable and meaningless. Much of this portrayal misjudges the epistemic predicament of secular man and in fact involves a basic and needless compromise with radically secular views. To be sure, the intellectual postulates of naturalistic theory leave no room whatever for the supernatural except as myth. The secular humanist does indeed declare every doctrine of a transcendent God to be false and irrelevant. But such declaration requires at least some comprehension of the meaning of deity. Biblical theology insists that even the most radical secularist in his thinking and doing reflects some elemental awareness of God’s claim upon human life, and that every man—the secular humanist included—has enough vital knowledge of God to invite divine judgment upon his personal rebellion. God stands and understands, and no man can escape God’s full comprehension of human thought, motive and act, nor escape responsibility for them when God stands in judgment. The fact that God stands strips away any excuse for making the secular misunderstanding of reality normative; indeed, the secular misunderstanding is unable to sustain any norms whatever. It is not the case that the “meaning of God” is dead for contemporary thought, any more than that God is himself dead, although secular theologians readily accommodated themselves—as did Paul van Buren in The Secular Meaning of the Gospel (pp. 102 ff.)—to existential and naturalistic prejudices about reality and human experience while attempting to salvage a case for values in lieu of God. The problem of contemporary society is not modern man’s inability to know or to acknowledge God, nor his total lack of awareness and knowledge of him, but his unwillingness to acknowledge as sovereign the God who stands over all.

Skepticism concerning commitment to God by those outside the churches stems in part from the virtual obliteration of theistic claims from the public schoolroom, in part from the spiritual atrophy and intellectual softness of a generation preoccupied with material and secular concerns, and in part from uncritical tolerance of others’ religious views that denies ultimate allegiance to any view. The truth is that material priorities have emptied rather than filled the lives of the affluent, and that naturalism is an unworkable philosophy even for its proponents. Numbers of people—most notably university students for whom God has become vital—are still finding spiritual reality at a time when life for others has turned sour. Contentious academic attacks on the truth of the Christian religion are now less common, and for good reason the case against theism has little persuasive intellectual power. There is no reason, however, why the data that commend the truth and power of God should be ignored.

God stoops—that too becomes a dramatic reality through his sovereign initiative and self-disclosure. God who stands—the eternal I am—condescends to create a finite universe inclusive of humans made in his rational and moral image to know, worship and serve him. He condescends to redeem a renegade humanity and a fallen cosmos. He condescends to make himself known and through inspired envoys to republish his holy purposes to man in revolt. He condescends to provide redemption for sinners through the incarnate Logos, the eternal Word become flesh. He condescends to go to the cross—to death on the cross—in holy covenantal love.

By his own incomparable way of stooping, God voluntarily forsakes his sovereign exclusivity; he condescends to fashion the planets and stars in their courses, the creatures in their diverse habitats and man in the likeness of his personal Maker. His stooping was not to something beneath his dignity, not to something degrading or unworthy (Rev. 4:11), but a stooping that manifested the outgoing righteousness and love of God who stands. In the heavens themselves he set the sun that canopying the earth as the center of his creative and redemptive plan rises and sets as a daily commentary on God’s condescension; amid stars bending in their downward courses and descending into the night sky he planted the Southern Cross. In creation God stoops to fellowship with man who bears his image; as the Logos becomes flesh, God himself assumes man’s nature, and as the sinless Substitute gives himself freely for the redemption of the lost. “… The Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Matt. 20:28). “… I lay down my life. … No man taketh it from me, but I lay it down of myself” (John 10:17–18a). Scripture declares that God stands, but nowhere states that he runs; the only intimation of running occurs in the parable of the prodigal son, where the Father hastens to embrace the returning penitent.

God reveals his nature not in intelligible propositions alone nor only in miraculous deeds; he reveals himself supremely in Jesus Christ, whose life and death and resurrection are cognitively and propositionally interpreted by the inspired Scriptures. God stoops to state his purposes in our language and thought-forms which he first fashioned that we might think his thoughts after him, commune with him and serve him. His stooping is a continuing disposition; after stooping to welcome the penitent prodigal home, he stoops to lift the devout believer ever closer to his own heart and toward the moral image of the crucified and risen Redeemer. God stands majestic and incomparable, yet he does not stand alone. In self-accommodation, he who stooped to freely fashion the world of celestial bodies and creatures stoops to speak to man and to act in his behalf, stoops to proffer and provide redemption, stoops to embrace the penitent to his bosom as an adopted son. There is in God’s stooping nothing of the wickedness and deceit that so often characterize sinful man, who stoops to depravity and deception. God cannot be felled by us, or humiliated, but he can and does bring his adversaries to naught. The day will come when as the agent in final judgment he weighs human works and neglected opportunities for grace on the scale of divine righteousness. But as of today he still stoops to save, and heaven’s glories remain accessible to those who repent. Man who has forfeited his standing by creation may still find new standing in Christ because the stooping God proffers grace to contrite sinners.

God stays—this we know also on the basis of the selfsame condescending self-revelation granted us by God who stands and stoops. Social critics may write of a runaway generation or of a runaway world, or of mankind on the run in a technocratic society, but God is no runaway God. Creation six “days” in the making is for him no hit-and-run affair; still preserving and governing it, he will eventually, perhaps soon, climax his sovereign purpose in the endtime vindication of righteousness and the doom of evil.

God is the supreme Stayer. He stays with his creation though man flaws it. He stays himself from destroying it when man falls in Eden. But as the Geneva Bible (1560) puts it, “None can stay his hand” (Dan. 4:35), a translation that survives even in some modern versions (RSV; cf. also David’s word, “They came upon me in the day of my calamity; but the Lord was my stay,” 2 Sam. 22:19, RSV). In writing about his first hearing before the Roman magistrate when “no man stood with me, but all men forsook me,” Paul adds: “Notwithstanding the Lord stood with me, and strengthened me; that by me the preaching might be fully known, and that all the Gentiles might hear: and I was delivered out of the mouth of the lion” (2 Tim. 4:16 ff.).

God supports, steadies and sustains man and the world, preserving his scarred creation for a redemptive purpose. Those who speak of nature as unpatterned and of history as chaotic see the external world only in terms of man’s rebellion and of the consequences of sin, for nature and history are both under God’s ultimate jurisdiction. God remains and participates in his fallen universe by preserving and governing it, while he yet calls mankind to decision. Were it not for his staying power, man and the world would crumble into dust and disappear into nothingness. God stays with the fallen world and not only transcendently preserves it but also maintains a settled presence and activity in it. He preserves and limits the regularities of nature and determines the times and boundaries of nations (Acts 17:26). He remains the cosmic stay to the very end, holding out when all else gives way, keeping created realities in their fixed limits even while he decides both span of years and terminus of time. By staying the final judgment he shapes a season for repentance (Rom. 2:4); he lends a pause for mercy before God who stands deliberately brings human history to a halt. God who stands and stoops and stays will then finally vindicate eternal righteousness throughout the cosmic and creaturely world, and transform it into a new heavens and a new earth. Fallen man who overstays his opportunity for grace will find the righteous God staying to judge human presumption no less than human rebellion.

Even now, daily, hourly, moment by moment, God who stays makes not simply a “one-night stand” but a stand to the finish against evil. He does not stand aside to abandon or ignore the fallen world. He holds his ground against the enemy and his legions. Satan and unrighteousness he will bring to a halt; he will stand the devil on his head by fully vindicating right and dooming evil. Even now God arrests sin’s power and redemptively reverses its inroads. Someday the righteous Lord will summon us into his presence and never will God stand taller than when the impenitent wicked stand trial and he acquits the penitent on the ground of Christ’s substitutionary death alone, while he condemns the perverse who have spurned the proffer of redemption.

God will reign in full and final triumph when death is conquered and Christ the Victor restores all things to the Father’s authority (1 Cor. 15:28); righteousness will once again prevail throughout the created sphere, and evil will meet its decisive doom. Only that which has its stay in God who stands, stoops and stays will abide, and abide forever.

These volumes have deliberately deployed everyday terms like stands, stoops and stays, speaks and shows as a bridge to contemplation of the doctrine of God. Many persons find the technical vocabulary of professional theologians forbiddingly abstruse. Others see in the use of Latin predications like the aseity of God a dogmatic desire to box God into ancient constructs. Even the mention of divine omnipotence raises the eyebrows of some atomic and nuclear experts, while in a technological age the theme of divine omniscience seems quite unimpressive to some computer specialists. We must nonetheless consider the theme of divine essence and attributes in depth, and in doing so cannot avoid using traditional language and concepts. That is all the more the case if we think about God in a way that interacts with the Bible—with its declarations about him in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek—and with the influential views of past ecclesiastical interpreters as well as of contemporary scholars who range themselves for or against the evangelical heritage.

If technical terms must at times therefore unavoidably intrude into our treatment of the doctrine of God, then so be it. The modern sciences, after all, abound with technical language appropriate to each field of study, and the advanced learning centers are crammed with scholars whose mastery of complex data qualifies them for the space age. Why should intelligent Christians shun a specialized grasp of the content and implications of biblical learning, and insist on only a sidewalk discussion in one-syllable words? The term Zen may seem less complex than the name Yahweh, but even young people interested in religious rationalization of amorality need to grasp some of the technicalities of Mahayana Buddhism to confer an aura of intellectual respectability upon their misconduct. The Christian lifeview likewise cannot be divorced from the Christian revelation of God. The good news of salvation in Jesus Christ can be stated so simply that no elementary school child will miss its content and life-claim; the truth about the living God is so profound even in its simplicity, however, that no philosopher has any basis or reason for demeaning the Christian revelation as simplistic.

The doctrine of God is unquestionably the most important tenet for comprehending biblical religion. The Bible leaves in doubt neither the absolute uniqueness of the self-revealing God nor the specific features that comprise Yahweh’s incomparability. It was primarily because Israel’s self-manifesting God differed definitively from the gods named by the other ancient religions that the Hebrews knew revealed religion to be normative. To be sure, no biblical writer or book professes even on the basis of revelation to give a complete, systematically elaborated doctrine of God. This obtains not merely because their knowledge of God on the basis of special revelation was progressive, as indeed it was, and even less because the inspired writers held contradictory and divergent views of the living God, for they did not. It obtains, rather, because God who speaks and shows, the living God known by word and deed, disclosed himself in the moving midst of the dynamic history of his chosen people, and not in abstraction from their world fortunes. Yahweh made known his thoughts and purposes in grace and judgment in the history of a people who were proffered redemption in a wider world that universally spurned its sovereign Maker and Lord.

Neither the Old nor the New Testament gives us a systematic definition of God, but each contains many statements about God grounded in divine revelation. God sovereignly makes known his glory in every new manifestation of his personal presence and power. There is no extended argumentation that God is; rather, God declares himself in his works and words: “Who has performed and done this, calling the generations from the beginning? I, the Lord, the first, and with the last; I am He” (Isa. 41:4, RSV). “Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts: ‘I am the first and I am the last; besides me there is no god’ ” (Isa. 44:6, RSV). “Hearken to me, O Jacob, and Israel, whom I called! I am He, I am the first, and I am the last. My hand laid the foundation of the earth, and my right hand spread out the heavens; when I call to them, they stand forth together. Assemble, all of you, and hear! …” (Isa. 48:12 ff., RSV). Later passages often state in precise didactic form what is earlier implicit in God’s self-manifestation, for example, that the personal living God (Ps. 36:10) is to be contrasted with human persons (Hos. 11:9); is Creator of all, transcendent above time and space, not to be pictorialized or localized (Ex. 20:4); is determiner of the destiny of nations who makes ancient Israel his special possession (Ex. 19:15 ff.); is everlasting King of Zion and of the world (Isa. 52:7, cf. 37:16); is the Holy One (Ps. 7:10; Isa. 40:25; Hab. 3:3) given also to grace and mercy (Ex. 34:6; Ps. 103:8; Isa. 54:8).

While the New Testament doctrine of God is deeply rooted in Old Testament revelation, it also stands in significant respects on its own independent ground in view of the supremacy of the revelation in Jesus Christ, the fuller gift of the Spirit, and the role of the inspired apostolic teaching. For the Bible as a whole, however, God is the infinitely perfect Spirit who freely reigns as Lord and Light and Love, and to whom all men and things owe their origin and continuance, and whose Messiah-borne mercy shapes the sinner’s only ground of enduring peace and joy.

The world of our day has too much in common with the world of biblical times to think that God’s revealed character and purpose gradually lose relevance. God is still addressing human spiritual revolt wherever and however it occurs. God who speaks and shows solicits an obedient faith amid modern civilization at bay; God who stands, stoops and stays remains our only transcendent hope and our only trustworthy support.






1.
The Reality and Objectivity of God

THE SELF-REVEALED GOD IS the God who is, not a god who may be, or a god who was, or is yet to be. To affirm the living God in biblical perspective is to assert his eternal objective being: “He that cometh to God must believe that he is …” (Heb. 11:6).

That God stands, and stands forever, means that any suggestion of the fate of God, or the death of God, is an impudent slander; not God, but the universe, has contingent existence; not God, but man, is fallen; not God, but theology that speaks of the death of God, is due for interment. God objectively confronts man in an existence independent of the world. His reality is not suspended upon the existential decision of finite creatures; rather, he thrusts upon humans the inescapability of individual personal response to his claims upon them.

In expounding the doctrine of God recent neo-Protestant theology sacrificed this insistent scriptural emphasis on God’s existence and objectivity. Both existentialism and positivism made the rejection of God’s objective existence an imperative, but for different reasons. While existential theology repudiated God’s objective existence on the assumption that man’s encounter with spiritual reality is essentially personal-subjective, logical positivism did so by elevating empirical verifiability as the criterion of all meaningful theological affirmations and, to nobody’s surprise, declared that God had failed the test.

To be sure, highly important differences distinguished logical positivist from existentialist interest in religious concerns. The logical positivist outlook is essentially antifaith, whereas the existentialist intention is often profaith. For the latter, God is real only in the decision of faith; for the former, the logical positivist, God is a nonsense syllable devoid of all meaning; only in the faith of the unenlightened is God real. Logical positivism presumes to reduce all claims for the objective existence of a supernatural deity to private mythologies or to psychological projection. Existential theology, on the other hand, develops a theory of the nonobjectivity and nonexistence of God, supposedly to promote the transcendent reality of God.

Both approaches despoil any rational case for theism by unjustifiably erasing all valid cognitive knowledge of God. Alongside their shared confidence in the nonexistence and nonobjectivity of God they focus theological discussion solely on the internal significance of religious faith. Existentialist theologians expound man’s authentic existence in relation to God who becomes real in man’s inner response; humanist philosophers emphasize the psychological vitality and integrating function of the God-idea in subjective experience; logical positivists consider the God-idea disintegrative. Existential theology views God as the Absolute Subject whose transcendent confrontation engenders new being for all who personally exercise faith; positivist theory allows the nonsense God-idea no subjective functional role in human experience. For different reasons and with different intentions, both outlooks abandon those rational supports for God’s existence and objectivity through which evangelical Christian theology has historically maintained the reality, meaning, and significance of God. Instead, they affirm the nonexistence and nonobjectivity of God, and set the discussion of God contextually in a cognitive vacuum.

Dialectical-Existential Theology

Dialectical and existential expositions of religious knowledge deliberately rejected the subject-object schematization of knowledge affirmed by medieval theology and modern philosophy. A philosophical and theological revolt against subject-object distinctions was already underway in the mid-nineteenth century. Influenced by Kant, Ritschl in the late nineteenth century deprived theology of any objective knowledge of God-in-himself, and confined faith in God to value-judgments. In deference to Kant’s notion that humans have no cognitive knowledge of things-in-themselves, he demeans knowledge of God-in-himself as an intrusion of Aristotelian or other speculative philosophy into scholastic and then into Protestant theology, and, in turn, of Greek and scholastic ideas into evangelical theology. Science, by contrast, was believed to provide constitutive knowledge of the external world; despite their oft-revised hypotheses, scientists were not disposed before the turn of the century to doubt that their formulas ontologically describe nature.

Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855), in important respects the precursor of Karl Barth, understandably rejected the idealistic premise of man’s direct identity with the Absolute Mind. Kierkegaard tried, commendably, to rescue the significance of the human self from Hegel’s rationalistic submerging of the individual in the Absolute. But he tried to do this by substituting subjectivity for objective knowledge of the transcendent God, a proposal no less calamitous for evangelical faith than was Hegel’s error. Kierkegaard asserted inner subjectivity as the sole way of grasping spiritual reality,  and withstood the contention that all existence can be rationally comprehended. The transcendence of existing beings by each other, he held, implies an inner subjectivity impervious to objective thought. The transcendent eludes our conceptual categories; the God-man’s mediation of the transcendent Kierkegaard held to be completely distinct from reason and experience. Existence is mediated only by direct confrontation and passionate inward response, by relations of faith, and not through any system of ideas or external observation.

It may be the case, as Thomas F. Torrance contends (Theological Science, p. 4), that Kierkegaard’s championing of subjectivity was “never intended to mean the abrogation of objectivity.” The Danish philosopher’s immediate objective was doubtless to criticize the speculative metaphysics of Hegel, which rationalistically postulated and substituted the Absolute for the living God of the Bible. But Kierkegaard’s alternative requires a highly vulnerable theory of faith as a leap in a cognitive vacuum. Personal decision is not for him a consequence of recognizing truth, but an essential element in recognizing it. Kierkegaard held that the object of theological knowledge is Truth in the form of personal, active Subject and that we can know this Truth only in a way appropriate to its nature as Subjectivity. This “way appropriate” turns out to be a nonpropositional person-trust devoid of any claim to universal validity and conditioned on individual decision.

World War I disturbed long-standing theories of meaning even as it overturned many long-accepted patterns of social life. The existential orientation of life marked a break with the subject-object modeling of experience; the whole development of modern existentialism, as Paul Tillich notes, sought to “cut under the subject-object distinction” (in Theology of Culture, p. 92). Tillich himself insisted: “Theology must always remember that in speaking of God it makes an object of that which precedes the subject-object structure and that, therefore, it must include in its speaking of God the acknowledgment that it cannot make God an object” (Systematic Theology, Vol. I, p. 191).

The subject-object distinction was at first conceded to be both proper and necessary in the physical sciences. But only in our knowledge of things was a sharp distinction of subject from object held to be valid. Elsewhere existentialists considered such distinction of subject and object to be philosophically outmoded and false: I-thou knowledge was held to be essentially different from I-it knowledge. They were not alone in pressing the distinction; Bertrand Russell, hardly a religious thinker, did not use the words “thou knowledge,” but he distinguished “knowledge by acquaintance” and promoted two kinds of knowledge that recalled the “twofold truth” of medieval philosophers.

Nowhere, neoorthodox theologians contended, is the subject-object contrast more essential and indispensable than in the divine-human encounter. The aim of dialectical and existential theologians was, as we said, to reinforce the significance and worth of personal-spiritual existence in the context of modern impersonal-scientific interpretation which strives to encompass all reality within its explanation. The mathematical-quantitative explanation of reality stresses what is repeatable; the unique it considers an oddity that scientific uniformity will eventually engulf. The human self here gains significance only through universally verifiable features; individuality, personal decision and subjectivity are “off limits” scientifically. Yet if a person is as he “thinketh in his heart” (Prov. 23:7), then the inner decisions of the self somehow constitute or shape its nature. If individual response to invisible spiritual realities defines human destiny, then we must find the meaning and worth of the human person in a realm of I-thou personal relationships irreducible to I-it impersonal relationships. To prevent man’s personal significance from being swallowed up in impersonal objectivity—a wholly legitimate and necessarily Christian concern—modern theologians propounded their dialectical and existential theories. Later we will see why the effort of both dialectical and existential theology, while aiming to correlate the human self and the reality of God, was not only self-defeating but a costly liability to twentieth-century Christianity. But first we shall note how their rejection of the existence and objectivity of God—ventured, as they saw it, in order to promote God’s reality in correlation with the significance of the human self—involved the downgrading and dismissal of knowledge “about God.”

Dialectical and existential theologies emphasized that God is always the Subject who confronts us, and therefore is never the object of faith. Although he moderated his position somewhat in later works, Barth insistently maintained this emphasis in his earliest writings. Emil Brunner and other dialectical theologians shared the view as did Rudolf Bultmann and other existentialist theologians. The deobjectivizing of God became their major theological concern long before dialectical and existential tenets attained maximal influence in Europe. The fact that God is not an impersonal object, but is personal Subject, they turned into a necessary contrast between objective knowledge and personal knowledge. Martin Buber contended that person-to-person relationship with God precludes speaking about God (I and Thou, pp. 33 ff.). Bultmann took the same tack: “If by speaking ‘of God’ one understands to talk ‘about God,’ then such style of speaking has no sense at all” (“What Sense Is There to Speak of God?”, p. 213). Speech about God, Gustaf Aulén held, can be regarded as objectifying only when we deal with the history of doctrine about God (The Faith of the Christian Church, p. 3).

Over against the traditional subject-object schematization of knowledge, existential philosophy insisted that the experient’s own decision must from the outset be included in the knowledge-situation. Existentialists assigned such high priority to human decision and interpretation (Bultmann’s term was “life-relation”) in expounding personal reality, that they superimposed the existential conceptuality even upon the Bible. Thus they obscured the objective existence of the God of the Bible. God was said to be grasped only in immediate internal decision in an act of faith or new self-understanding. Affirming the nonexistence and nonobjectivity of God became the necessary prerequisite for that existential faith-decision by which the reality of God was declared to be exclusively knowable.

To be sure, the idea of a presuppositionless observer is fictional; no observer is ever totally free of presuppositions. But the necessary inclusion of the interpreter in the knowledge-situation, as existentialism saw it, requires an abrogation of the distance between the knower and the known. The exclusion of the self’s personal decisions in establishing the nature of the object, the distinction of subject and object, the striving after objectivity, are all rejected so that reality may instead be experienced in its inner confrontation of the subject related directly to individual response.

The final result of theology of this kind was very different from what its exponents actually intended. By concentrating on divine subjectivity, they unwittingly forfeited the reality of God along with their deliberate surrender of God’s objective existence. More radical disciples began to “demythologize” the transcendent reality of God, reducing God to an aspect of intrapersonal human relationships. Bultmann strove inconsistently to salvage “objectivity” for God’s act over and above his existential reduction of theology to human self-understanding. “If speaking about God’s act is to be meaningful,” said Bultmann, “it must indeed be not simply a figurative or ’symbolic’ kind of speaking, but must rather intend a divine act in the fully real and ‘objective’ sense” (Kerygma and Myth, Vol. 2, p. 96). We must remember, nonetheless, that the existential “transcending” of the subject-object distinction inevitably confers whatever absoluteness the religious reality has through the decision of the interpreter. According to Jean-Paul Sartre, Christian existentialists like Gabriel Marcel share with atheists like Heidegger and himself the insistence that “existence precedes essence, or, if you prefer, that subjectivity must be the starting point” (Existentialism and Human Emotions, p. 13). But, as John Warwick Montgomery pointedly remarks, “ ‘transcending the subject-object barrier’… inevitably produces, not an experience with higher reality, but a falling back into subjectivism” (Where Is History Going?, p. 191).

When one thus obscures the distinction between the decisions of one’s own psyche and any objective reality outside one’s self, subjective psychologism readily takes over. The case for the reality of God, if one rests it simply on my “being claimed” and my “self-understanding,” quickly falls upon hard times as rival explanations account for “the transcendent reality of ‘God’ ” by subjective postulation and not in terms of external factuality at all. Herbert Braun, for example, connected the transcendent internal “address” simply with the moral tension of the “I ought” of conscience and the “I may” of radical faith; a social relationship between man and his neighbors then replaces the relation between man and God. Paul van Buren, once aligned with “death of God” theologians, dismissed Bultmann’s emphasis on the transcendent reality of God as a vestigial remnant of supernatural theism whose logical supports existentialism had presumably eroded. Existential theology led beyond the denial of the objective existence of God to the unwitting loss of his reality as well.


But the rejection of the subject-object distinction in interpersonal knowledge relationships ran into increasing philosophical counterattack upon dialectical-existential positions. Schubert M. Ogden pointedly identified the declaration that objectifying thought and speech about God are excluded as either an empty assertion or as itself an instance of such objectifying thought. “It is one thing to acknowledge God existentially as eminent Subject or Thou, but it is quite another to lay down the general principle that only by thus acknowledging him can one know him concretely as God” (The Reality of God, p. 83). Ogden is right in principle when he contends that “there is as much reason for God to be the object of the objectifying thinking and speaking of theology as for him to be the eminent Subject whom I can know as my God here and now only in my existential understanding of faith” (ibid., p. 83).

Charles Hartshorne likewise rejected the theory of the nonobjectivity of the divine Subject. It assumes, he declares, that God must be regarded as wholly subject on the erroneous premise that divine simplicity precludes any ability on our part to discriminate distinct facets of divine being (The Logic of Perfection and Other Essays in Neoclassical Metaphysics, pp. 3 ff.). Contrary to Tillich’s claim that the denial of God’s existence protects the radically exceptional reality of Being-itself, Hartshorne notes that “there is as much reason to keep the word ‘existence’ as the word ‘being’ which he (Tillich) employs” (“What Did Anselm Discover?”, p. 325, n. 2).

The whole biblical relationship of belief to objective reality and factuality was improperly inverted by existential philosophers. Existentialists distorted the requirements of biblical thought by their emphasis that the objective existence of God is antithetical to Christian experience and abrogates the need for personal decision. What existentialism demeans in the traditional view as a kind of objectionable “striving for security” actually involves a correlation of personal trust with indispensable cognitive elements. The evangelical call to decision presupposes the external objective reality of the self-revealed God whose disclosure is not merely a matter of immediate punctiliar confrontation enlisting naked faith. Rather, the God of the Bible discloses himself and his purpose objectively in world history and also in the sequence of special redemptive acts climaxed by the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth; he universally addresses mankind through human reason and conscience and especially in the propheticapostolic Scriptures. Oscar Cullmann insists, and rightly, that the distinction between the objective on the one hand and personal faith and decision on the other is not rooted, as many neo-Protestant theologians contend, in “an ‘unconscious,’ antiquated philosophy” that separates object and subject and that existentialist and other theologians influenced by Heidegger have outdated, but rather “is the plain and simple New Testament concept of faith as it is developed especially clearly in Paul. The act of faith itself requires this distinction,” emphasizes Cullmann, if we are to understand faith in the true biblical sense (Salvation in History, p. 321).

No one could have spoken more pointedly and prophetically than did Leonhard Stählin in the last century when he warned that the denial of objective knowledge in religious faith by Kant and Ritschl turns religious truth into mere subjective valuation. Whoever expounds the Christian view of God in a cognitive vacuum forfeits the knowledge credentials of evangelical faith. “Christian faith,” Stählin emphasizes, “involves a theoretical element, notitia: without that, in fact, it would not actually exist. It rests on, or contains within itself, the conviction that its object exists really, objectively. … Were the certain assurance of the objective reality of that to which faith is directed to vanish, faith itself would vanish with it. … To oppose religion to theoretical knowledge, in other words, to the knowledge of objective realities, leads accordingly to the destruction of religious faith, by robbing it of the objective truth which is its very life” (Kant, Lotze and Ritschl: A Critical Examination, pp. 266 ff.). However much Hegel erred in resolving religion into philosophy, he saw more clearly than Kant that meaningful religion must stand in positive relationships to theoretical truth. Ritschl’s theology already incorporates the emphasis that God is not known in his self-existence. In deference to Lotze’s theory that things are known in phenomena, however, Ritschl stressed that God is disclosed in his effects, but even this knowledge, he held, is practical and moral rather than theoretical. Faith knows God not as “self-existent,” but in his active relation to the Kingdom; knowledge of God is correlated with human trust (cf. Theologie und Metaphysik, pp. 8 ff). Although diverging in many directions, Ritschl’s followers retain his insistence on the practical nature of faith-knowledge as opposed to metaphysical-knowledge of God.

The biblical emphases that “in the beginning God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1) and that “he that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him” (Heb. 11:6) invert the existentialist demand for transcending “the subject-object schema,” for these emphases clearly indicate that authentic faith has God’s external, objective existence as its presupposition. That man is “addressed” in his own existence requires first and foremost not that his decision shall creatively shape or contribute to the nature of reality but that he must listen. Indispensable as personal commitment is, man is not excused from striving for objectivity. His commitment may be little more than self-assertion or self-delusion if its decisive ingredient is the self’s inner response. Either man’s faith takes place in a context involving what is truly and objectively the case or all talk of religious reality and knowledge capsizes into subjective confusion.

The reality of God therefore rests upon the logical precondition and revelational factuality of his existence, an existence not dependent upon my personal perception of him. William Hordern rightly insists: “There is a legitimate way to speak ‘objectively’ of God.… When John says that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:16), he is, in the normal meaning of the words, ’speaking about God’ ” (Speaking of God, pp. 156 ff.). The Psalmist writes concerning God: “If I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there” (Ps. 139:8). Yet if one would anywhere volitionally rule out God and prefer to believe in his nonreality it would be in Hades. The objective existence of God is in truth integrally fundamental to the religion of the Bible. Whatever philosophical considerations may motivate those who insist upon the nonobjectivity and nonexistence of God, to deny God’s objective existence is to contradict a basic premise of revelational religion. As James Moffatt commented on the epistle to the Hebrews almost a half century ago: “Belief in the existence of God is (for the author of Hebrews) one of the elementary principles of the Christian religion” (The International Critical Commentary: Hebrews, on Heb. 11:6). In his aptly titled book The God Who Is There, Francis Schaeffer observes that “we are surrounded by a generation that can find ‘no one home’ in the universe,” whereas the Christian knows “the personal God who is there” (The God Who Is There, p. 157). Against the new theology’s denial “that God is there in the historical biblical sense” (ibid., p. 145), he insists that “Christian faith turns on the reality of God’s existence, His being there” (ibid., p. 133).

In short, the living God is objectively existent; he is the God who stands, the eternal “I Am” (Exod. 6:6). Jesus identified the “I Am” as “the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. … the God … of the living” (Matt. 22:32), not simply as God encountered individually and internally only in existential response.

In earlier generations those who assigned God less objective existence than even a grain of sand were acknowledged atheists. More recently, a cadre of neo-Protestant theologians have insisted that the denial of God’s objective existence is the only way to preserve his reality. Neoorthodox theologians held that God as a reality encounters man only on the occasion of personal spiritual response or decision in a cognitive vacuum that implies God’s nonobjectivity and nonexistence. But their misguided emphasis on the supposed cognitive vacuity of religious experience played into the hands of logical positivists who not only rejected the objectivity and existence of God, but stressed the meaninglessness of religious sentences as well. No less than dialectical and existential theologians, logical positivists contended that theology is nonobjectifying. They did so, however, for very different reasons. Because theological assertions differed in content from empirically verifiable statements, assertions about God were declared non-scientific non-sense affirmations that lack any and all meaning. Logical positivism stressed the nontruth character of God-talk rather than its “person-truth.” Dialectical and existential theologians emphasized the noncognitive decision-oriented nature of theological claims; accordingly they exempted faith-affirmations from any need for rational justification. Exploiting this dialectical-existential correlation of divine revelation with inner decision independent of universally shared truth, logical positivists took the next step: they affirmed the merely private or subjective significance of religious assertions.

If Kantian thought in some respects shaped dialectical and existential perspectives, Kant’s critical philosophy also made itself felt in much of the debate that issued in logical positivism. Kant’s theory of knowledge vexed Western thought with questions about the concept of existence. On the one hand, Kant tried to vindicate the objectivity of human knowledge over against Humean skepticism. What gives objective validity to our knowledge of things, argued Kant, is the nature of the human mind itself: man’s cognitive faculty supplies a priori categories or forms through which our otherwise chaotic sense impressions are transformed into universally valid knowledge. On Kant’s theory, causality and substantiality are among these innate forms.

But if this is the case, then it becomes difficult to see—as Kant at times would have us believe—that things-in-themselves existing independently of our knowledge are the cause of our sense impressions, or even that they objectively exist. Kant theorizes that the human mind contributes causality and substantiality to our knowledge experience. The innate elements that constitute knowledge cannot be made an object of independent investigation, for knowledge is a combination of the categories with sensation. We are told that concepts without perceptions are empty while perceptions without concepts are blind. The critical philosophy, therefore, answers Humean skepticism with its epistemology that precludes objective truth about the thing-in-itself. The phenomenal gains universal validity and objectivity only by being subsumed under the necessary forms of human thought. There is no objective knowledge of any reality outside of and independent of human consciousness, no knowledge of the nature of objects considered in themselves. What we know we know only under the conditions of (the innate forms of) time and space, and only as structured by a priori categories supplied by the human knower. What the human mind knows, says Kant, gains its universal validity and necessity from the circumstance that all human reason is universally structured in the same way, that is, by a transcendent ego or schema of knowledge.

Statements which affirm independent existence, such as that the world is, must therefore leave in doubt the metaphysical reality of the subject; for Kant, the thing-in-itself can never become an object of experience. Since he restricts all real knowledge to sense experience, and presupposes the constitutive activity of the human mind, no way remains to know that the thing-in-itself exists independently and objectively. The existence of external things is always an inference from inner perception, and this inner perception presumably is effected by an outer cause. Yet Kant considers cause itself to be an innate form of knowing. Consequently, the source of our impressions can hardly be located in external causation.

In the second edition of the Critique Kant supported the idea that phenomena are more than mere ideas and representations. “The simple but empirically determined consciousness of my own existence,” he wrote, “proves the existence of objects in space outside of me”; moreover, determinations of my existence in time are possible only on “the supposition of the existence of actual things which I perceive outside of myself.” If space and time are forms of perceiving, and exist only in the mind itself, then Kant here seems deliberately to compromise his theory or momentarily to abandon it. Yet by things “outside of me” Kant probably refers to things outside the body, but not outside the mind; the things outside my body are the objects of science. Nonetheless, as Stählin points out, on Kant’s premises “a conclusion from inner perception and phenomenon to the existence of the thing-in-itself is not merely, as Kant concedes, uncertain and doubtful, but unjustifiable, yea, impossible” (Kant, Lotze and Ritschl, p. 25).

While Kant asserts the objective existence of things and distinguishes them from subjective impressions in view of the necessary connection that prevails among objects of experience, his theory of knowledge wholly disallows the objective existence of God. While Kant holds that the idea of God is a necessary conception of reason, he rules out any conclusion that God actually exists as an external metaphysical reality. Knowledge is assertedly a joint product of the innate categories and sense experience; our knowledge is therefore subject to laws that prevent our knowing anything beyond sensations. Since no object congruous to the idea of God can be presented to the senses, no rational basis remains for asserting God’s objective existence. Not even the universality and necessity of the idea of God establishes a rational basis for inferring his actuality.

Kant cannot concede the existence of things-in-themselves, because he restricts our knowledge to our mode or way of representing things; we know nothing outside of this mode, not even that sensations are caused by noumena. Not only is cause a Kantian thought category; reality and existence likewise are innate categories and therefore must not be extended to the noumenal or thing-in-itself. For Kant, then, the thing-in-itself or noumenal is only a limiting concept of negative significance. If inference to the noumenal were possible, then not only knowledge of its bare existence but of its nature and constitution also would be possible. “To maintain that the categories are the necessary forms of the thinking function of the understanding would be absurd, if one were at the same time to represent the understanding as not bound to these forms. On the contrary,” says Stählin in his assessment of Kant, “it is as incapable of temporarily discarding the necessary forms of thought, for the purpose of undertaking an act of thought beyond the limits imposed by its own nature, as the senses are incapable of intuiting anything apart or aside from the forms of intuition, namely, space and time.… The Kantian criticism thus necessarily involves the abolition of the thing-in-itself …” (ibid., p. 275).

It is at this point that European philosophy made the transition from the thing-in-itself to the nonego, and from the transcendental schema to absolute idealism. Over against the idealistic option formulated by Hegel, Kierkegaard and the existentialists tried to rescue significance for the individual self by asserting the subjectivity of knowledge of other selves. The logical positivists, on the other hand, built on Kant’s insistence that the content of valid knowledge comes from sense experience alone and that God is but a regulative idea or subjective postulate. Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore, for example, each reflected in his own way Kant’s emphasis that there is no road from essence to existence, from concept to reality. No way is open, presumably, to turn existence into a predicate or attribute; truths of reason are separated by a great gulf from truths of facts. No a priori reasoning can establish the nature of what is. Empirical verification alone, positivists said, can validate as meaningful (i.e. either true or false) any statement about metaphysical entities.


Only affirmations which are in principle open to falsification by scientific empiricism were considered to be meaningful assertions; except for logical or mathematical tautologies, all assertions not empirically verifiable are held to be meaningless “non-sense” statements. Consequently, only propositions that belong to the natural sciences picture the real world truly; only what is scientifically confirmable can be true. Aside from the merely tautological propositions of formal logic and mathematics (which convey no knowledge of how things are), the only knowledge we have, so it was asserted, comes from external percepts refined by the methodology of science. Since meaningful statements require falsifiability by external perception, the positivist denies in advance that theological claims can be true. Logical positivists, in short, stressed the non-meaningful character rather than the person-truth nature of theological claims concerning an object whose nature as immaterial and invisible Spirit falls necessarily outside the competence of scientific methodology. Since assertions about God cannot be tested by the prescribed empirical methodology, they are discussed as linguistic expressions whose meaning must be cognitively vacuous.

While the positivist effort to discredit metaphysics is now generally conceded to have failed, on many university campuses in Europe and America it registered for half a generation an influence erosive of interest in ontological concerns. Some theologians tried to protect the objectivity of theological assertions by insisting that theology is a form of science whose statements are in principle empirically falsifiable in view of their “eschatological” or end-time verifiability. John Hick and I. M. Crombie stressed that religious beliefs can finally be verified in man’s postmortem life. William T. Blackstone comments that such future verification could not assure the cognitive status of present religious claims, and in fact rests on the disputed assumption that there is an afterlife (The Problem of Religious Knowledge, pp. 16, 122 ff.). The decisive objection to the emphasis that theological claims are “eschatologically” verifiable by scientific requirements is, as Schubert Ogden notes, that it views statements about God’s being and nature as somehow “an actual or potential object of our ordinary sense perception” (The Reality of God, p. 76). No less disconcerting is its needless forfeiture of rational supports for the case for theism in the present time when all humans desperately need to know the truth about God.

Swayed by positivist dogma concerning the nonconceptual status of theology, some writers tried to validate religion in functional or psychological terms. R. G. Braithwaite, for example, asserted that religious statements have no specific intellectual content but express personal “adherence to a policy of action”; in other words, they reflect an orientation of will. They express the asserter’s “intention to follow a specified policy of behaviour. … A Christian’s assertion that God is love” should be understood, Braithwaite contends, as a declaration of “his intention to follow an agapeistic way of life” (An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief, pp. 13 ff.). R. M. Hare held that theological affirmations express no cognitive truth about objective reality and involve no rational explanation of things as they really are; instead, they reflect an inner attitude or “blik” toward the world (New Essays in Philosophical Theology, p. 101). Paul van Buren likewise contended that the Christian message ventures no cognitive statements about God; instead, it expresses toward life a “historical perspective” or human posture that is subject to empirical verification or falsification.

While on the surface positivist theory aimed only to promote a legitimate validation of knowledge-claims, its underlying bias discredited as cognitively irrelevant all theological statements about supraempirical reality. Positivism contended that it is as meaningless to say that God is infinite as to say that he is finite; as meaningless to say he is immutable as to say he is changing; as meaningless to say simply that he is as to say he is Spirit. But its erosion of historic Christianity’s assertions about the objective character of divine reality had no solid basis. Christians themselves insist that the distinctive theological claims simply do not lend themselves to such empirical falsification or verification, and that they cannot and must not be restated in language identical with that of the physical sciences. Positivists superficially oversimplified the realm of truth and meaning. They themselves were unable to agree on their verification principle. Ogden aptly notes that most theologians repudiate positions that require man in his need for truth to live “by the bread of science alone.… They have resisted the pretensions of a narrow positivism, in the conviction that ‘true’ and ‘false’, as we actually use the words, have legitimate applications beyond the limits prescribed” by the champions of ordinary sense perception (The Reality of God, p. 109). But their tenets not only shrank the criteria of truth in a way that cancels in advance the reality of a transcendent God; they thwarted the possibility of doing science as well.

Against positivist dogma a vigorous counterattack was mounted on two fronts: first, criticism of its arbitrary and restrictive knowledge-theory, and second, demands that affirmations of the reality of God be tested by a methodology actually appropriate to theological truth-claims. Many analytic philosophers joined Stephen Toulmin’s protest (An Examination of the Place of Reason in Ethics) against the positivists’ imperious narrowing of reason and meaning. Truth must indeed be one, and must be universally valid, but it need not be established—nor can it—by applying to all of reality a methodology that is relevant to only certain elements of that whole. Truth is validated or invalidated only by criteria of credibility appropriate to its particular object.

The early positivist demand that cognitive meaning be withheld from statements incapable of empirical falsification boomeranged. Positivists were themselves insisting on the intelligibility of many assertions that violated this very criterion. No influential philosopher today holds this indefensible view. Even A. J. Ayer, England’s leading champion of “Vienna Circle” notions, modified his own early positions.

Disengagement from the verifiability theory was provoked by its consequences, its ambiguity, and its self-destructive nature. If the theory “proved” anything about metaphysics, it “proved” far too much to please its own advocates: the demand for sense-verifiability, if valid, reduced to unintelligible nonsense not only assertions about God and the supernatural, but also affirmations about justice and love and human rights, statements about psychological referents such as the self, memory experiences and the will, references to past historical events, and even to the so-called laws of empirical science.

How can we equate verifiability and meaning, critics asked, since we investigate the meaning of words but verify propositions as true or false?

No less vexing was the growing confusion over the theory itself. To the positivist complaint that metaphysicians talk nonsense, Wittgenstein early added the further contention that they also misunderstand the logic of language; Ayer compounded logical positivism with philosophical analysis. In later years Wittgenstein discarded the analytic theory of meaning and Ayer finally shifted the basis of his repudiation of metaphysics from logical impossibility to empirical skepticism.

But more embarrassing still was the self-refuting character of the verifiability-theory. Its test of meaning discredited the theory itself as nonsense since it is neither tautological nor empirically verifiable. Any theory of knowledge or of reality that cannot get underway without begging the question is suspect; the validity of conclusions can only be commensurate with the logical adequacy of the foundations on which those conclusions finally rest. Denial of any basis of truth and meaning to all nonempirical claims invalidated the positivistic theory itself by positivistic criteria.

To require that an assertion about God the divine Spirit be empirically falsifiable (or formally analytic) was to force upon that assertion an inappropriate canon of verification. Spiritual realities are neither empirically falsifiable nor verifiable. Hegel said (specifically of Kant): “Who could ever have imagined that philosophy would deny reality and truth to the intelligibilia, simply because they are destitute of the temporally and spiritually determined matter of sense?” (The Science of Logic, Vol. II, p. 21). To insist on empirically establishing propositions in formal logic and mathematics would be less arbitrary than to insist, as a condition of cognitive significance, that supra-empirical realities be empirically falsifiable. Counterfeit reasons for unbelief sooner or later are summoned to court. No view of reality can satisfy the demands either of reason or of experience if, on the basis of prejudiced criteria, it prelabels assertions about God’s being and nature as cognitively vacuous. The bold attempt of logical positivism to discredit Christian supernaturalism on the basis of empirical verifiability-theory abruptly thrust aside as futile and useless the centuries-long debate over God’s reality and nature, whether carried on between the great world religions, by divergent schools of philosophy, or by the theology of revelation.

The unfavorable contrast that credits scientific statements as objectifying and discredits theological statements as nonobjectifying and nonsensical is prejudiced on both counts. The claim that science deals with impersonal things does not in and of itself prove that scientific statements define objective reality. Science copes only with what is sensorily perceived and not directly with objective structure. In the physical sciences, objectivity or nonobjectivity turns upon supra-perceptual considerations, no less than does the determination of whether theological assertions are nonobjectifying. To insist, therefore, that metaphysical claims are necessarily nonobjectifying would at the same time disqualify all scientific statements that presume to characterize objectively real structures. Theological thought does indeed differ in method, and theological language in content, from the methodology and terminology of modern science. But that fact in no way establishes theological reflection as inherently nonobjectifying. Ogden insists and rightly that “Theology is in its own way scientific;… its statements in their most proper part are assertions about God and his action; and … the justification of these assertions, so far as they are rationally justifiable at all, can only be a metaphysical justification” (The Reality of God, p. 98).

Nor does the evident fact of disagreement among theologians finally decide what is cognitively true, any more than does disagreement among scientists. Theological speculation and reflection, like scientific reflection, is not to be credited or discredited simply according to current philosophical fashions; the evidence is indispensable, and the test of logical consistency wholly appropriate. Among empirical scientists the main expectation of scientific progress depends upon continuing revision of their theories. Consequently they hesitate to impose absolute claims upon empirical limitations, and avoid the prideful arrogance of naturalistic theorists who would illicitly attach the prestige of empirical methodology to antisupernaturalist dogma.

The whole weight of historic Christianity opposes the recent concessions by many theologians to existential or positivist theories that approve of the noncognitive character of religious claims. There is no sound basis for positivist pretensions that would limit meaningful assertions to mathematics and the empirical sciences. Yet the widening withdrawal of philosophers from positivist commitments has not issued in any new wave of metaphysical theory or philosophical theology. Marxists and neo-Thomists energetically affirm rival descriptions of the metaphysical reality, and some neo-Christians have revived process theology as an alternative. Many scholars probe the epistemological possibility of metaphysical assertions only formally. The distinction between philosophy as theory and philosophy as activity or critical analysis is, however, now acknowledged to be arbitrary, inasmuch as anyone who declares the role of philosophy to be the clarifying of linguistic meaning acts on a philosophical theory. In an essay on “The Metamorphosis of Metaphysics,” John Wisdom, while asserting the value of metaphysics as both illuminating and misleading, continues to reject its role in superempirical description (Paradox and Discovery, 1965).

This strategic situation disengages philosophy and theology from their longstanding interest in the existence and reality of God. Instead of emboldening the positivist disavowal of all metaphysical assertions as nonsense, the exasperating contradictions of modern philosophers and theologians ought to have encouraged a new probing of divine revelation and of metaphysical affirmation based on an adequate theory of religious knowledge. Neo-Protestant theology had regrettably forfeited the possibility of this alternate option by its devastating anti-intellectual compromises of historic Christian theology.

Modern theology has gone into costly debt to secular philosophy. The carrying charge has been the loss of special divine revelation as a rational category involving valid truth about the living God. Theology followed modern rationalism in assimilating Christianity to speculative theism, which first diluted the principle of special revelation into general revelation and then finally surrendered both to human insight. This trend, which got underway with Aquinas’s deferment of an appeal to revelation, was stimulated by Descartes, and found its boldest expression in Hegelian idealism in which man participates directly and immediately in the divine mind. Hume and Kant had set severe limits to the metaphysical competence of human reason by radically removing God from rational knowability. Kant’s epistemology excludes any possibility of divine revelation either in external phenomena or in internal experience. Dialectical and existential restatements of Christianity failed to overcome Kant’s radical break with intelligible divine revelation. Despite their efforts to promote faith, recent modern theologians could therefore offer a choice only between two unrewarding alternatives: either metaphysical affirmation on the basis of rationalistic speculation, or metaphysical agnosticism on the premise of noncognitive revelation.

Behind the loss of intelligible, objective divine revelation lay the growing Continental insistence on the subjectivity of God. Supposedly Christian theologians, declaring that God’s reality is to be known only in personal confrontation and nonconceptual decision, repudiated objective knowledge of the God of the Bible. How much of this twentieth-century development was indirectly encouraged by Ritschl whose theology reigned during the last quarter of the nineteenth century is often overlooked. Over against Kant’s denial of all metaphysical knowledge, Ritschl honored Lotze’s emphasis that God is revealed in his manifestations. At the same time, Ritschl insisted that we never know the thing-in-itself—a clear concession to Kant—but know the thing only in its effects. No doubt Ritschl intended to espouse knowledge of an objective God grounded in God’s revelational activity, particularly in Jesus of Nazareth through whom we know God as Redeeming Father. But Ritschl’s dichotomy of science (all truth and no value) versus religion (all value and no truth) undermined the revelational truths basic to evangelical orthodoxy.

His theory of religious truth (that revelation kindles not theoretical knowledge but personal value-judgments leading to obedience) correlates the revelation of God with our moral response and excludes universally valid cognitive knowledge of God in his objective existence. Thus Ritschlian theology prepared the way, in part at least, for the dialectical-existential emphasis that personal awareness of God’s reality requires a rejection of his objective existence. Barth and Bultmann both correlate revelation with divine subjectivity and individual response. While God is said to disclose himself, revelation nevertheless is no longer a mental concept but is connected with obedience; God’s divine disclosure of truths, that is, communication of valid information about himself and his will, is forfeited. Thus the response-oriented theology contended that the living God is revealed personally, not propositionally or intelligibly in universally shareable truths. All external disclosure of God in nature and history is rejected—all rational revelation also, even to the very prophets and apostles who profess to speak God’s thoughts and words. The case for the living God was completely concentrated in direct personal confrontation and response, and the biblical witness was deployed in support of this confrontation.

What positivists were saying against philosophical statements about God’s existence, transcendence and other divine qualities—presumably on the ground of verifiability-theory—the anticonceptual theologians were saying presumably on the ground of the intrinsic nature of divine revelation.

If the attachment of Christianity to speculative idealism encouraged logical positivists to impugn theology as imaginative nonsense, certainly the detachment of special revelation from valid universal truths offered no effective resistance to the secular derogation of metaphysics. Forfeiture of all objective, cognitive disclosure of transcendent and supernatural reality led on to the God-is-dead theology which proceeded to surrender God himself as a transcendent reality. Empirical verification by the scientific method was declared the decisive modern criterion of knowledge. The death-of-God movement in the United States gained impetus mainly among scholars conditioned by the anticonceptual kerygmatic theology of the Continent. Van Buren’s dismissal of Christian confidence in revealed knowledge of the transcendent God prepared for his reduction of Christianity to an alternate “secular theology” (The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, pp. 199 f.). By invoking the test of empirical perception used by modern physical science, van Buren denuded supernatural theology; yet not even the most broadly stretched concept of empirical verification will validate the values of love and freedom that he definitively connects with Jesus and retains as the heart of the Gospel (ibid., pp. 106, 171). While van Buren professes to justify a permanent role for the values he associates with the Nazarene, the Cambridge anthropologist Edmund Leach, in his 1967 Reith Lectures, wholly ignored Jesus and urged contemporary scientists themselves to “play God” (A Runaway World?).

That neo-Protestant theology strenuously insisted on God’s reality must not mislead us, however, since “reality” is capable of multiple meanings. Humanists and logical positivists speak not of God’s ontological reality but of the functional significance of the God-idea. Nowhere does the Bible separate the reality of God from his intelligible self-revelation, from his action in the external world, from the factual truth of his objective existence. While the biblical writers insist that God for us is appropriated only by faith they insist just as firmly that God objectively exists and acts outside ourselves. Throughout Scripture God is declared to exist in and for himself, irrespective of man’s subjective decisions. Modern existential assertions about God, however, were predicated on an explicit rejection of such divine objectivity and existence, and of valid cognitive information about the supernatural world.

Neo-Protestant theology had tried to reinforce the meaning and worth of spiritual-personal reality despite the scientific-technological context of contemporary Western civilization. Our vastly expanded scientific insights, expressed in quantitative mathematical formulas, dwarf man as an individual to a speck of dust in the immense galaxies, a frail reed amid the powerful forces of the cosmos. Existential theology championed man’s personal significance by emphasizing his private subjective life in the midst of the objective reality of the world. Although nature was routinely reducible to formulas of predictable, controllable behavior, man, it stressed, could not be assimilated to this world-process. Asserting his will over against nature, he finds distinctive transcendent selfhood. I-Thou knowledge is not reducible to I-it knowledge, said existentialists. I-Thou knowledge is truth of a different order, personal and subjective. The subjectivity of God, it was said, can be known only in personal response or inner decision. As the reality of God was located outside the realms of objective existence and universal reason, so also was reality of the individual man; in his faith-decision man transcends the impersonal world of scientific objects, so readily known in mathematical routines, and finds his own authentic existence in responsive trust alone apart from cognitive knowledge.

In thus separating faith from rational validity and objective reality, and centering it instead in inner existential decision, neo-Protestant theology lost the reality of both God and man in subjectivity, and risked entirely the loss of shared meaning. Both atheistic existentialism and logical positivism, and, in turn, death-of-God theology, disparaged the transcendent God as a phantom that even recent theologians declared void of objective existence, and of which they disclaimed cognitive knowledge. Existential theology thus proved self-destructive. If the event involved in the process of revelation is not an objective reality, can it be other than simply a change in man’s subjective consciousness? What reality has God if his objective existence serves only as a threat to faith? What reality has man if his authentic existence or new being requires trust drained of valid knowledge?

Some counter-theory is necessary if we are to avoid an unwitting personal nihilism and the loss of the meaningful existence and reality both of God who succumbs under a thousand qualifications and of the human self. Such a counter-theory can point in either of two directions. One is evangelical theism with its emphasis on the objective reality of God and of the world as his creation. The other is radically secular theology which deplores the withdrawal of man from objective existence as the requisite of spiritual decision and affirms that only the reality of the world must be restored to faith as an objective concern. To rescue contemporary man from nihilist consequences of a subjectivized religious reality, radical secular theology emphasizes the reality of the world as an object of faith, and focuses human decision and action upon the cosmos and history.

The concentration of dialectical-existential theology on inner divine revelation had led to a divorcement of the world and the social order from God-response. Karl Barth launched kingdom-concerns into the stratosphere of superhistory; Rudolf Bultmann, on the other hand, located revelation wholly in the essentiality of the individual and expounded the meaning of existence not in relation to the world but over against it. Only in the punctiliar moment of response to vertical revelation, in a wholly private internal divine encountering of the isolated individual, is revelation a reality. Authentic self-understanding arises in segregation from the world, history and society.

In opposition to this unhistorical and individualistic emphasis, critically radical theology stresses the objective reality of the world. Man’s bodily concerns no less than his spiritual response are related to the spheres of creation and redemption. Humans live in a social order, and their world of decision includes not only internal private historicity but also the panorama of events that requires a response at social frontiers. The objectively real world makes pressing claims upon human decision. But radical theology lifts these cosmic-historical concerns to priority, perpetuates a cognitive vacuum in respect to divine being, and leaves in doubt the objective existence of the transcendent supernatural. Only in the service of this world is man said to serve God, only in loving his neighbor is he said to love God. God speaks, we are told, not in the inner arena of isolated subjective response; he speaks today in the external world—in revolution, in demonstrations and riots, in the picket lines and wherever else the status quo is challenged and a new earth is in the making. Authentic existence is to be found only in bold social involvement and the forced changing of the inherited structures.

The irrelevance of the reality of God to social renewal was bluntly affirmed by Leon Watts, area program counselor for the New York City presbytery of the United Presbyterian Church. In Renewal magazine, of which he was associate editor, Watts asserts as a “somewhat tenuous proposition … that the existence or the nonexistence of God, belief or nonbelief in God, are not crucial and critical to our times” (September-October, 1969, issue, p. 13). In this view, he adds, “that the existence or the nonexistence of God is immaterial and irrelevant, those who center their energies upon defining the existence are just as irrelevant as those who seek to deny the existence of God. It just does not matter. This assumption … places reconciliation in a revolutionary context” (p. 16). Watts thus detaches the problem of human reconciliation from the reality of God, gives reconciliation a wholly secular and sociological sense, and commends a revolutionary approach to social change.

However important social engagement is, to rest it on such theological nebulosity is self-destructive. The current secular restoration of a social dimension of objective existence to man’s experience is now often ambiguously and hence vulnerably correlated with spiritual sanctions. Having been told that God speaks, we are nonetheless disallowed cognitive knowledge of who or what God is, and not told in valid truths precisely what he is alleged to say. Despite the commendable secular concern for human rights, the secular evolutionary theory can guarantee neither universal nor enduring human rights, nor can it provide norms for definition. Secular religion lacks revelational criteria to distinguish the divine from the demonic in its promotion of social revolution; the notion of good violence soon loses moral answerability. Its sponsors fall into such curious contradictions as repudiating coercion or force in international affairs while endorsing it in domestic matters. Secular theology is a reaction to a reaction, and hence it has no stable future. Contemporary theology will sooner or later channel into equally objectionable correctives, including extreme forms of mysticism and pietism. The one truly hopeful and promising alternative to theological prodigality is a return to the secure foundations of biblical theism.

Alarmed by the existential evaporation of the reality of God, even some dialectical theologians have reemphasized the existence and being of God as an indispensable Christian tenet. But the departure from the evangelical insistence on God’s objective intelligible self-revelation weakens this welcome adjustment of belief.

Despite early strictures against the rational conception of divine being, Barth later asserted that being and existence can be ascribed both to God and to the creation without any disparagement of the uniqueness of God: “The Existence of God,” he writes, “is the criterion of general existence. … The objective reality of all beings apart from him is such that it can also be conceived as not existing …” (Church Dogmatics, III/1, pp. 5 ff.; cf. pp. 350 ff.; cf. Fides quarens intellectum, p. 154). Barth seems here to withdraw the emphasis on God’s Subjectivity which by compressing revelation into personal response excludes universally valid knowledge of him. But even the later Barth affirmed that only an internal miracle of grace, only special revelation, renders man’s concepts of God cognitively adequate. The existence of God, then, is not an affirmation ventured on the basis of general revelation, nor does special revelation constitute it a universally valid truth. Helmut Gollwitzer likewise—asserting that “it is a sign of grace that we can predicate the words ‘being’ and ‘existence’ both of God and the creation, without detriment to their totaliter aliter in the two references” (The Existence of God as Confessed by Faith, p. 211)—deprives the assertion of God’s existence of any basis in general revelation and connects it with personal conviction grounded in internal divine confrontation.

Do such formulations really overcome the loss of God’s objective existence that issues from the dialectical-existential emphasis on God as Subject? We know God, to be sure, only through his self-revelation; what we may say authoritatively about God depends on his self-disclosure. This precludes our speaking objectively of God-in-himself as a verdict that he exists wholly apart from any and all divine relations to mankind. God is indeed the Subject behind whom we cannot thrust ourselves, whose secrets we cannot penetrate. God’s revelational self-disclosure is therefore the heartbeat of Christian knowledge. Evangelical theists share Barth’s complaint against medieval scholastic distortion of the living God into the immovable object of Greek metaphysics. Recent Continental theology was formally right, moreover, in rejecting speculative “proofs” of the reality of God, and in reasserting the centrality of divine revelation. The Bible centers the case for supernatural theism in God who reveals himself; no-where does it seek to establish God’s existence through inferences from the world or from man’s inner experiences.

But more must be said, for existential champions of divine-human encounter repudiated rational metaphysics on presuppositions that distorted the scriptural understanding of both revelation and reason.

God’s existence is indeed not simply a conceptuality borrowed from the creation, a semantic conferment projected back on the Creator. With a bit of caution we may even say with Gollwitzer: “In the sense our ‘is’ propositions have elsewhere, God is not” (The Existence of God as Confessed by Faith, p. 206). God’s objectivity is not akin to that of inanimate objects; his existence is not reducible to that of dependent creatures. The Bible warns against confusing God’s reality with that of man-made images (Exodus 20) or with created things (Romans 1). Evangelical theology insists on this vast difference between God and creatures, God and the world, as much as idealistic, pantheistic, and humanistic theories abridge it.

But God is, for all that. Hebrews 11:6, for all the misguided derogation of this text as the “most Greek passage in the New Testament,” is nonetheless a safer guide through this controversy over God’s existence or non-“existence” than most recent German theology. The text in Hebrews yields not an inch to an existential theology that would dismiss God’s objective being as rationalistic speculation and allow God who is only a mythological function in expounding the subjectivity of human existence.

The Christian says God is to emphasize not simply that more than the world is, but that other than the world is, and indeed, that only because God is, the world that need not be, and would not be, is. In Gollwitzer’s words, “In the face of this disproportionality between the being of God and the being of the world the wonder of the creation consists precisely in the fact that he, who alone ‘is’ from eternity to eternity, calls into being that which is not…” (ibid., p. 210).

Only by recognizing God’s objective existence and objective revelation can we fully honor the biblical emphasis on God’s disclosure in the cosmos, history, conscience and Scripture itself. God’s universal or general revelation is thus seen as integral to his intelligible self-disclosure and as correlated with the scriptural understanding of revelation, and not submerged in internal noncognitive confrontation and response. To insist that I-Thou relationships demand an affirmation of God’s non-“objectivity” and non-“existence”—that is, that God is a Being whose existence is not objectively ascertainable—arbitrarily imposes upon the Bible the novel modern theory that God’s reality is a subjective existential phenomenon only. Gollwitzer correctly protests Ferdinand Ebner’s emphasis that we cannot speak of God as the object of faith’s knowledge. In Ebner’s words: “To speak of God in the third person means to speak ‘as if he were not there’ ” (Das Wort und die geistigen Realitäten, p. 220; cited by Gollwitzer, The Existence of God as Confessed by Faith, p. 212, n. 2). Not to define “faith’s knowledge” in relation to God’s objective and intelligible self-disclosure is to subvert the teaching of the Bible. Only the reaffirmation of God’s objective disclosure, in nature and history, and in the prophetic-apostolic conceptions and propositions of Scripture, can preserve even Barth’s highest intentions when he writes: “God is who He is in His works. He is the same even in Himself, even before and after and over His works, and without them. They are bound to Him, but He is not bound to them. … In His works He is revealed as the One He is” (Church Dogmatics, II/1, p. 260). Evangelical theology has every reason and duty to challenge the compromise of God’s objectivity and existence inherent in existential and dialectical religious theory.

We must therefore move far beyond an elemental recognition that all that we properly say of God must have its basis in his own revelation, to the exposition of God’s objective being; we must move, in short, from epistemology to ontology, from threshold considerations to theology proper. The essential theological confession that God is means little unless we can affirm what or who God is. Existence merely as such is a nebulous if not meaningless term. A dog exists. Even hallucinations exist; they are real. Devotees of various religions claim their gods exist. The god some naturalists adduce exists as a part of the universe. The important concern therefore is not simply whether God exists, but what is God?

Through revelation he is self-disclosed as the God who is before and beyond as well as in his revelation: he is God who is, not merely God who comes or God who becomes. “He that cometh to God must believe that he is and that he is a rewarder…” (Heb. 11:6). Neither our cognitive belief nor our trustful response constitutes his is-ness; rather, his is-ness legitimizes our belief and requires our response. The whole of theology aims to say nothing less and much more than that God is. “I believe in God…” is the indispensable foreword in the lifeline of theological exposition. What comprises theology is the delineation of this one divine Reality, the objective existent God, and of the implications of his revelation of himself. Only because the word and deed of God provide an objectively intelligible revelation of God and his purposes are we justified in contemplating his being and perfections, and, indeed, are we obliged to do so. Otherwise, instead of venturing broad and impressive generalities about God’s existence, or fashioning high rhetoric about God’s perfections, we had best let well enough alone, and maintain discreet silence. In the absence of intelligible objective revelation all assertions about the objectivity and existence of God must sooner or later collapse into subjectivity. Non-conceptual alternatives to evangelical theism simply prepare the way, however contrary may be their intention, for secular theologians who, like Paul van Buren, insist that dispensing with the existence of God does no violence to the essence of Christianity (The Secular Meaning of the Gospel). Precisely the opposite is the case: to forfeit the objective existence of God is to forfeit Christianity, to malign truth, to stifle love, to shrivel hope, to make a mockery of faith.

What Christianity claims above all else to know on the basis of the prophetic-apostolic word and of the incarnation of Christ is the revelation of God. The God of the Bible is the timeless “I Am” (Exod. 6:3, NEB). He is God eternal: “Before me there was no god fashioned nor ever shall be after me. I am the Lord, I myself …” (Isa. 43:10 f., NEB). He is Elohim who calls the world into being. “Thus says the Lord, the creator of the heavens, who is God, who made the earth and fashioned it and himself fixed it fast. … I am the Lord, there is no other” (Isa. 45:18, NEB). “Hear me, Jacob, and Israel whom I called; I am he; I am the first, I am the last also With my own hands I founded the earth …” (Isa. 48:12 f.). He is Yahweh who manifests his redemptive presence and power. To Moses he declares, “I am the God of your forefathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Exod. 3:6)…. “I am with you” (Exod. 3:12).

Psalm 139 proclaims “the God who is there” not simply as an existential affirmation, but as the self-revealed ontological presupposition of man’s existence and destiny. “Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid thine hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain unto it. Whither shall I go from thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there. … If I say, Surely the darkness shall cover me; even the night shall be light about me. … For thou hast possessed my reins: thou hast covered me in my mother’s womb. … My substance was not hid from thee, when I was made in secret, and curiously wrought in the lowest parts of the earth. Thine eyes did see my substance, yet being unperfect; and in thy book all my members were written, which in continuance were fashioned, when as yet there was none of them…” (Ps. 139:5–8, 11, 13, 15–16). The notion that God is real for man only on the condition of subjective responsive trust makes a shambles of these verses. The objectively existing One is inescapably real even in hell, where man would be least likely to welcome intensive encounter with the living God. Even before birth, and before self-consciousness, before conception itself, the objectively real God works out his providential purposes in the created order. The self-revealing God is God who is; our being and reality are conditioned on his being and reality, and not vice versa.





2.
The Being and Coming and Becoming of God

FROM THE VERY FIRST the Bible designates God as the transcendent ground of the universe. It depicts him as the eternal Sovereign who voluntarily comes to create the world and man, and comes also to redeem and to judge his creation. Yahweh not only announces a prospect of salvation, but in dramatic fulfillment of his prophetic promise God also becomes what he was not, namely, the God-man of Nazareth.

When revealed religion speaks of God’s essential being, of his “coming” in condescension, and of his “becoming” in history, it differs profoundly from secular philosophy which frequently uses similar terms to portray divine Reality. We must therefore expound the basic differences between Christianity and contemporary views in regard to God’s being, coming and becoming.

Long after Moses and the Hebrew prophets declared Yahweh to be the self-revealed creator and preserver of the cosmos, the ruler of men and nations who acts personally in history for the salvation of his people, the early Greek sages were still trying to discover the one permanent principle of unity and being that could explain the world’s diversity and change. These ancient philosophers considered divine being and divine becoming to be absolute antitheses. They disagreed among themselves as to what constitutes a rational explanation of the universe; in the absence of revelation some conceived the necessary first principle in hylozoistic terms, others in material or mechanical, and still others in mental terms; a few dispensed entirely with any insistence on immutable being (ousia) and instead affirmed the ultimacy of temporal change or becoming (genesis). Greek philosophers struggled ingeniously with the problem of the one and the many, but, for all their ingenuity, they found no satisfactory answer.

Greek philosophy got underway in the sixth century B.C. with Thales (636–542 B.C.). At that time the Milesian school of nature-philosophy, concerned mainly with identifying the basic stuff of the world, defined the immutable ground of the universe in nontheistic terms. Thales proposed water as the ultimate source from which all else supposedly evolved, Anaximander projected an infinite indeterminate matter, and Anaximenes suggested air or mist.

The Eleatic philosopher Parmenides (c. 475 B.C.) totally denied the reality of becoming, however, and declared that immutable being is the first principle and, indeed, is all there is. Zeno later became his disciple, although Parmenides’ immediate successors tried to explain change rather than to dismiss and deny it. Yet despite its insistence that being is the ultimate explanatory principle Greek philosophy from the fifth century onwards evidenced no knowledge of Hebrew monotheism. Alongside his dismissal of the world of change and diversity as mere appearance, Parmenides’ postulation of changeless being involved acceptance of an impersonal unifying first principle.

Some thinkers, who on the other hand emphasized change or becoming, discerned the supernatural only dimly. Heraclitus (525–475 B.C.) identified the one original element of the universe as fire, and affirmed that everything changes except the law of change; this law he designated Logos. Empedocles, Anaxagoras and Democritus reaffirmed diversity by expounding rival theories of pluralism. Empedocles considered the elements both immutable and qualitatively different; Anaxagoras rejected the belief that anything comes into being or is destroyed; Democritus explained all existence in terms of atoms and empty space. According to Democritus and Leucippus, the universe is divided into an infinity of immutable and indivisible fragments of matter that change only in their external spatial relationships; they considered the atoms to be unchangeable except as to position.

The classic Greek philosophers in turn expounded a role for both being and becoming, but related them unconvincingly in a variety of revision-destined alternatives. Certain of their emphases show some similarity to the teaching of Moses that the universe has its ground in a supernatural mind. Their representations of being, however, and of its relations to the world and man, differ from Hebrew theism in many respects, not only in regard to the nature of God, but also in the striking absence of any doctrine of creation, sin, redemption, and God’s salvific activity in history. Plato distinguishes between being or the world of thought and becoming or the world of sense; as John Burnet puts it, only the objects of thought are said to be, while all else is becoming and cannot be said to be at all (Greek Philosophy. Thales to Plato, p. 126). In his proposed course of study for the Academy, as set forth in the Republic, Plato promotes the soul’s continuing contemplation of being rather than of becoming, although he does guide the philosopher into, out of, and back into the cave (Book VII). Plato also contrasts becoming with not-being and ascribes it “a place intermediate between pure being and the absolute negation of being” (cf. The Republic of Plato, Book 5, 477). By so doing he makes becoming a mixture of the real and the unreal, a mixture that escapes unreality insofar as it partakes of the real. For Plato, eternal Ideas are immutable logical essences to which he subordinates the sphere of change; in the Timaeus he contrasts, as two coexisting realms, that which “always is and has no becoming” with “that which is always becoming and never is.”

Aristotle conceived being or primary substance as consisting not of universal Ideas but rather of concrete individuals or substances that develop from potentiality to actuality. Metaphysics, he held, is concerned with “being qua being”—being in general—not with beings in particular (Metaphysics, Book 4, Chapter 1, in The Works of Aristotle). The Prime Mover and formal cause of all change in the world, he said, is itself unmoved (The Works of Aristotle: Metaphysics, Book 4, 256a). Aristotle’s philosophy, in which the Unmoved Mover coexists with a world of change in passage from potentiality to actuality, is sometimes said to anticipate the “open future” affirmed by contemporary process theology. Yet Aristotle’s determinism in no way regards the world, as a whole, to be evolutionary; Aristotle considers the same species to have always existed. Even more strenuously the ancient scholars resisted any view of dynamic process in which change is the very essence of reality and constantly transforms itself into what is qualitatively different.

Plotinus subsequently resorted to divine emanation in order to correlate the realm of timeless being with that of changing phenomena: for him change and succession characterize a level of emanation lower than the divine One. Like Plato, Plotinus considers the temporal to be an imperfect image of the eternally perfect.

In formulating their doctrine of God many medieval theologians—Jewish and Islamic philosophers as well as Roman Catholic Scholastics—were influenced by the Greek philosophical controversy over being and becoming. In regard to this important medieval development we will only note for the moment the immense influence of Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica. In it he orients the doctrine of the immutability of the God of the Bible to Greek philosophical motifs and develops theistic doctrine more in Greek than in Judeo-Christian biblical categories.

From ancient through medieval times, and even into the early modern period of philosophy, most Western systems have assigned priority to being and have given only a subordinate rank to becoming. Yet the history of secular philosophy, as Milič Čapek remarks, has been notably “dominated by the antinomy of Being and Becoming” (“Change,” in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. 2, p. 76). Because ancient and medieval philosophical rationalism failed to relate the eternal and the temporal realms satisfactorily, the problem was bequeathed to modern thinkers. In discussing ultimate reality, the moderns tended to obscure the relevance of God-in-his-revelation even more than had the medieval scholastics. The boldest of the early modern efforts to adjust the antinomies of being and becoming took the form of pantheistic monism. This was developed in different ways, all indebted in one or another respect to ancient conjectural notions such as Parmenides’ Being, Plato’s Ideas, Aristotle’s Prime Mover or Plotinus’s One. Yet the monadology of Leibniz, the pantheism of Spinoza and the idealism of Kant and his followers all tried to coordinate the eternal and the temporal, the changeless and the changing. Hegel, by emphasizing both the Absolute’s timelessness and the historical character of reality, stimulated the rise of conflicting schools of thought that on the one hand affirmed the eternal immutability and perfection of the universe, and on the other the dynamic nature of all reality. At the end of the nineteenth century F. H. Bradley disputed the view that change and time are real and once again championed static monism.

The widespread philosophical notion that immutable eternal being requires repudiating the temporal and the changing as illusion prompted a reactionary counter-movement. Reaffirming finite existence, change and diversity, it disputed the very existence of timeless immutable being. And now, profoundly interested in the themes of time, change and succession—which are among the most persuasive aspects of man’s introspective and sensory experience—the modern scientific era concentrates on transitory phenomenal reality and is prone to dismiss the supernatural as myth.

The impact of earlier empiricists like Locke, Berkeley and especially Hume, and of Kantian and post-Kantian idealists, all of whom considered sense experience decisive for cognitive knowledge, eroded any rational basis for affirming the supernatural. The controversy over being and becoming thus soon tilted strongly in favor of process and change; indeed, as Čapek observes, “the reaffirmation of change and the exploration of its structure is a salient feature of contemporary thought” (“Change,” The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, p. 78). Secular philosophy today still dialogues over being and/or becoming in the setting of Parmenides and Heraclitus, or of Hegel or Marx and Dewey, while it largely ignores the biblical alternative posed by Moses and Isaiah and by Jesus and Paul. Besides traditional Thomistic expositions, Paul Tillich’s doctrine of being—or being itself (esse ipsum) as he characterized it—was aggressively promulgated in neo-Protestant circles. Thinkers who granted even limited importance to the biblical doctrine of the God of creation can no longer affirm ultimate being without affirming also the reality of the finite universe.

Defining God as the “Ground of all being”—the ultimate or absolute or unconditioned that transcends everything concrete and finite (Systematic Theology, Vol. I, p. 211)—Tillich stressed that God is not “a being alongside or above others” but rather is “being-itself” (ibid., p. 236), “the power of resisting non-being” (ibid., p. 236). Tillich’s promotion of being-itself as the only nonsymbolic statement that we can make about God soon proved futile, however; his very denial that our predications about God’s nature are literal soon drove him to compromise claims for the literal objective reality of being-itself (Vol. II, p. 9).

Specially noteworthy is Tillich’s denial that divine revelation uncovers the true deity. Such a premise would presuppose a personal God, a reality that Tillich disallows; for him divine personality is only something symbolic. Like earlier secular philosophers Tillich bases his argument for divine being instead upon philosophical reasoning: “… if we speak of the actuality of God, we first assert that he is not God if he is not being-itself. Other assertions about God can be made theologically only on this basis” (Vol. I, p. 238 f.). One can readily understand why Tillich expounds and even exaggerates similarities between Platonism and Christianity (Vol. II, p. 23) and in fact regards Plato’s views as the key to a proper understanding of Christianity (Vol. I, p. 163). While Tillich does indeed emphasize revelation that functions through the divine logos indwelling man, his conception of revelation is more like existential intuition. As Kenneth Hamilton observes, Tillich disallows any unambiguous revelation by God (The System and the Gospel. A Critique of Paul Tillich, p. 67).

We object to Tillich’s exposition not because he insists that philosophers from Parmenides to Hegel have necessarily been preoccupied with ontology, and that all sound theology must be ontologically informed. We object, rather, to his conjectural analysis of “the structure of being” that forfeits the rational content of divine revelation, lacks authoritative basis in God’s self-disclosure, and grossly misconceives the being of God. As Hamilton says, “when God is called the infinite power of being to resist the threat of non-being, a most definite content is given the word God—a content derived wholly from the definition of God as being-itself over against finite existence. There is no evidence to suggest that the Christian message about God revealed in Jesus Christ, or any other specifically Christian statement, enters the picture at all” (The System, p. 123). Taken on its own merit, the notion of being-itself is not a self-evident or necessary conception; Tillich’s distillation of absolute being by philosophical analysis depends not upon logical demonstration but more upon creative and conjectural revision of features borrowed from the Judeo-Christian view and even more from traditional secular metaphysics. The difference is like day and night between a view that founds its analysis of the human situation upon an obedient hearing of divine revelation and one that proceeds from human initiative, investigation and illumination. To hear it said that being-itself is not simply “one being among others” may sound to undiscerning evangelicals like the music of heaven; but when Tillich insists that God precedes the subject-object structure of being he actually echoes not the cadences of eternity but rather the familiar cadences of Kierkegaard.

Moreover, much as Tillich denies being a pantheist in the sense of identifying God with the universe, he implies nothing less than pantheism by his monistic view of reality. God cannot be conceived without the universe of which he is the ground. Charles Hartshorne notes that Tillich considers the doctrine of God’s pure actuality to be erroneous (Systematic Theology, Vol. I, pp. 84, 153) and “wishes to transcend the old theology of God as Being in the exclusive sense (negative of becoming) … by recognizing, ’symbolically’ at least, a polarity in deity (or in being-itself) of infinite and finite, potential and actual, fixed being and becoming” (“Tillich’s Doctrine of God,” in The Theology of Paul Tillich, ed. by Charles W. Kegley and Robert W. Bretall, p. 166). It is curious, of course, that, for a time at least, Tillich presumed to speak literally of being-itself but only symbolically of being-in-process. Actually, his view places all affirmations about God beyond intelligible reach; on the basis of his own premises Tillich must exempt symbolic predications about God from logical tests, and hence, one would think, from logical significance as well.

Also resisting the contemporary reduction of all reality to natural processes and events are a number of process philosophers; they hold that God is literally a personal deity whose being is immutable in some respects but changing or growing in others. This view, for which Schubert Ogden became a prominent spokesman (The Reality of God and Other Essays), has links to such earlier conceptions as Henri Bergson’s élan vital, Alfred North Whitehead’s metaphysics of events, and C. Lloyd Morgan’s emergent evolution. It has gained support from a limited circle of mediating scholars who claim to speak broadly for Judeo-Christian heritage and who promote process theory in diverse forms as the best alternative to the evolutionary naturalism of Karl Marx, Samuel Alexander and John Dewey.

The mediating stance of process theology has two dangers, however: it forfeits the vitalities of revelational theism, and it vulnerably exposes the case for theism to naturalistic evolutionary theory. Naturalistic philosophers have long made use of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolutionary origin and development to undermine quasi-supernaturalism. Despite the limits of empirical observation, particularly in respect to past origins, and despite the basic questions that continue to challenge philosophical Darwinism, the theory of organic evolution has become virtually an unquestioned assumption of contemporary biology. Most of the theory’s champions correlate it with naturalistic cosmological beliefs even though if valid it need not entail atheism. Radical secularism has elevated the notion that all reality is explicable by natural processes to unparalleled prominence in Euro-American classrooms. Aggressively promulgated as official dogma in communist East Europe, organic evolution has gained almost the status of quasi-official academic doctrine in much of the noncommunist Western world. Not simply the inherited theism of Christian and Jewish orthodoxy but modern philosophical expositions of eternal changeless being as well struggle against engulfment by this secular preoccupation with the realm of becoming. Naturalistic scientism tends to encroach without being decisively challenged wherever God in his revelation is obscured. No less in scientific than in other circles one nonetheless finds eminent scholars and specialists who affirm the reality of a supernatural mind and will upon which everything depends for existence and continuance (cf. Horizons of Science: Christian Scholars Speak Out, C. F. H. Henry, ed., San Francisco, Harper & Row, 1978); this commitment they consider credible on the basis of Judeo-Christian revelation.

Inner weaknesses and contradictions beset secular philosophical notions of ultimate being, and metaphysicians are admittedly embarrassed by the striking differences between rival views predicated on philosophical reasoning. Not more than one—if that—of these numerous conflicting theories can be true. The self-revealing God of the Bible stands in judgment upon secular metaphysicians whose misrepresentations routinely polarize the principles of being and becoming and provoke the rise of unmeritorious alternatives and counteralternatives. Discussion of divine being is conditioned in biblical revelation by the intelligible self-disclosure of the Lord and Creator of the universe. The legitimacy of what we may say about God’s being, essence, nature, substance, attributes, or whatever else, stems solely from the living God who makes himself known and from the divinely inspired Scriptures that characterize the finite universe as the creation of the self-manifesting supernatural God. In short, the Bible speaks of being and becoming on its own terms and in its own way, and orients these conceptions in a manner strikingly different from that of secular philosophy.

Karl Barth criticizes the Roman Catholic Scholastics for investigating the knowability of God in abstracto—that is, apart from revelation—and for following the road of natural theology to arrive at God as creator (Church Dogmatics, II/1, p. 80). The Bible knows only the self-revealing God as creator; it accommodates no division in the divine unity of the transcendent Revealer-God whom it knows simultaneously as “Creator and Lord.” Roman Catholic theology delays treatment of God-in-his-revelation until it first self-reliantly arrives at the existence of God, and then applies the term “God” to that for which it adduces no revelational authority but only philosophical argumentation based supposedly on empirical observation; by doing so it detaches the knowability of God from the indispensable necessity of divine revelation. Concerning this scholastic approach Barth says: “When we ask questions about God’s being, we cannot in fact leave the sphere of His action and working as it is revealed to us in His Word” (II/1, p. 260). Again: “Every statement of what God is, and explanation how God is, must always state and explain what and how He is in His act and decision. There is no moment in the ways of God which is over and above this act and decision” (II/1, p. 272). Legitimate pursuit of God’s “essence” does not sunder God’s being from his activity of revelation, for it is in the act of revelation that God makes known to us his inner being and reality.

The philosopher who seeks to trace observable processes and events back to basic entities moves on a very different track, and in the opposite direction from the prophet who attests God’s self-disclosure as Creator and Lord. Both may contend that they affirm ultimate reality or being only in terms of a causal activity. But the conjectural approach that delays or sets aside consideration of the self-disclosing God will reach conclusions about ultimate being devoid of all distinctive features discernible through divine self-disclosure alone. Philosophical hypothesis has no authoritative basis for equating some preferred first principle with the living Revealer; whatever it says of God while it excludes divine revelation has no necessary connection with the God of the Bible. If it is God’s self-disclosure, however, and the scriptural revelation that determine our concept of God, then we are no longer speaking of “God in general,” of some deity built on conjectural premises.

For good reason, therefore, Barth set the whole philosophical pursuit of being over against the supernatural Lord who gives himself to be known and is known by us on the basis of divine revelation. To evaporate the revelation of the living God by a conjectural doctrine of divine being, as done by many post-Reformation Protestant philosophers of religion no less than by conventional Roman Catholic Thomists in the tradition of ancient Greek metaphysicians, carries a costly toll. The divine being arrived at independently of God-in-his-revelation is always some god other than the one living God, or an altered vestige of the true God, one that conforms to biblical theism only where it secretly or unwittingly borrows from the scriptural heritage. The metaphysician who believes he can, by his own ingenuity, spy out the secrets of the sovereign transcendent Lord, who is as free to hide from the obtrusive curiosity of his creatures as he is to reveal himself and his purposes, is a victim of professional egoism. He seems unaware that knowing God is a divine gift, is at very least the common grace of God and an awesome and undeserved privilege for man the creature, a possibility that God himself grants and preserves in sovereign freedom. The assumption that man can and does speak authoritatively about God apart from divine revelation is what spawns the diversity of gods espoused and extolled by competing philosophers. The Bible, on the other hand, sets out with the living God as Creator, Lord, Judge and Redeemer. He moves toward man in personal self-disclosure. Nowhere does Scripture encourage human attempts to authenticate the being of God by first dissecting the universe and then standing upon the being of the world or the being of mankind. A doctrine of God that reverses the direction of the biblical pattern for accepting the reality of God is not to be welcomed by proponents of divine revelation as if it were an aid to faith, or even as a secondary fall-back position.

While from the standpoint of revelation criticism must be levelled against rationalistic expositions of divinity-in-general, biblical religion does not for that reason entirely disallow discussion of God’s being. Some neo-Protestant theologians profess to honor revelational theology by decrying any and all consideration and expositions of the being of God. But as Barth observes, “if the Word of God forbids the question of God’s being as a particular question, or leaves us in doubt about this particular question, it means that it gives us no real revelation of God.” The Word of God “as true revelation does not remain silent on the particular question of God’s being—quite apart from the fact that it is in its entirety one single answer to that question. … We shall be guilty of an omission which will recoil on us if we hurry over the statement that God is …” (Church Dogmatics, II/1, p. 259). Some commentators unfortunately have disparaged Hebrews 11:6, stigmatizing its emphasis on God’s existence (“… he that cometh to God must believe that he is …”) as a deep intrusion of alien Greek philosophy into the New Testament. But such a verdict rests upon the unacceptable assumption that to show interest in the premise that “God exists” is unbiblical.

Yet what is evangelically acceptable is not being-in-general, that is, being as an abstract philosophical construct, through which finite being is considered analogous to infinite being. What interests evangelical theism, rather, is the being of God as God has made himself known in his self-disclosure.


But we must also note that Barth’s decision-oriented view of revelation, disavowing any divine communication of valid propositional truths, precludes significant affirmations about God’s transcendent ontological nature. To be sure, Barth insistently protests the notion that we know only God’s activity, and not God himself: “in the light of what He is in His works it is no longer an open question what He is in Himself” (Church Dogmatics, II/1, p. 260); “God is not swallowed up in the relation and attitude of Himself to the world and us as actualized in His revelation” (ibid., p. 260). For all that, Barth charges that the failure to begin and to develop discussion in terms of God’s revelatory acts is “the fundamental error which dominated the doctrine of God of the older theology and which influenced Protestant orthodoxy at almost every point”; moreover, he repudiates any effort to deduce the content of revelation “from the premises of formal logic” (ibid., p. 261). But what evangelical theologian sought to derive the content of revelation from the premises of logic? Barth implies that reliance on deductive logic evaporates any dependence on divine revelation and instead requires theologizing on the basis of self-communing reasoning. But theological reliance on formal logic seems hardly to lead, as Barth thinks, to an eclipse of revelation and to a contemplation of divine being in the confederacy of false gods. Actually, the revelation of the triune God, on which Barth himself insists, can be significantly maintained only if divine revelation is intelligible and by expounding its content without resorting to paradox and logical contradiction.

More specifically defined, the revelatory relationship that Barth requires for authentic knowledge of God’s being involves both the internalizing of divine revelation in person-to-person confrontation, and the nonobjectification of its content. Barth tells us that we cannot speak of God’s “being in and for Himself but in His being within this relationship” (II/2, p. 6), a relationship “outside of which God no longer wills to be and no longer is God, and within which alone He can be truly honoured and worshipped as God” (ibid., p. 7).

If, however, as evangelical orthodoxy insists on the basis of the biblical representations, God’s revelatory activity includes the divine disclosure of truths about God (valid information that stipulates the meaning of God’s redemptive acts and unveils information also concerning God’s transcendent selfhood and his divine goals) then no need arises for such rigid distinction between the self-revealed God and God-in-himself (since in self-revelation God conveys objectively valid knowledge of his eternal nature and will).

Barth thinks that God’s being can be known only internally as a faith-response to personal sporadic revelatory confrontation. He writes: “What God is as God, the divine individuality and characteristics, the essentia or ‘essence’ of God, is something which we shall encounter either at the place where God deals with us as Lord and Saviour, or not at all” (ibid., p. 261). In other words, however much Barth stresses that faith to be significant must be a response to God in his revelation, he does not allow us to speak of God in himself in terms of universally sharable truths, but only in the context of personal faith. The event of God’s revelation, Barth emphasizes, “is in no sense to be transcended” (ibid., p. 262); it not only occurred in the past but occurs also in the present, and in this event God discloses who he is, namely, the merciful Lord who communicates himself to us in grace. Barth emphasizes that God “is not only to be found alone in His act, but is to be found alone in His act because alone in His act He is who He is” (II/1, p. 272). “With regard to the being of God, the word ‘event’ or ‘act’ is final, and cannot be surpassed or compromised. To its very deepest depths God’s Godhead consists in the fact that it is an event—not any event, not events in general, but the event of His action, in which we have a share in God’s revelation” (ibid., p. 263). That “God speaks as an I” seems for Barth wholly to vindicate the claim that trustful response puts us fully in touch with God’s inner spirit (ibid., p. 267). Yet if God is “to be found alone in his act” and if confrontational revelation involves no communication of valid propositional information and no objectifying theological truth, then what cognitive basis remains for speaking about God as he transcendently is?

Precisely because and only because Barth misdefines God’s revelation as self-communication known only internally in obedient response, can he limit the content of divine revelational activity to grace and hence identify “the being of God” as “the one who loves” (Church Dogmatics, II/1, pp. 272 ff.). Such exposition not only dwarfs the intellective content of revelation, but also requires subjecting other features such as righteousness and wrath to the supremacy of love. Evangelical orthodoxy, on the other hand, emphasizes the equal ultimacy of all divine attributes in the nature of God.

Barth does indeed argue that “every individual perfection in God is nothing but God Himself and therefore nothing but every other divine perfection” (II/1, p. 333). His primary affirmation about God, however, is that God is “the One who loves in freedom,” a tenet he expounds by subsuming under love all other divine “perfections,” righteousness included. “All His perfections,” writes Barth, “are the perfections of His love” (II/1, p. 351). To say that love is the being, essence and nature of God (II/1, pp. 279 f.) is one thing and is not in question; to say that every intervention of divine being in action is love (II/1, p. 281) is quite another matter and has no biblical warrant (cf. John 3:18). Not even Barth’s vivid insistence that God supremely publishes his inner nature in Jesus Christ—an emphasis essential to every Christian theology—escapes his biased correlation of mercy and wrath, nor is it allowed to supply objective ontological knowledge of God as he transcendently exists.

Having discussed the being of God we focus now on the coming of God. This transition in no way involves a complete change of interest, for unless God in sovereign freedom comes in self-revelation we have no definitive basis for speaking of God at all; we have indicated, moreover, that revelation must be intelligibly communicable to be cognitively significant. The coming of God therefore speaks of his self-disclosure; in and through that revelation he declares what we are authorized to say concerning the living God. The Book of Revelation describes God’s divine nature as “he which is and which was and which is to come” (Rev. 1:4, 8; 4:8). The divine name given in Exodus 3:14 (“I AM THAT I AM”; Septuagint: “I am he who is”) is thus expanded to correlate that being of God with his presence and coming—an emphasis already implicit in Exodus: “I am that I am. … I will be with thee” (cf. God, Revelation and Authority, Vol. II, p. 219 ff.). Austin Farrer calls this phrase “the most tortured piece of Greek” in the Book of Revelation (The Revelation of St. John the Divine, p. 61), but to concentrate on the grammatical difficulties of the passage at the expense of its theological importance is, of course, lamentable. Greek pagan sources refer to “Zeus who was, Zeus who is, and Zeus who will be” (Pausanias, Descriptions of Greece, x.12.5) and the shrine of Minerva (Isis) at Sais bears the inscription “I am all that hath been and all that is and shall be” (Plutarch, On Isis and Osiris, 9). But the biblical reference to God “who is to come” cannot be tapered to such statements. While Hebrews 13:6 indeed characterizes Jesus Christ as “the same yesterday, today and forever,” Revelation notably connects “who is to come” with the decisive eschatological reign and kingdom of the Lord and of his Christ (11:17). It anticipates the coming eschatological reign of the living God who acts in history and whose reign at last wholly fulfills and replaces the phrase “who is to come”: “We give thanks to thee, Lord God Almighty, who art and who wast, that thou hast taken thy great power and begun to reign” (Rev. 11:17, RSV; the KJV follows inferior texts that retain the phrase “and art to come”).

If we view God’s being biblically, the coming of God can only indicate personal divine relationships to the created finite universe. God does not “come to himself”—far less “come to self-consciousness” through cosmic evolution—but relates himself condescendingly and contingently to man and the world as sovereign creator, preserver, redeemer and judge. The Greek verb erchomai, which has the meaning of “to come” and “to go,” is therefore specially appropriate to depict such voluntary divine activity. The God who is eternally “there” ventures to originate and maintain the cosmos of man, and through his presence and power to work out his purposes in the realm of created reality.

Ancient pagans included prayers in their cult rituals through which they presumed to summon deities to appear in fulfillment of worshipers’ desires. In the Bible, however, God as the sovereign creator and redeemer of man and the world appears on his own terms and in his own way. God who takes the initiative in self-revelation is not at the command of his creatures. The voluntary coming of God in sovereign determination, in personal presence and act, the coming of God in his Word, the coming of Messiah, the coming of God’s Spirit, and the eschatological coming of God belong to the heart and substance of both Old and New Testaments.

Alongside his inner triune life of resplendent self-sufficiency, God’s coming signals broadly his being-for-others that rises from his sovereign decree to create a universe with man in his image and to provide redemption for fallen sinners. Divine condescension characterizes his manifold relationships, a condescension evident in his creation of the universe out of nothing as a contingent reality that he ongoingly preserves alongside himself. It is seen in his self-revelation whereby he crosses the frontier between himself and the created world to make himself known to man. It is seen in the prophetic-apostolic Scriptures that articulate the divine claim and command in intelligible, inspired human words. Divine condescension is seen in God’s mercifully promised redemption for rebellious mankind, in his incarnation in Jesus Christ and the mediator’s death upon the cross, in his universal calling of sinners to repentance and the still open invitation to enter the kingdom of God. It is seen in his providential preservation of the faltering regenerate church in the midst of an ungodly world, in his hearing and answering of the prayers of his people, in the “season for repentance” built into God’s historical judgments in anticipation of a final assize of the nations. It will yet be seen in a crowning consummation of human destiny in the end-time reward of the righteous and of righteousness.

Where do secular expositions of primal being reflect any genuine awareness of God’s condescending coming? These conjectural systems are total strangers to the realities of his sovereign creation of the cosmos, his unparalleled incarnation in the Babe of Bethlehem, his powerful regeneration of sinful penitents and his irreversible final doom of the wicked. They are separated by a vast gulf from the Revealer who makes himself known personally in divine disclosure. They are unfamiliar with what even the unlearned and unlettered learn from a casual reading of the Bible: that God in his freedom and good pleasure condescendingly decrees to create a universe, one in which finite man is capstone as divine image-bearer. It is a universe in which God reveals himself in multiple ways for man’s benefit, one in which he mercifully declares himself the friend of fallen and disgraced Adam. It is a universe in which God involves himself in incredibly costly ways for the rescue of sinners, one in which he establishes covenant with a chosen though unfaithful people. This is a universe that he proposes to salvage for all things good and godly, in which he ventures personal relations not only with the community of faith but also privately with its individual penitents. It is a universe in which he showers his Spirit upon believers as a sample of their coming glory.
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