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Series Introduction

Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture (SCDS)

DANIEL J. TREIER AND KEVIN J. VANHOOZER


THE STUDIES IN CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE and Scripture (SCDS) series attempts to reconcile two disciplines that should never have been divided: the study of Christian Scripture and the study of Christian doctrine. Old walls of disciplinary hostility are beginning to come down, a development that we hope will better serve the church. To that end, books in this series affirm the supreme authority of Scripture, seeking to read it faithfully and creatively as they develop fresh articulations of Christian doctrine. This agenda can be spelled out further in five claims.

1. We aim to publish constructive contributions to systematic theology rather than merely descriptive rehearsals of biblical theology, historical retrievals of classic or contemporary theologians, or hermeneutical reflections on theological method—volumes that are plentifully and expertly published elsewhere.

The initial impetus for the SCDS series came from supervising evangelical graduate students and seeking to encourage their pursuit of constructive theological projects shaped by the supremacy of Scripture. Existing publication venues demonstrate how rarely biblical scholars and systematic theologians trespass into each other’s fields. Synthetic treatments of biblical theology garner publication in monograph series for biblical studies or evangelical biblical theology. A notable example is a companion series from IVP Academic, New Studies in Biblical Theology. Many of its volumes have theological significance, yet most are written by biblical scholars. Meanwhile, historical retrievals of theological figures garner publication in monograph series for historical and systematic theology. For instance, there have been entire series devoted to figures such as Karl Barth or the patristic era, and even series named for systematic theology tend to contain figure-oriented monographs.

The reason for providing an alternative publication venue is not to denigrate these valuable enterprises. Instead, the rationale for encouraging constructively evangelical projects is twofold and practical: The church needs such projects, and they form the theologians undertaking them. The church needs such projects, both addressing new challenges for her life in the world (such as contemporary political theology) and retrieving neglected concepts (such as the classic doctrine of God) in fresh ways. The church also needs her theologians not merely to develop detailed intellectual skills but also ultimately to wrestle with the whole counsel of God in the Scriptures.

2. We aim to promote evangelical contributions, neither retreating from broader dialogue into a narrow version of this identity on the one hand, nor running away from the biblical preoccupation of our heritage on the other hand.

In our initial volume, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture, we articulate this pursuit of evangelical renewal. We take up the well-known metaphor of mere Christianity as a hallway, with particular church traditions as the rooms in a house. Many people believe that the evangelical hallway is crumbling, an impression that current events only exacerbate. Our inspection highlights a few fragmenting factors such as more robust academic engagement, increased awareness of the Great Christian Tradition and the variety of evangelical subtraditions, interest in global Christianity, and interfaces with emergent Christianity and culture. Looking more deeply, we find historical-theological debates about the very definition of evangelical and whether it reflects—still, or ever—a shared gospel, a shared doctrine of God, and a theological method that can operationalize our shared commitment to Scripture’s authority.

In response, prompted by James 1:22-25, our proposal develops the metaphor of a mirror for clarifying evangelical theology’s relation to Scripture. The reality behind the mirror is the gospel of God and the God of the gospel: what is revealed in Christ. In disputes about whether to focus on a center or boundaries, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no doctrinal core. But we propose treating what is revealed in Christ—the triune God and the cross of Christ, viewed in the mirror of Scripture—as an evangelical anchor, a center with a certain range of motion. Still, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no hermeneutical coherence, as if interpretive anarchy nullifies biblical authority. But we propose treating Scripture as canonical testimony, a God-given mirror of truth that enables the church to reflect the wisdom that is in Christ. The holistic and contextual character of such wisdom gives theology a dialogic character, which requires an evangelical account of the church’s catholicity. We need the wisdom to know the difference between church-destroying heresy, church-dividing disagreements that still permit evangelical fellowship, and intrachurch differences that require mutual admonition as well as forbearance.

Volumes in the SCDS series will not necessarily reflect the views of any particular editor, advisory board member, or the publisher—not even concerning “evangelical” boundaries. Volumes may approach perceived boundaries if their excellent engagement with Scripture deserves a hearing. But we are not seeking reform for reform’s sake; we are more likely to publish volumes containing new explorations or presentations of traditional positions than radically revisionist proposals. Valuing the historic evangelical commitment to a deeply scriptural theology, we often find that perceived boundaries are appropriate—reflecting positions’ biblical plausibility or lack thereof.

3. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine through creatively faithful engagement with Scripture. To some fellow evangelicals and interested others today, we commend the classic evangelical commitment of engaging Scripture. To other fellow evangelicals today, we commend a contemporary aim to engage Scripture with creative fidelity. The church is to be always reforming—but always reforming according to the Word of God.

It is possible to acknowledge sola Scriptura in principle—Scripture as the final authority, the norming norm—without treating Scripture as theology’s primary source. It is also possible to approach Scripture as theology’s primary source in practice without doing that well.

The classic evangelical aspiration has been to mirror the form, not just the content, of Scripture as closely as possible in our theology. That aspiration has potential drawbacks: It can foster naive prooftexting, flatten biblical diversity, and stifle creative cultural engagement with a biblicist idiom. But we should not overreact to these drawbacks, falling prey to the temptation of paying mere lip service to sola Scriptura and replacing the Bible’s primacy with the secondary idiom of the theologians’ guild.

Thus in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we propose a rubric for applying biblical theology to doctrinal judgments in a way that preserves evangelical freedom yet promotes the primacy of Scripture. At the ends of the spectrum, biblical theology can (1) rule out theological proposals that contradict scriptural judgments or cohere poorly with other concepts, and it can (5) require proposals that appeal to what is clear and central in Scripture. In between, it can (2) permit proposals that do not contradict Scripture, (3) support proposals that appeal creatively although indirectly or implicitly to Scripture, and (4) relate theological teaching to church life by using familiar scriptural language as much as possible. This spectrum offers considerable freedom for evangelical theology to mirror the biblical wisdom found in Christ with contextual creativity. Yet it simultaneously encourages evangelical theologians to reflect biblical wisdom not just in their judgments but also in the very idioms of their teaching.

4. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. We do not promote a singular method; we welcome proposals appealing to biblical theology, the history of interpretation, theological interpretation of Scripture, or still other approaches. We welcome projects that engage in detailed exegesis as well as those that appropriate broader biblical themes and patterns. Ultimately, we hope to promote relating Scripture to doctrinal understanding in material, not just formal, ways.

As noted above, the fresh understanding we seek may not involve altogether novel claims—which might well land in heresy! Again, in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we offer an illustrative, nonexhaustive rubric for encouraging various forms of evangelical theological scholarship: projects shaped primarily by (1) hermeneutics, (2) integrative biblical theology, (3) stewardship of the Great Tradition, (4) church dogmatics, (5) intellectual history, (6) analytic theism, (7) living witness, and (8) healing resistance. While some of these scholarly shapes probably fit the present series better than others, all of them reflect practices that can help evangelical theologians to make more faithfully biblical judgments and to generate more creatively constructive scholarship.

The volumes in the SCDS series will therefore reflect quite varied approaches. They will be similar in engaging one or more biblical texts as a key aspect of their contributions while going beyond exegetical recital or descriptive biblical theology, yet those biblical contributions themselves will be manifold.

5. We promote scriptural engagement in dialogue with catholic tradition(s). A periodic evangelical weakness is relative lack of interest in the church’s shared creedal heritage, in churches’ particular confessions, and more generally in the history of dogmatic reflection. Beyond existing efforts to enhance understanding of themes and corpora in biblical theology, then, we hope to foster engagement with Scripture that bears on and learns from loci, themes, or crucial questions in classic dogmatics and contemporary systematic theology.

Series authors and editors will reflect several church affiliations and doctrinal backgrounds. Our goal is that such commitments would play a productive but not decisive hermeneutical role. Series volumes may focus on more generically evangelical approaches, or they may operate from within a particular tradition while engaging internal challenges or external objections.

We hope that both the diversity of our contributor list and the catholic engagement of our projects will continually expand. As important as those contextual factors are, though, these are most fundamentally studies in Christian doctrine and Scripture. Our goal is to promote and to publish constructive evangelical projects that study Scripture with creative fidelity and thereby offer fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. Various contexts and perspectives can help us to study Scripture in that lively way, but they must remain secondary to theology’s primary source and soul.

We do not study the mirror of Scripture for its own sake. Finding all the treasures of wisdom in Christ to be reflected there with the help of Christian doctrine, we come to know God and ourselves more truly. Thus encountering God’s perfect instruction, we find the true freedom that is ours in the gospel, and we joyfully commend it to others through our own ministry of Scripture’s teaching.
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Introduction


CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY AT THE BEGINNING of the twenty-first century exhibits an encouraging interest in discussing who God is and how he is known by us. While questions directly concerned with the human condition and its restoration in Christ are certainly vital, inquiring about the triune God himself remains paramount if he is the one from whom and for whom all things exist (Rom 11:36; 1 Cor 8:6; Col 1:16). Happily, there is evidence that the significance of the doctrine of God is being recognized on a number of fronts. In biblical studies, scholars have written on the attributes, triunity, and acts of God in the Old and New Testaments,1 some reflecting particularly on Jesus’ place in the identity of the God of Israel and the links between biblical theology and later formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity.2 Discussions in systematic theology also persist, with some authors seeking to modify claims and patterns of thought inherited from patristic and scholastic accounts of God and others seeking to retrieve and revitalize such claims and methods of reasoning about God.3 In the field of analytic theology, theologians and philosophers are expending remarkable energy in revisiting the doctrines of the divine attributes, the Trinity, and the person of Christ, advancing new proposals for describing God in a logically rigorous manner4 and generating conversation about how the tools of philosophy relate to theological epistemology.5

While a number of studies have indicated by now that a strict bifurcation of biblical and “Greek” or “metaphysical” accounts of God is too simplistic,6 tensions among different camps in contemporary theology still exist and sometimes give the impression that there is a straightforward choice to be made between a speculative doctrine of God driven by natural theology or “metaphysics” and a Christ-centered doctrine of God driven by the economy of salvation. It could be tempting to epitomize the two conflicting sensibilities in the figures of Thomas Aquinas and Karl Barth, but recent scholarship has reminded us that Thomas’s thinking was rooted in and shaped by biblical exegesis.7 For his part, though Barth was firm in his rejection of natural theology, he could certainly acknowledge the universal implications of God’s self-revelation and its reception beyond its original Jewish context.8 However, while various works have initiated conversations between the perspectives represented by these figures,9 there are still disagreements about the place of natural theology and metaphysics in theology proper and about the decisiveness of the incarnation for our knowledge of God.

In relevant discussions of theology and “metaphysics,” the latter is often presented as a matter of wrongly speaking of God by inferring from created, limited being what God must be like instead of starting with God’s revelation in the incarnate Son. Sometimes “metaphysics” is shorthand for any talk of God that affirms that God is complete in himself without reference to the economy. Of particular relevance here is post-Barthian reservation about knowledge of God predicated on the God-world relation or the Creator-creature distinction and outside the ambit of the doctrine of the person and work of Christ. Barth himself warned against “fatal speculation about the being and work of the λόγος ἄσαρκος, or a God whom we think we can know elsewhere, and whose divine being we can define from elsewhere than in and from contemplation of His presence and activity as the Word made flesh.” He was therefore wary of affirming the so-called extra Calvinisticum in an unqualified manner.10 T. F. Torrance distinguished between “a metaphysical conception of the inertial Nature or Being of God” and a “powerful soteriological approach to the doctrine of God.”11 Likewise, Colin Gunton worried that the divine attributes had often been construed “largely cosmologically,” prioritizing “timeless relations between the eternal and the temporal” at the expense of concentrating on God’s activity and revelation in time. Gunton himself aimed to overcome what he regarded as a penchant for a priori theologizing by focusing on the economy and granting God’s historical action a constitutive role in the knowledge of God’s being.12

Similar concerns can be seen on both sides of the recent debates about election and the Trinity in Barth’s theology, even if the resultant material conclusions may differ from one writer to another. Bruce McCormack, for example, rejects the claim of classical theism “to know what God is before a consideration of Christology.” For McCormack, theology should avoid such “metaphysical” tendencies and resolve “never to speak about God on any other basis than that of the incarnation.”13 Any “metaphysical gap” between God’s being and God’s eternal act of deciding for the incarnation must be closed down. For there is no “abstract” divine essence behind the act of election and no Logos asarkos who is not also in his very deity the Logos incarnandus (predestined to be incarnate).14 According to McCormack, those who want to maintain an “analogical interval” between the “immanent” and “economic” Trinity will likely end up (mistakenly) advocating “natural theology” and an analogia entis between God and the creature.15 Paul Molnar has argued against McCormack that God’s triune being is not constituted by God’s decision for the incarnation, aligning his position on divine aseity and divine freedom with more traditional accounts of God. Yet Molnar still takes up Barth’s criticism of the “error of Protestant orthodoxy which began its doctrine of God elsewhere than with the revelation of God in Jesus Christ.”16 In clarifying his own position and his reading of Barth, Molnar distances himself from “classical theology” or “classical metaphysics,” with its particular understanding of divine impassibility.17

The landscape of contemporary theology proper thus evokes a number of important questions. What do we mean by natural theology? Can natural theology indicate who and what God actually is, not merely our own (fallible) assumptions about who and what he must be? In what sense is God’s revelation in the incarnation decisive for our knowledge of God? Does that revelation preclude knowledge of God that has no obvious reference to the incarnation? What might that imply about the ontological relationship between God and his economic works? How should we understand the term metaphysics in this conversation? Is it still viable to engage in metaphysical reasoning in Christian theology?

In light of such questions, the present study will argue that instead of generating conflicting agendas for a Christian account of God, natural theology, metaphysics, and the incarnation should be brought together and rightly ordered in a constructive account of the Christian practice of theologia taken in the strict sense of the word (discourse about the triune God in himself without primary reference to the economy).18 The purpose of the book is thus to offer, on the basis of the Bible’s account of human knowledge of God in the arc of redemptive history, a sketch of the rationale and practice of Christian reflection on God himself in his transcendence of the economy, which will enable us to reframe the roles of natural theology, metaphysics, and the incarnation in the doctrine of God. This will involve making a case that, rather than being a capitulation to “metaphysics,” a theology proper in which God’s aseity and completeness are underscored in fact emerges from God’s own self-revelation and makes use of metaphysics—the study of (created) being as such—as a subordinate disciplinary resource. The line of argument will also give occasion along the way to address several subsidiary issues in contemporary theology, including the extra Calvinisticum and the analogia entis.

At this point, I should acknowledge that a number of recent authors working to appropriate classical accounts of God have treated various aspects of the relationship between the economy and God’s being and have begun to advocate what I have called here the Christian practice of theologia. Among other things, this has involved tracing out the manner in which the economy reveals something of God’s own eternal life, the manner in which God’s eternal life grounds and structures his triune activity in the economy, and the manner in which we might still today present our claims about God’s being in “metaphysical” terms.19 Some theologians who are committed to developing a genuinely Christian understanding of God have begun to speak about the need to rethink the influence of Christology over the doctrine of God. In the first volume of her Systematic Theology, Katherine Sonderegger, for example, begins with God in his oneness and writes, “A repeated refrain in this work must be that not all is Christology!” Again, “It will be the aim of this dogmatics to honor Christ throughout a doctrine of God that is nevertheless not grounded nor derived from his incarnate life.”20 John Webster’s approach to the person of Christ and the doctrine of God moves in a similar direction.21 A tireless proponent of allowing a right view of God’s perfection to shape every other topic in Christian theology, Webster sounds a hopeful note for theology and, indeed, for the Christian life: “The burden of the Christian doctrines of the Trinity, creation, and incarnation is that, because God is from and in himself, he is God for us in ways we can scarcely imagine.”22 With Webster, I intend to indicate at different points in this study how a strong understanding of God’s aseity can shape our understanding of God’s economic works (not least the incarnation) and our own sense of identity as creatures of God.

Throughout this volume I will seek to add to the efforts of authors like Sonderegger and Webster to enrich Christian discourse about God in se by providing a scriptural account of the knowledge of God and by facing the challenge of integrating natural theology, Christology, and the proper use of metaphysics in the doctrine of God. It is worth noting that the engagement with Scripture in this volume will be primarily material, which is to say that it will be concerned with setting forth the meaning of Scripture’s teaching and reasoning toward theological conclusions regarding our knowledge of God. Insofar as the book deals with the relationship between Scripture and Christian theology, it will do so chiefly by the actual practice of theological exegesis, though there will be some formal points made about the role of Scripture in dogmatics. Indeed, in this study the topic of the knowledge of God is not taken to be a strictly prolegomenal matter to be settled somehow before coming to the content of the Bible. Instead, it is viewed as a doctrinal issue that must be informed by God’s revelation in the biblical canon. In addition to reasoning from Holy Scripture, the volume will incorporate insights from the catholic theological tradition. This will include patristic and medieval authors but also the Reformed orthodox, who are gradually gaining recognition as valuable conversation partners in contemporary theology proper.23 As we will see, the Reformed orthodox firmly position themselves in the catholic tradition and develop that tradition in a number of helpful ways, offering a Protestant approach to the doctrine of God that is significantly different from that of Barth.24 This study will suggest how theologians today can appropriate Reformed orthodox insights on matters like the nature of theological knowledge, the viability of natural theology, and the theological use of metaphysics.

Chapter one will examine the purpose of human knowledge of God in the biblical narrative, following the outworking of God’s plan to grant us knowledge of God himself (not just his outward relationship to creatures) and sketching the object, nature, and limitations of that knowledge. Given that chapter one will address the serious limitations of human knowledge of God, it might be helpful here to pause and allay some potential concerns about whether this study will overestimate our ability to know God this side of eschatological glory. Let me be clear, then, from the outset: we can know God only by his self-revelation. We can never comprehend him. We cannot know his essence as such and in its entirety. Yet, according to God’s own good purposes, we can know God himself (not just his relationship to us or his works ad extra). We must approach him through the mediator Jesus Christ and in reverent faith, but he still grants us knowledge that pertains to his own being. Thus, when we affirm a Christian knowledge of God in se here, the in se does not indicate that we overcome our dependence on his revelation or come to comprehend God. But it does indicate that we can know something of the triune God as he is in his self-referential completeness and transcendence of the economy.

In light of chapter one, the second chapter will focus on one particular kind or mode of theological knowledge granted by God in redemptive history: natural knowledge of God, particularly its role in the Christian work of theologia and its connection to the supernatural revelation that culminates in the incarnation. Chapter three will then treat the role of supernatural revelation—especially the incarnation—in communicating knowledge of God in his transcendence of the economy. Given the use of metaphysical terminology in the Christian doctrine of God and the tendency of some to characterize theologia as “metaphysics” in a negative sense, chapter four will explicate how the Christian practice of theologia transcends but still utilizes the science of metaphysics as the study of (created) being. Finally, chapter five will consider how human beings can speak of God in creaturely terms without either denying the limitations of our theological understanding or denying the reality of knowledge of God in himself, which will involve a reappraisal of the doctrine of analogy.

Before proceeding to the first chapter, it may be good to comment briefly on the practical relevance of the subject in view. I believe there are at least three ways in which the issues under consideration bear on the life of the church. First, exploring our knowledge of God in his transcendence of the economy reinforces for Christian believers that while God does indeed care for his creatures, he is already complete in himself without any need of us. By his redeeming work, God draws us into a love and glory already perfect in God’s triune existence, which engenders a humility and gratitude in the Christian life that contrasts with the narcissistic ways of our culture. This also encourages restful confidence in God, for he is not served by human hands as though needing anything. He will never be inclined to use us in order to become something greater than he already is. Instead, it pleases him generously to share his life and give good gifts to his creatures (Acts 17:24-25; Rom 8:17; Heb 12:10; Jas 1:17; 2 Pet 1:4).

With God alone, I am dealing with what does not need to construct or negotiate an identity, what is free to be itself without the process of struggle. Properly understood, this is the most liberating affirmation we could ever hear. God does not and cannot lay claim upon me so as to “become” God; what I am cannot be made functional for God’s being; I can never be defined by the job of meeting God’s needs.25


So too Webster: the “non-reciprocity of the creator-creature relation . . . is the ground of the creatures’ worth. The dignity of creatures does not consist in furnishing God with an object without which his love would be undirected; it consists simply in creatures being themselves, having proper creaturely integrity, order and movement in prospect of an end.”26

Second, if knowing the triune God is the essence of eternal life (Jn 17:3), then to undertake the Christian practice of pondering and speaking about God in himself is to have a foretaste of the eschatological joy into which Christ invites his people. One might wonder whether an “academic” exercise such as this can truly involve the kind of personal knowledge Christ has in mind in John 17:3. This question will come up in chapter one, but for now it can be said that the question may reflect both the undercurrent of anti-intellectualism in contemporary culture, which often detaches the heart from the mind, and also an inattentiveness to the real character of Christian theology as a profoundly spiritual, moral, and doxological undertaking.

Finally, because the missionary task of the church involves bringing the gospel to those who do not yet have access to God’s revelation in Christ, it is beneficial for us to consider afresh the relationship between the natural theological knowledge that God makes available to all and the supernatural theology that the church conveys in its proclamation of the gospel. If we can expect to encounter genuine traces of the knowledge of God among those who do not know Christ or the Bible, if we can expect, even from within a thoroughly Christian view of God, some cognitive commensurability in the work of Christian witness, this can help to inform and encourage evangelism and missions. Of course, there is demanding exegetical and dogmatic work to do before one can attempt to draw out all the practical implications.
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Theologia Within the Divine Economy


THE BURDEN OF THIS CHAPTER is to situate human knowledge of God within the context of the scriptural narrative of redemptive history. This will press us to take into account the divine purpose of theological understanding (principally, facilitating and shaping communion with God) and to take seriously the fact that the triune God is complete in himself without reference to the economy and wills to grant us knowledge of himself in his transcendence of his economic works. To ensure that the scriptural purpose of our knowledge of God determines the discursive practice of theology proper, I will then explore the object and nature (or “genus”) of theological knowledge (e.g., science or wisdom). After this I will take into account the limitations of our theological knowledge and the development of it in redemptive history on the way to the state of glory. In view of the limitations and the developmental aspect of Christian theologia in this life, I will present some theological considerations needed to address the potential problem of what Martin Luther famously called a Deus absconditus (hidden God).


THE PURPOSE OF THEOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE


The chief end of human existence and the greatest good bestowed on human beings is communion with God, the author of life. The covenants that God establishes with his people in the Old Testament consistently underscore that he will be their God and they will be his people. Even as YHWH promises to bless Abraham with earthly riches and a great many descendants, he emphasizes that he will be God forever to Abraham and to his offspring (Gen 17:1-21). Similarly, as YHWH promises to deliver the Israelites from slavery and into the land of Canaan, he announces that he will be God to the people of Israel, and they will know that he is their God and that it was he who brought them out of Egypt (Ex 6:2-8). When YHWH offers Israel a “covenant invitation” anticipating all that will take place at Sinai,1 he tells them that if they obey him, they will be his “treasured possession” from among all the peoples of the earth. They will be a “kingdom of priests” and a “holy nation”—“the beginning of the outworking of [YHWH’s] intention to bring close to himself a people that will join him for all eternity as adopted members of his family” (Ex 19:1-6).2 The psalmists make clear that true beatitude consists in fellowship with the living God. David proclaims that he has no good apart from YHWH. He certainly values YHWH’s preservation of his life, but ultimately YHWH himself is his portion, in whose presence there is fullness of joy (Ps 16:2, 5, 11). YHWH’s love is better than life itself (Ps 63:3). To be in YHWH’s dwelling place for one day is better than a thousand days elsewhere (Ps 84:1, 10). When the prophet Jeremiah speaks of the new covenant, YHWH once more promises to be God to the people of the covenant and to grant all of them, from the least to the greatest, knowledge of himself (Jer 31:31-34).

Many New Testament passages bear mentioning here, but Jesus’ prayer in John 17 stands out as he says to the Father regarding his followers, “This is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you sent” (Jn 17:3). Augustine comments that “if knowledge of God is eternal life, we tend toward living inasmuch as we advance in this knowledge.”3 Of course, Jesus prays that the disciples would accomplish the mission of taking the gospel to the world (Jn 17:14-19), but the ultimate aim is that all who believe in Jesus would be united in love to the triune God, living in his presence and beholding his glory (Jn 17:20-26). John Chrysostom comments that “this is rest: the act of looking upon the Son of God.”4 The end of the Apocalypse gives us a striking picture of this as God dwells with humanity in unprecedented nearness in the new creation: “God himself [αὐτὸς ὁ θεὸς] will be with them” (Rev 21:3). There is no need for a temple or sun or moon, for God himself is the temple and the light by which the nations walk (Rev 21:22-25).

Given that talk of communion with God is readily characterized as a matter of knowing God, the point may seem almost too obvious to state, but if humanity’s chief end is communion with God, then all the capacities and activities of the human person are ordered to that end, including the human intellect and the practice of theology in both church and academy. Growth in the knowledge of God is meant to facilitate and shape communion with God. For in his good jealousy God has called us to worship him in truth. Accordingly, he has imbued his self-revelation with intelligible content to instill discernment and to keep us from false gods (Jn 4:24; 1 Jn 2:20-27). We are often tempted to treat the knowledge of God or the practice of theology as a means by which we can arrive at some good other than the triune God himself, be it social transformation, fulfillment of the Great Commission, or fresh insights into the subject matter of other academic disciplines. Of course, we would be disobedient to God and show that we did not truly know him if we neglected our earthly vocations and the advancement of the gospel in this age (Lk 19:11-27; 1 Jn 3:9-10). However, the need for social transformation and for missions will one day cease. We will reign over the earth in the new creation, but at the center of our eschatological happiness will be the sight of the Lord (Rev 22:4-5).5 Indeed, as Martha learned, the activities of even the present age must be framed and guided by a prioritization of knowing Christ (Lk 10:38-42; cf. Phil 3:8).

According to Holy Scripture, the God with whom we have communion and to whom our knowing is ordered is not constituted by his relationship to us or by his works in the economy of salvation. Rather, he has life in and of himself and is complete in his eternal, triune existence without reference to the economy. According to many authors in the Christian tradition, this note is sounded in the giving of the divine name in Exodus 3:13-16, where God identifies himself as “I AM WHO I AM” (אֶהְיֶה אַשֶׁר אֶהְיֶה) or just “I AM” (אֶהְיֶה).6 Though the notion that this passage signals the plenitude of God’s being is now often dismissed as unduly “metaphysical,”7 various biblical scholars still affirm that the name in the context of Exodus conveys something of the underived and free character of God’s gracious presence and activity (cf. Ex 33:19).8 This aspect of the name is brought out in the book of Isaiah, where God announces multiple times “I am he” in texts that accentuate his underived identity, self-sufficiency, and sovereign power (Is 41:4; 43:13; 43:25; 46:4; 48:12; 51:12).9 In the Septuagint, the name is translated ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ὤν (I am he who is), which then influences relevant New Testament material. Jesus invokes the divine name to express his eternal existence: “Before Abraham was born, I am” (Jn 8:58). God calls himself “the Alpha and the Omega, the one who is and who was and who is coming” (ὁ ὢν καὶ ὁ ἦν καὶ ὁ ἐρχόμενος) (Rev 1:8; cf. Rev 1:4; 4:8; 11:17; 16:5).10 If the divine name in canonical perspective conveys not only that the God of Israel is faithful to his people but also that he is the one, underived, abundant, and eternal God, then it is rightly included in a biblical rationale for commending the doctrine of divine aseity.

John’s Gospel expounds God’s aseity in trinitarian terms. The Father has “life in himself” and communicates that “life in himself” to the Son (Jn 5:26). God gives life to believers in the Son, but that life is distinct from the life that the Father gives to the Son, for the latter is a prevenient life by which the Father originally made the world through the Son and by which the Son raises those who are physically and spiritually dead (Jn 1:3-4; 5:25; 11:25-26). Accordingly, the life the Father gives to the Son is a divine life, a life that pertains to the divine being of the Son (not merely to his human nature or economic office).11 The Father and Son thus dwell together in an eternal fellowship of love “before the foundation of the world” (Jn 17:24). God’s life and love are fulfilled eternally in the processions in God, so that he has no need of actualizing himself or producing an external counterpart.12 As Hilary of Poitiers repeatedly phrases it, God is not a “solitary” or “lonely” God (Deus solitarius).13

The meaning of God’s triune aseity for his relationship to creatures is exhibited in various texts. In Psalm 50 God chastises his people for presuming that he needs their worship:


If I were hungry, I would not tell you,

for the world and all that is in it is mine. (Ps 50:12 NRSV)



Similarly, in Acts 17:24-25, Paul explains to the Greeks that the true God does not dwell in temples built by human hands and does not need the service of human hands. God stands indebted to no one, for from him and through him and to him are all things (Rom 11:35-36). But God’s aseity does not mean that he is aloof or capricious. For by virtue of it he is the one who does not faint or grow weary in leading his people (Is 40:27-31; Phil 4:19). He cannot be thwarted or corrupted in his determination to give good gifts to his creatures (Jas 1:13-17).

It follows from this line of scriptural teaching that God is complete in himself without reference to the economy. What God is and what he does ad intra in the eternal processions is distinct from what God does ad extra or economically, even if the nature of that distinction must be handled carefully to avoid giving the impression that there are two different versions of God. Furthermore, God intends to grant us knowledge of himself in his completeness and transcendence of the economy. It is difficult to avoid affirming this when one considers the simple fact that he reveals truth about himself that does not immediately pertain to his relationship to us or to his economic works. The revelation of that truth takes place in the economy and gives shape to our worship and discipleship, but its content is not reducible to the economy. The psalmists, for example, speak of what God is, even if they do so with a view to how God acts. Because YHWH is righteous (כִּי־צַדִּיק יְהוָה) and loves righteousness, he tests human hearts and opposes the wicked and the violent (Ps 11:4-7).14 YHWH’s justice is the basis of his outward rule and judgment (“the foundation of his throne”) (Ps 97:2). In Psalm 119, the writer says to YHWH, “You are good and do good” (טוב־אַתָּה וּמֵטִיב) (Ps 119:68 NRSV, ESV), calling our attention to a divine perfection that describes what God is (goodness) in addition to the outward enactment of that perfection (beneficence).15 In several places the Gospels inform us that the efficacy of God’s power is greater than its outward manifestation in the economy. To the chagrin of the Pharisees and Sadducees, God could raise up children for Abraham from mere stones (Mt 3:9). God could have commanded legions of angels to defend his Son in Gethsemane (Mt 26:53).16 To put it rather crudely, there is more to God than what takes place in the economy.

John writes, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (Jn 1:1). In the context of the prologue of the Gospel, this statement prepares the way for the incarnation, but the content of the statement itself transcends the incarnation. The incarnate work of the Logos has its origin in the eternal triune life of God. And he evidently wants us to understand that it is so. Likewise, in applying the divine name to himself in John 8:58, Christ clearly intends that his hearers understand something of his transcendence of his own human nature and historical existence. In 1 Peter 1 the apostle gives us what might be called a Christ-centered view of the knowledge of God, but at the same time he directs our attention beyond the incarnate work of Christ. He writes that we have been redeemed by the precious blood of the Lamb, “who was, on the one hand, foreknown before the foundation of the world, but, on the other hand, revealed in the last times on account of you, who through him believe in God [τοὺς δι’ αὐτοῦ πιστοὺς εἰς θεὸν], who raised him from the dead and gave glory to him, so that your faith and hope are in God” (1 Pet 1:19-21). One could claim from this text that we believe in God through Christ in that what Christ does in the economy constitutes the being of God or exhausts the content of our knowledge of God. But this conflicts with the Old Testament and early Christian alertness to God’s prevenient fullness and independence seen in texts already canvassed here. I will say more about the role of Christology in the knowledge of God in chapter three, but for now, in relation to 1 Peter 1, it is fitting to say that we believe in God through Christ in that what God does in Christ is the culminating revelation of God in the economy and is the greatest assurance that we can trust in the benevolence and power of God, whose own life nevertheless does exceed what takes place in the economy. John Owen’s comment on the text is helpful:

What we believe with divine faith, we believe upon this account—that God hath revealed and spoken it. And the ultimate object of faith is God’s all-sufficiency. . . . [Faith] will not rest and be satisfied till it comes, as it were, to be immersed in the all-sufficiency of God, like the stream of a river that runs with great swiftness, and presses on till it comes to the ocean, where it is swallowed up. . . . Christ is the immediate object of faith, but God in his all-sufficiency is the ultimate object of faith.17


That the biblical God wills to be known in his triune completeness and transcendence of the economy is expressed in a number of ways in the Christian theological tradition. Various church fathers utilize the distinction between theologia and oikonomia. Basil of Caesarea, for example, warns against confusing the apostles’ teaching about the divine essence of the Logos (“the way of theology,” τρόπος θεολογίας) with the “logic of the economy” (οἱ λόγοι οἰκονομίας) described in a text like Acts 2:36 (“God made this Jesus both Lord and Messiah”).18 John of Damascus speaks of the Son as perfect and unchanging God and then speaks of the οἰκονομία in which the Son became flesh.19 Drawing from Augustine, Peter Lombard’s Sentences and the body of medieval literature that grew up around it clarifies that some names are attributed to God without respect to creatures, while others like “Creator” and “Lord” are attributed to God “relatively” (in relation to the creature) and “temporally” on account of the creature’s temporal mode of existence.20 Thomas Aquinas picks up these ways of speaking and uses others too, like the distinction between God in himself (Deus secundum quod in se) and God as principle and end of created being (Deus secundum quod est principium rerum et finis earum). His discussion of the distinction between the processions and missions of the divine persons is particularly rich, asserting that the mission of the Son or Spirit does not signal a new actuality in God but does involve the addition of an outward, temporal terminus (e.g., the Son’s human nature) to the already actualized procession.21

The Reformed orthodox carry forward these traditional patterns of Christian teaching, showing an awareness of the distinction between theologia and oikonomia but also incorporating other ways of speaking.22 Girolamo Zanchi, for example, offers a taxonomy of divine names and writes that some names signify the divine essence or essential attributes common to the persons while others directly signify the persons or that which is proper to the persons. Even if God had chosen not to create the world, these would still apply to God: “for even if God would have created nothing, he was nevertheless God.” Other names (e.g., Creator, king), however, cannot be said of God apart from a relation to creatures.23 Amandus Polanus provides an incisive and succinct account of the opera Dei, distinguishing the “essential” and “personal” works of God and ramifying the latter into “simply” or ab intra personal works (the processions) and qualified (certo modo) or ab extra personal works (economic acts peculiarly attributed to one person).24 For Polanus, the “internal actions of God pertain to consideration of God in himself [in se].”25 Thus “God is considered in a twofold way: in se and extra se. In se again in a twofold way, in respect of essence and in respect of internal works. Extra se, in respect of external works.”26

William Ames states that “God as he is in himself [in se] can be apprehended by no one except himself” (so 1 Tim 6:16). “As he has revealed himself to us, he is conceived, from the back, as it were, not the face” (see Ex 33:23). Yet Ames then in some sense affirms that God can be known as he is in himself, for he says that “what can be known of God is his sufficiency and efficiency,” calling God’s sufficiency his having “enough in himself [in se], for himself and for us,” while God’s “efficiency” concerns his turning toward creatures in the divine decree and in creation and providence. Ames includes in the divine sufficiency both “essence” (what is common to the persons) and “subsistence” (what pertains distinctly to the persons). He clarifies that “because the essence cannot be sufficiently comprehended by us through one act, it is explicated by us multiply, as it were: by many attributes.”27

Francis Turretin is similar in his use of the in se language. On the one hand, he is adamant that “God is not to be considered simply and as God in himself [in se], for thus he is incomprehensible to us, but as revealed and as he has seen fit to disclose himself to us in his word.”28 On the other hand, Turretin is still prepared to make claims about God in se in a certain sense. The justice of God, for example, may be considered either as “the universal comprehension of all virtues . . . by which God is most just and most holy in se” or as, for example, the “distributive justice” by which God outwardly “is occupied in the distribution of punishments and rewards.”29 Likewise, the goodness of God can be considered that by which he is “absolutely and in se supremely good and perfect . . . and the only good (Mk 10:18), because he is such originally, perfectly and immutably.” It can also be considered “relatively” and “extrinsically” as God’s beneficence toward creatures.30 Furthermore, in the doctrine of the Trinity, Turretin distinguishes between the persons’ “subsisting,” on the one hand, and their “working,” on the other, treating both that which concerns the persons “inwardly” and that which concerns the persons “outwardly.”31

The use of the in se language in the present study is thus not a departure from catholic or Reformed ways of speaking. It is simply a way of communicating that, even though we always depend on God’s gracious revelation and cannot comprehend God, we do still receive truth about God himself, truth whose content would obtain even if God had never created the world. Karl Barth makes some similar comments in CD II/1. He criticizes Philip Melanchthon for failing to include a doctrine of God in the first edition of his Loci communes. According to Barth, because God is who he is even without respect to his outward works, an adequate body of Christian teaching requires some treatment of God prior to treating the benefits of Christ.32 Elsewhere Barth insists that it is problematic to collapse God’s omnipotence into his “omnicausality” or economic activity.33

In preparation for the next section of this chapter, it is vital to note that Holy Scripture instructs us to grow in the knowledge of God. Paul, for example, prays that God would grant the Ephesians the “Spirit of wisdom and revelation” so that by the Spirit’s illumination they may know the richness of their hope and inheritance and the surpassing power of the God who raised Jesus from the dead (Eph 1:17-19). Later Paul prays that the Ephesians would have the ability to grasp with all the saints the greatness of Christ’s love, a love that ultimately surpasses knowledge (Eph 3:18-19). Peter exhorts his readers not to distort the teaching of the Scriptures but rather to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 3:14-18). Insofar as we believe “through Christ in God,” growth in the knowledge of Christ will include growth in the knowledge of “God in his all-sufficiency,” as Owen put it. This does not involve bare repetition and affirmation of the words of the gospel. It includes the enlargement and expansion of knowledge that is gained through reasoning about competing claims and refuting arguments leveled against Christian doctrine (2 Cor 10:5; 1 Tim 1:3; 1 Jn 4:1-6). Accordingly, the elders and teachers of the church are responsible to uphold and expound Christian doctrine for the edification of Christ’s body (Eph 4:11-16; 1 Tim 3:2; 4:11, 13; 6:2-3; 2 Tim 4:2-4). It is the urgency of these texts—not idle curiosity or professional ambition—that provides the impetus for theology as a discursive or academic discipline. In view of this scriptural impetus for discourse about God, we turn next to the object and nature (or “genus”) of theology.




THE OBJECT AND NATURE OF THEOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE


The previous section discussed the scriptural teaching that God wills believers to apprehend truth about himself, and in this section I am allowing that reality to inform the conception of theology as a discursive discipline. It is important to bear in mind that the character of theology taken in the sense of knowledge given by God and received in faith by all Christian believers precedes and determines the character of theology taken in the sense of a discursive reasoning about God or a developed system of teaching about divine things explored in an academic environment. The former has often been called “infused theology” because it is a knowledge of God built into the reception of the gospel: “the salvific knowledge of God and our Savior Christ and other divine things necessary for salvation.”34 This knowledge can be taken with respect to either the objective content of Christian teaching that is believed (fides quae) (see Acts 6:7; Gal 1:23) or with respect to the subjective habitus (disposition) or act of understanding and trusting by which one believes (fides qua).35 Theology in the sense of a developed system of teaching about divine things has often been called “acquired theology”: a knowledge of the necessary consequences and conclusions following from the principles of infused theology that is obtained by study and discursive effort.36 This too can be taken objectively with respect to its content or subjectively with respect to its habitus.37 To add to this analysis of the word theology, it may be said that contemporary use of the term often signifies “acquired” or scientific theology with regard to the activity or practice itself of reasoning about God (as distinct from both the objective content of that scientific theology and the eventual subjective understanding of that content). If infused theology ultimately includes knowledge of God himself in his aseity, then it will be necessary to discuss the fact that theology as a scientific undertaking develops such knowledge of God in se.

Taking the time to consider the object and the genus of the discipline of theology in a technical manner and in dialogue with the Christian dogmatic tradition will promote a conception of the practice of theological reasoning that corresponds to its ground and charter (i.e., the Bible’s description of theological knowledge). Careful consideration of the object will promote a framing of the discipline of theology that answers to infused theology’s distinction and relation between God himself and God’s outward works, with a number of implications for the organization of a system of divinity.38 Careful consideration of the genus will promote a conception of theological work that comports with the biblical telos of theological knowledge (i.e., communion with God).

The object of theological knowledge. Various representations of the object of theology and its attendant topical organization are worth exploring, but only a few can be taken into account here. In the thirteenth century, Bonaventure, for example, gave the church a methodical presentation of Christian doctrine in his Breviloquium. According to the Seraphic Doctor, sacra doctrina “principally treats the first principle, namely, the God who is three and one” and contains seven major topics: the triune God, the creation of the world, the corruption of sin, the incarnation of the Word, the grace of the Holy Spirit, the “sacramental medicine,” and the state of final judgment. Holy Scripture, or theology, “gives us sufficient knowledge of the first principle according to our pilgrim state [secundum statum viae],” but then God remains central even throughout all the topics that deal with economic matters, for he is the “effective and exemplar principle” in creation, the “restorative principle” in redemption, and the “perfective principle” in judgment.39 Thomas writes that the object of any science is that of which it principally treats, so the object of theology is God. For in theology all things are treated sub ratione Dei (“under the reason of God,” or as they stand in relation to him), because they either are God himself or have an order toward God as their principle and end. Those things that are not God himself can be treated in other sciences, but here they are treated “according to their order toward God.”40 For Thomas, then, the “principal intention of sacra doctrina is to pass down the knowledge of God,” both as he is in se and as “principle and end of things, especially the rational creature.” This requires treating God himself, the movement of the rational creature toward God, and the person of Christ, who is the way to God.41

The Reformed orthodox exhibit some diversity of thought regarding the object of theology, but it is not a stretch to say that in general they attempt to conceive of the discipline of theology (with respect to its content, habitus, praxis) by reference back to the Bible’s account of the infused theology from which theological science arises. Polanus, for example, asserts that Christian dogmatic theology is simply the gathering, ordering, and exposition of the things taught in Scripture and must therefore adopt a structure in accordance with the material content (if not the formal layout) of Scripture.42 It is not uncommon for the Reformed orthodox to point out, in view of texts like Ecclesiastes 12:13 or 2 Timothy 1:13, that the content of Christian teaching and therefore the content of a developed body of divinity incorporates two major “parts” or divisions: matters of faith and matters of “works” or “observance.”43 Theology needs these two parts because its end is to “inform true religion,” which centers on reverent faith expressed in good works to the glory of God (so Gal 5:6).44 This is why Ames and Peter van Mastricht, for example, can say that theology is “the teaching of living to God [through Christ].”45

The component concerning matters of faith more directly treats things to be known and believed, though addressing “things to be done” presupposes knowledge of God and his commands: “Right judgment of things to be done depends on the knowledge of God.”46 With respect to the things that must be known and believed, Polanus identifies theology’s object or subject (“that about which it is turned”) as God’s essence (including the three modes in which it subsists) and God’s works, or “divine things, that is, God and whatever is of God as much as it is ordered and referred to God, as pertaining to the knowledge and worship of him.” Theology treats “not merely of God but truly also of angels, human beings, and other creatures, but not equally. For it treats of God principally, as of its subject, but of creatures as they conduce to the manifestation of the subject, that is, as they are ordered and referred toward rightly knowing and worshiping God.”47

However, a number of the Reformed orthodox qualify this representation of theology’s object. According to Ames, God is the object of faith and theology “considered not as he is in himself, but as much as it is by him that we live well to him.”48 In Turretin’s view, the object of theology is “God and divine things” or “God directly and indirectly, namely, God and the things of God as his works, the things under God as his creatures and the things tending to him as the duties of humanity.” However, Turretin insists, God is the object of theology “not simply as God in himself . . . but as revealed.” Thus divine revelation is the “formal reason” under which God is considered. In other words, Scripture is theology’s “external principle of knowing.”49 Nor is God considered “absolutely under the aspect of deity [praecise . . . sub ratione Deitatis], as Thomas and many scholastics after him will.” For such knowledge is not salutary but “deadly” for sinners. He is to be considered as “our God . . . covenanted in Christ, as he has revealed himself to us not only to be known but also to be worshiped.”50

In light of scriptural teaching and these historical examples, how might we speak about the object of theology? In view of the Bible’s teaching about God’s aseity and transcendence of the economy, it seems fitting to say with authors like Bonaventure, Thomas, and Polanus that the object of theology is principally God himself and then, derivatively, other things as they stand in relation to God, which, as an author like Turretin usefully summarizes, will include God’s economic acts, God’s creatures, and the responsibilities and offices borne by God’s creatures (especially the people of God). Given that God is not just a se but also, as the one who is a se, the principal actor in the economy, it is fitting to emphasize with Bonaventure, Thomas, and others that the triune God comes into view and is the orienting factor in all the various loci of dogmatic theology. On the one hand, this indissoluble relation between theologia and oikonomia does not erase the distinction between them. The organizational distinction remains important precisely because of God’s aseity and the consequent the Creator-creature distinction. Because he does not have to establish his own identity via the economy, God is free to let creatures be creatures and history be history. Thus, although theological anthropology, soteriology, ecclesiology, and so on will be framed in relation to God, their subject matter will have its own integrity and features that will add something distinct to a system of Christian theology.51 Theologia is not the whole.52 On the other hand, because the triune God is the author and end of creation and because he wills to grant us knowledge of himself (not just his outward effects), theologia is the principal and orienting part of a system of Christian theology. In the present study, then, the goal is to encourage discourse in one particular domain of dogmatic theology (i.e., theology proper), but doing well in this domain will enrich all that happens in the others.

Figures like Ames and Turretin press us to take into consideration the covenantal and salvific context in which infused theology is given and acquired theology is developed. If they make an important point—and I think they do—then we should bear in mind that dogmatic exposition of the doctrine of God can take place at all only in dependence on God’s initiative in revelation, the purpose of which is not the bare transmission of information but the glory of God and good of the creature in fellowship with him. Furthermore, it can take place in a salutary and edifying manner only in union with Christ the mediator, who alone reconciles us to God and stands before us as the one “in whom are hidden all the storehouses of wisdom and knowledge” (Col 2:3). Yet, as Turretin’s own positive use of the in se language attests (see above), while discursive development of the doctrine of God is governed by these realities, the covenant people do, in union with Christ, apprehend and delight in the covenant God as the one whose rich life exceeds what takes place in the economy and the covenant.53

The nature (or “genus”) of theological knowledge. Turning to the question of the “genus” of theology, we should recall that consideration of the genus is crucial to aligning the discipline of theology with the scriptural purpose of the knowledge of God (i.e., communion with God). Discussion of theology’s genus concerns what sort of habitus theology is. Discussion of that habitus is informed by an understanding of what sort of habitus faith itself is. To facilitate clarity on this issue, Christian authors have borrowed and critically used language from Aristotle’s Ethics and some of his other works where he identifies diverse virtues or habits of the mind with which one knows what is true and can speak what is true. These habits are distinguished not on the basis of psychological conjecture but on the basis of the various kinds of objects that human persons know. They include (1) knowledge of how to produce things (ars), (2) knowledge of actions that are good and beneficial in various circumstances (prudentia), (3) demonstrative, certain knowledge that is obtained by grasping the necessary consequences and conclusions of known principles (scientia), (4) basic knowledge of common things or universals that can function as principles from which scientific knowledge may be derived (intellectus), and (5) knowledge of the first principles of things (sapientia).54

Significantly, many theologians have pointed out the difficulty in straightforwardly applying any one of these habits to faith’s apprehension of divine things or, by extension, to the discipline of theology.55 Faith (and acquired theology) cannot, strictly speaking, be called ars or prudentia because faith’s knowledge encompasses more than how to produce things or how to act well. It cannot be called scientia without qualification because it is not a demonstrative knowledge proceeding directly from self-evident principles, and it is emphatically concerned with singulars, especially the triune God himself. It cannot be called intellectus without qualification because its object is not clearly seen like ordinary (creaturely) objects of the intellect. It apprehends its object by the testimony of another.56 Moreover, faith is not merely an intellectual habit but a “composite habit” present in both the intellect and the will.57 That is, it apprehends its object under the aspect of both the true and the good, a goodness to be sought and obtained by the prospective believer. The intellect apprehends the grace of God in Christ. The will, rightly disposed and reformed by the Spirit, desires that grace and reposes in it, directing the intellect to assent and cling to this object.58 In the more colloquial expression of Stephen Charnock, faith’s knowledge or apprehension is not a merely speculative knowledge “floating in the head” but an “experimental” knowledge “sinking into the heart,” which is accompanied by pleasure and “renders us happy.”59 Further, faith is a habitus that is not developed naturally like the others but given by God in his supernatural grace.

Nevertheless, though faith is a habit of believing founded on testimony rather than a strictly scientific habit, it is still a habit of knowing resident in the intellect in that it apprehends what is real. Faith is a cognitive habit, cognitio being a Latin term applicable to many kinds of knowing.60 It includes and begins with notitia: basic apprehension and understanding of its object that is not obtained ratiocinatively by inference from other known truths.61 In addition, though it does not proceed from ordinary self-evident principles like scientia, faith is a firm habit of knowing that, unlike mere opinion, does not stand in fear of an opposing position that might have stronger support in its favor. Indeed, Christian faith is even firmer than scientia because it rests not on fallible human reasoning but on the testimony of God himself given in Holy Scripture.62 Furthermore, with its principles in place (the basic articles of Christian doctrine revealed by God and apprehended by faith), the believing intellect reasons from these principles to their necessary implications, which means that in this respect acquired theology is scientia.63

Yet faith’s knowledge and the enlargement of it in acquired theology is wisdom as well, for it pertains to the first and highest principle (the triune God), in light of whom all other things can be rightly estimated and all the activities of life can be directed toward their proper end (i.e., the glory of God). There is an important resonance between theology as sapientia and the vision of the wise person in Proverbs, who is able by wisdom to judge rightly and order their affairs toward good and godly ends.64 The discipline of acquired theology is thus not merely theoretical but practical also.65 In its theoretical or speculative aspect it certainly does apprehend its object under the aspect of truth, which is primarily God and not things to be done by humanity. Yet faith apprehends God as the end and beatitude of the human race, which incites operation: reverent, loving contemplation and worship of God and moral action within the horizon of human relationships. In a sense, joyful contemplation of God is itself an action. Furthermore, as it hastens our transformation into the image of Christ (so 2 Cor 3:18), it gives rise to all sorts of other actions in the Christian life.

With the transformative influence of theological contemplation in mind, we are in a position to affirm the theoretical or “speculative” dimension of theology and explore in earnest the properly theological part of Christian doctrine (theologia), without worrying that we are indulging in idle curiosity. At the same time, we are in a position to recognize the ultimately practical nature of the doctrine of God since theology proper draws us into the love of God, reforms our desires, and drives us to orient all things to God. For the present work on Christian theologia, this means that careful and even technical study of God in his aseity and transcendence of the economy can and should be a spiritual exercise, informing communion with God and, derivatively, all the other elements of discipleship. To continue setting the stage for subsequent description of the practice of theologia, it is important next to take into account the serious limitations that mark our knowledge of God in himself and the development of that knowledge in redemptive history.




THE LIMITATIONS AND DEVELOPMENT OF THEOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE


The limitations of theological knowledge. If our pursuit of knowledge of God in se is to correspond to God’s own account of theological knowledge given to us in Scripture, we will have to consider Scripture’s teaching on the limitations and historical development of such knowledge. Though the Bible conveys that God is a se and reveals truth that pertains to God in his transcendence of the economy, it also stresses God’s incomprehensibility to human creatures. In so doing, it takes away any foothold that the practice of theologia (mistakenly conceived) might appear to grant to a triumphalist epistemology. The book of Job makes clear that God exceeds even our profoundest thoughts of him. Job speaks of God’s creating the world, marking out the proper boundaries for the heavens and the waters, and so forth. Yet,


These are indeed but the outskirts of his ways;

and how small a whisper do we hear of him!

But the thunder of his power who can understand? (Job 26:14 NRSV)



At the end of Job, after God’s staggering inquiry about the work of creation and the unfathomable movements of the universe, Job simply acknowledges,


I am of small account; what shall I answer you?

I lay my hand on my mouth. (Job 40:4 NRSV)



As the psalmist says, YHWH is “unsearchable” in his greatness (Ps 145:3). He is immeasurable and incomparable, everlasting and full of inexhaustible knowledge and power (Is 40:12-31).

To be sure, the prologue of John’s Gospel announces that God has decisively revealed himself in the incarnation: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son of the Father, full of grace and truth” (Jn 1:14). No one has ever seen God, but God the Son, being “in the bosom of the Father,” has made him known (Jn 1:18). Later in the Gospel when Philip asks to see the Father, Jesus responds that whoever has seen him has seen the Father. For he is in the Father, and the Father is in him (Jn 14:6-11). Indeed, following the ascension of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, who knows the very mind and “deep things” of God, has come to reveal the divine mind to us (1 Cor 2:10-11). Nevertheless, even after the incarnation and Pentecost it remains the case that we do not comprehend God or know God as God knows himself. For these epochal events do not constitute the being of God or reduce the infinite plenitude of God. Nor do they render the created intellect adequate to that plenitude. After unfolding the plan of salvation for Jews and Gentiles in Christ, Paul exalts the unfathomable wisdom of God (Rom 11:33-36). It is not that God is duplicitously holding back some features of his plan that will be accomplished apart from the summing up of all things in Christ (Eph 1:10). Rather, the divine wisdom taken as an essential perfection of God by which he has ordained and will accomplish these things remains beyond human comprehension. The same is true of the “surpassing greatness” of God’s power that exceeds human imagination (Eph 1:19; 3:20) and of the love of God, which “surpasses knowledge” (Eph 3:19). In fact, although he had seen the risen Christ on the way to Damascus, Paul can still write that God dwells in “unapproachable light” and in a sense neither has been nor can be seen by human beings (1 Tim 6:16).

The finitude of our theology is ineradicable and marks all our discourse about God. In this regard, John of Damascus confesses that human creatures do not know what the essence of God is or exactly how one divine person is begotten or proceeds from another. According to John, we cannot speak of God “beyond the things divinely explained . . . and revealed to us by the divine words of the old and new covenant.”66 Thomas notes that to comprehend something is to know it perfectly, to know it in the “perfect mode in which it is knowable.” The created, finite intellect thus cannot comprehend God’s infinite essence. Even in receiving the “light of glory” (a capacity for knowing God that is given by God himself) in greater degrees, our intellect remains finite and does not comprehend God’s essence.67 John Duns Scotus writes that the knowledge of God under the aspect of his essence pertains in the strictest sense to what he calls theologia in se (the knowledge of God that God alone possesses) rather than theologia nostra, which is the knowledge of God accommodated to the capacity of our intellect.68

To explicate the distinction and relationship between God’s infinite knowledge and our finite knowledge, the Reformed orthodox use the language of “archetypal” and “ecyptal” theology. Archetypal theology is a designation of God’s own knowledge of himself, which is uncreated, essential (not existing in God as a mere habit added to his essence), absolute, infinite, and present all at once (not in successive stages). Though it is incommunicable in its infinite fullness, it is the exemplar and prototype of the ectypal theology that finite human beings can have. Ecyptal theology is a designation of the limited copy of God’s self-knowledge that human beings can have by God’s gracious communication of theological knowledge to us. This knowledge is created, habitual (given as a habit inhering in the creature’s essential constitution), finite, and developed over time. The Reformed orthodox often distinguish further between theologia ectypa in se (the fullness of theological understanding communicable to creatures from the storehouse of God’s own knowledge) and theologia ectypa in subjecto (the theological understanding actually communicated to and present in diverse human subjects in varying degrees). To clarify that our knowledge of God is entirely dependent on and inadequate to God’s knowledge, the Reformed point out that ecyptal theology and archetypal theology are not equals within a genus of knowledge. Ectypal theology is derived from archetypal theology and only analogically one with it.69

The development of theological knowledge. The biblical narrative also locates our finite knowledge of God within a developing history of revelation. Our theological understanding in this age is situated between the greater limitations experienced by Old Testament saints and the culmination of knowledge shared by the blessed in heaven, who see God face-to-face. According to the Old Testament, creation from its very beginning has communicated knowledge of its Creator to humankind (e.g., Ps 8:1; 19:1-6), but this natural mode of divine revelation was never intended to be sufficient for humanity apart from God’s verbal, supernatural revelation. Though it is not discussed in detail in Genesis, prior to the fall Adam and Eve enjoyed a communion with God in which God spoke to them and “walked” among them in the garden (Gen 2:15-25; cf. Gen 3:8). After the fall, God still spoke intermittently to various biblical figures like Cain and Noah regarding his will for human life, but it is in his interaction with the family of Abraham that God begins a much more focused and expansive revelation of himself and his will for humanity. When God works through Moses to deliver Israel from Egypt and lead them to Mount Sinai, he gives the people his name, YHWH, and makes clear its significance in a fresh and fuller sense (Ex 6:2-8). Yet he keeps the people from approaching him on the holy mountain (Ex 19:1-25). He speaks directly to Moses, but his revelation takes written form for the people (Ex 33:7-11; 34:1-3). In Jeremiah, God promises a “new covenant” in which “all of them will know me, from the least of them to the greatest” (Jer 31:34).

The earthly ministry of the Son, who establishes that new covenant, becomes the climax of God’s self-revelation (Mt 11:25-27; Jn 1:18; 14:7-11). But together with the Father the Son sends his Spirit to expound and apply this revelation over time through the apostolic ministry (Jn 14:26; 15:26; 16:12-14; 1 Cor 2:10-16). As the apostles labor to fulfill the Great Commission, they sometimes draw on God’s natural revelation to proclaim the gospel as the word of the true God and Creator of the world, already in some limited sense known to the Gentiles (Acts 14:15-17; 17:24-31; Rom 1:18-32). However, it is evident from the apostolic writings that God’s revelation in the new covenant far surpasses both natural revelation and the supernatural revelation of the Old Testament. Paul conceives of this in terms of the veil that Moses wore after speaking with God so that the Israelites could not see the radiance of his face in Exodus 34:33-35. For Paul, under the ministry of the new covenant, believers no longer look at or through a veil but “with unveiled faces behold the glory of the Lord” (2 Cor 3:7-18). Paul also writes of the “mystery” of God’s manifold purpose for redemptive history being revealed at last in the gospel of Christ (Rom 16:25; Eph 1:9; 3:1-13; Col 1:26-27; 2:2; 4:3). Yet this sort of mystery is revealed rather than “solved.” Its transcendent and inexhaustible character remains even after it is made known.70 Similarly, Peter writes that the prophets of old and the angels too longed to look into the great salvation wrought by Christ (1 Pet 1:10-12). But there is more to come. In a sense God’s salvation is still yet to be revealed (1 Pet 1:5). The church believes and hopes without yet “seeing” Christ (1 Pet 1:8).

The language of “seeing” is prominent in scriptural characterizations of the saints’ eschatological blessedness. The object of the saints’ vision is ultimately not just the benefits of Christ or the beauty of the new creation but, above all, the triune God himself. In 1 Corinthians 13 Paul reminds us of the partial nature of our current theological knowledge (1 Cor 13:9). We now know in part and “see through a mirror dimly,” but in the eschaton we will see “face-to-face” and know just as we are known (1 Cor 13:12). According to John, when Christ returns, we will be made like him, for then “we will see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2). According to the book of Revelation, the throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the midst of the heavenly city with God’s servants: “They will see his face and his name will be on their foreheads” (Rev 22:3-4). The Bible presents this vision of God as the outcome of a holy life. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8). “Pursue . . . the holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb 12:14). While our own works of holiness are never the basis on which we are accepted by God, a life of increasing holiness—usually slow, always affected by sin, and marked by repentance—is the necessary pathway along which we proceed to the sight and city of God (cf. Ps 11:7; Rom 8:13-14; 2 Pet 1:10-11).71 For it would be incongruous for anyone to come into the presence of the holy God and his holy city without a trajectory of life tending, however feebly, toward holiness (Ps 5:5-6; 24:3-4; Rev 21:27). Owen pointedly comments, “No man shall ever behold the glory of Christ by sight hereafter, who doth not in some measure behold it by faith here in this world. Grace is a necessary preparation for glory, and faith for sight. Where the subject (the soul) is not previously seasoned with grace and faith, it is not capable of glory or vision.”72 Without a pursuit of such holiness, one may know truths about God, but one will not know God in the full scriptural sense either now or in the coming age. For in the scriptural sense the knowledge of God involves what Thomas calls an “affective knowledge” in which human persons delight in God.73 Owen makes a similar point in stating that “evangelical” knowledge includes a fear of God marked by a holiness that gives rise to obedience.74

In light of this biblical teaching, we have to commend the practice of theologia without flattening out the soteriology and eschatology of the Bible. I would suggest it will be helpful to take into account the way Thomas and some of the Reformed orthodox handle this matter, not least because mapping out some of their work here will help prepare for the tasks in chapters two and three. Cast in terms of an “assimilation” of the created intellect to God, Thomas’s alertness to the epistemological turning points of the economy is exemplary. As Thomas phrases it, if human persons are to attain to their ultimate end and happiness (knowing the triune God), they must undergo a “participation” and “assimilation” or union of the human intellect to God.75 According to the biblical story line, the conformity of the intellect to God takes place in different ways in the different states of human existence. We know God by his works or effects in both nature and grace. Our intellect is informed by a “similitude” or likeness of God present in his outward effects, whether those effects are from creation and providence or from salvific grace.76 Those effects are “inadequate” to their divine cause in that they do not formally share or reflect the infinite fullness that God is. Nevertheless, they do teach us that God exists and tell us something of the perfection that God has in himself (wisdom, love, power, and so forth).77 In seeking natural knowledge of God, humanity ascends from created effects to a very limited knowledge of God as their principle (as in Rom 1:20). The intellect identifies common perfections, discerns causal connections among its objects, and can ultimately arrive at an incomplete knowledge of God the Creator.78 This natural knowledge includes some apprehension of what belongs to God himself, but in an important sense it is not a knowledge of God in se since it apprehends God indirectly as the principle of other things. Apprehending God in se (without the practice of thinking from effect to cause) belongs more properly to the study of Scripture and sacred doctrine, which offers more direct description of God and enables us to view created things in light of God.79

In grace, Thomas notes, humanity believes the supernatural revelation of Scripture that descends from God and exceeds our natural knowledge. We receive the “light of faith.” Instead of proactively reasoning toward the truth of God we receive God’s own testimony about himself. Though faith is not a matter of seeing God firsthand or demonstrating what is true about him, it is a kind of knowledge (cognitio). Furthermore, while the description of God in supernatural revelation draws from created effects and similitudes of God, the faith that receives such revelation imperfectly partakes of and anticipates in via the immediate knowledge of the beatific vision. For even if it is not entirely independent of the pedagogy of created similitudes, Christian faith does apprehend God without requiring discursive reasoning. Indeed, Christian theological knowledge is wisdom, a habit of understanding higher things and then lower things in light of those higher things. It follows what Thomas calls the “way of judgment” (via iudicii) that evaluates temporal things by eternal things, rather than the “way of discovery” (via inventionis) that proceeds from temporal things to limited understanding of eternal things.80

In glory, Thomas writes, humanity knows God by God’s essence. The fact that we will see God “face-to-face” entails that it is characteristic of the knowledge of the blessed in heaven (in patria) that they see God without the mediation of created effects. Insofar as God remains incorporeal and invisible, this knowing or seeing is not a corporeal vision. It is an intellectual vision wrought by a “light of glory,” a divine gift elevating our intellect and enabling us to know God intuitively. The intellectual vision or intuitive knowledge of God requires an assimilation or union of the human intellect with God’s essence, but our natural intellect does not have the capacity to apprehend God without created media. For this reason, God grants a new power of understanding above our natural powers to strengthen and perfect the intellect, enabling us to see God in his essence. The gift of this capacity of understanding is described in terms of the biblical metaphor of light that appears, for example, in Revelation 21:23, where the heavenly city is illumined not by sun or moon but by the glory of God. The augmenting of the natural intellect with a “supernatural” or “superadded” disposition is designated “illumination,” and the disposition itself is called “light.” By this new light the intellect can apprehend and receive God’s essence. In apprehending and receiving God’s essence, the intellect is actuated by and assimilated to God’s essence. In this way, for Thomas, the human person becomes “deiform.”81 Nevertheless, even in patria we do not comprehend all that God is.82 The light of glory is a supernatural gift in that it exceeds the capacities of our original constitution, but it does not remove human finitude or lead to a conflation of our knowledge with God’s infinite knowledge.

Recipients and developers of the resources of Thomas and other medieval lights, the early Reformed authors can help to stimulate and order our thinking about the eschatological development of the knowledge of God. The Reformed often expand the archetypal-ectypal distinction by identifying different kinds of ectypal theology that play a role in the unfolding of redemptive history. In so doing, they direct us toward the hope of glory and at the same time remind us of our limits in this life. First, there is the “theology of union,” which Christ possesses according to his human nature. The name of this theology is taken from the fact that Christ has his human knowledge in the unity of his person and thus in union with the divine nature and knowledge that he has from eternity. Christ’s human knowledge is created and finite in accord with its genuinely human character (Mk 13:32; Lk 2:40, 52), but since Christ has the Spirit in a unique way he has a fullness of human knowledge that surpasses all other creatures. From the well of his own knowledge of God Christ gives us knowledge of God.83

Second, there is the “theology of revelation,” which we possess now in varying degrees while we walk by faith and not yet by sight (2 Cor 5:7). The Reformed also call this a “theology of pilgrims” (theologia viatorum) or “our theology” (theologia nostra). As the name suggests, this theological knowledge is communicated to us by the media of God’s revelation, not by a direct sight of God. If it is called a “seeing,” it is but an obscure and imperfect seeing that can grow to some degree in this life but awaits completion in the life to come.84 Sometimes biblical figures are said to see God on earth, but this is a matter of seeing symbolically under a visible sign commandeered by God, like Jacob when he wrestled with God under the appearance of a man (Gen 32:30).85 This theology in via glimpses God “from the back” (ex dorso) (Ex 33:23) rather than beholding God’s face directly.86 It requires the senses, for faith comes by hearing (Rom 10:14).87 The theology of pilgrims can be considered as it is offered in its fullness in God’s revelation (theologia viatorum absolute dicta) or as it is present in varying degrees in particular human persons (theologia viatorum secundum quid).88 Various Reformed authors add that the theology of pilgrims includes both natural theology and supernatural theology (or “revealed” theology in the stricter sense). These are not two different species of pilgrim theology but two distinct modes of it,89 whose distinction and relation will be discussed in chapter two. Furthermore, to distill the historical development that takes place in Scripture within the supernatural mode of pilgrim theology, there is a distinction between “old pilgrim theology” (theologia viatorum vetus), before the incarnation, and “new pilgrim theology” (theologia viatorum nova), after it.90 Some Reformed works also trace out the unfolding of revelation and theological understanding in detail through the covenants and epochs of biblical history, anticipating at least some modern conceptions of the discipline of “biblical theology.”91

Third, in light of Scripture’s promise that we will see God face-to-face in the age to come, there is the theology of the blessed (theologia beatorum), which glorified saints possess in heaven and in the new creation. It is procured and given to God’s elect by Christ the Savior, the one who died and was raised to lead many sons and daughters to glory (Heb 2:9-10).92 The description of this knowledge of God underscores the limits of our pilgrim theology. The theology of the blessed is communicated to the human person by (intellectual) vision, not revelation. Franciscus Junius speaks quite strongly about the relative perfection of this mode of theology: the supernatural grace that transfers the human person to the blessed condition will not only “vindicate” or “absorb” our present partial knowledge but also “abolish” it. The theology of the blessed is an abiding knowledge of just spirits perfected in heaven (Heb 12:23) and free of the need for scientific movement from principles to conclusions.93 Polanus designates this theology a notitia intuitiva, a direct apprehension of God as present and not merely perceived by some other object or by ratiocination.94

Turretin expresses the theological progression of redemptive history in terms of a “threefold school of God, of nature, grace, and glory.”95 Given God’s spirituality and invisibility, the beatific vision in the “school of glory” is a decidedly intellectual (rather than “sensitive” or corporeal) seeing, though, according to Turretin, the glory of the soul’s happiness will “redound to the body.”96 At the same time, Turretin does note that we will behold God with our eyes in that we will see God the Son according to his visible human nature (so Job 19:25-27).97 Furthermore, the blessedness of the saints is not merely intellectual but involves the will too and integrates vision, love, and joy (Mt 25:21; Jn 17:26; 1 Cor 13:13; 1 Jn 4:16).98 To establish the intellective dimension of our beatitude, God provides a supernatural light or elevation of the faculty of knowing. This is not a removal of the intellect’s finitude but a heightening of its power by degree. The beatific vision is thus intuitive and apprehensive without being comprehensive. It is a creaturely knowing that remains “inadequate” to God’s being and knowing.99

Turretin also acknowledges that there is debate about whether the blessed will see God’s essence immediately or see some effulgence of God. He concludes that it is more probable that we will not see God’s essence immediately since God dwells in unapproachable light (1 Tim 6:16) and since there is no proportio or traversable distance between the finite (the human intellect) and the infinite (the divine essence).100 Though I find Turretin’s description of the beatific vision to be helpful on the whole, there may be a tension between his acknowledgment of the intuitive and direct nature of this knowledge and his claim that we will likely see God by a shining forth of his glory.101 In addition, it may be that while there is no proportio between the finite and the infinite, the affirmation of the merely apprehensive mode of this knowledge will already secure this point without our having to reject the notion that we will behold God’s essence.102 Exploring Reformed teaching on the beatific vision also brings us to the question of whether or to what extent the content of the vision centers on Christ the God-man. As noted above, Turretin and Mastricht affirm that we will see Christ with our glorified physical sight in the age to come. Owen, however, takes this further. He argues in light of the principle that the finite cannot comprehend the infinite that “the blessed and blessing sight which we shall have of God will be always ‘in the face of Jesus Christ.’ Therein will that manifestation of the glory of God, in his infinite perfections, and all their blessed operations, so shine into our souls, as shall immediately fill us with peace, rest, and glory.”103 This issue will come up in chapter three, in discussion of the role of Christology in the knowledge of God.

In this section I have sought to take seriously the Bible’s description of the limitations and incompleteness of our knowledge of God. If we fail to take this seriously, we risk overestimating the prospects of Christian theologia in this life. Having thereby risked disillusionment, we may then miss out on the real benefits of the practice of theologia rightly framed by the biblical narrative. But once we have acknowledged our limitations we open ourselves up to questions about whether discourse about God in himself may lead to doubts or even despair in this life. If there is a God whom we should know “in himself” but cannot comprehend or see directly in via, do we truly know God? What if this incomprehensible God sometimes “hides himself” (Is 45:15)? What if he turns out to be fundamentally other than the God we presently think we know? Such questions should prompt us to consider what sort of theological resources will be required for a spiritually sound and edifying practice of pilgrim theologia.




PILGRIM THEOLOGIA AND THE HIDDENNESS OF GOD104


Luther and Barth. Though it is not possible to cover all the intricacies of his doctrine of God here, Martin Luther speaks about such matters in striking ways.105 For Luther, God’s “bare essence” (nuda essentia, nuda divinitas) is incomprehensible to us. To seek to understand God’s “bare majesty” is like trying to ascend to heaven “without ladders” and leads to death. Indeed, seeking to understand it characterizes and fosters heretical thinking like that of Arius.106 “God must be left in his majesty and in his own nature, for we have nothing to do with him in this way, nor has he willed that we should have to do with him in this way.”107 God in his majesty is the “hidden God” (Deus absconditus), especially with regard to his secret will to predestine some to salvation and others to damnation. For example, the statement in Ezekiel that God does not desire the death of a sinner applies not to the hidden will of God that ordains all things but to the “preached and offered mercy of God” revealed in the gospel. The Deus absconditus in his majesty “works life, death and all things in all.” He has not “defined himself by his word but has kept himself free over all things.” By contrast, the “pious God” (Deus pius) or “preached God” (Deus praedicatus) does not will the death of sinners.108

In the Heidelberg Disputation, Luther expresses the importance of avoiding speculation about the majestic and hidden God by distinguishing between a theologia gloriae and theologia crucis.109 Luther stresses that those who seek the “invisible things of God” apart from the cross and suffering are blinded by a love of power and glory. In their pursuit of wisdom, they become fools (Rom 1:20-23). They become averse to God’s gracious way of leading us out of our sin and hubris, namely, by God’s “hiding” himself in the lowliness of the cross. Although the wisdom that perceives the majesty of God may not be evil per se, arrogant sinners abuse this wisdom and do not benefit from it apart from the cross. Though the law of God is good in itself, sinners approaching God apart from the grace and knowledge given by the cross will not obtain righteousness and life by that law. The true theologian will therefore seek to know God in the crucified Christ.110 For Luther, then, seeking to know the “bare essence” or “bare majesty” of the Deus absconditus is tied to a presumptuous neglect of our sin and an attempt to approach God on the basis of law and good works rather than the gospel of Christ. Pursuit of the Deus absconditus in a theologia gloriae thus appears to be an ethical and soteriological problem.

Accordingly, Luther insists that we are to seek and know not the Deus absconditus in his bare majesty but rather the Deus revelatus made known under various “wrappings” (involuera), “faces” (facies) or “masks” (larva) that he takes up in redemptive history, like the pillar of cloud and fire in the wilderness or the mercy seat in the tabernacle.111 We are to seek God as he is “clothed and set forth in his own word, in which he offers himself to us.”112 But meeting God under these “masks” does not eliminate the believer’s awareness of the Deus absconditus. In addressing this problem, Luther advises us not to pry into the mysteries of God’s hiddenness. We can assign no cause or reason (ratio) to the divine will, though Luther does say that God himself is not evil. Indeed, if God’s will had a cause or reason, it would no longer be the divine will. Instead, we must revere and adore the mystery of God’s hiddenness and secret will. In Luther’s reasoning, this approach is rooted in scriptural texts like Romans 9:19-20 that underscore the sovereign freedom and inscrutability of God (cf. Rom 11:33; 1 Tim 6:16). God has granted us an awareness of his hiddenness and inscrutability in order to elicit faith on our part. Luther states that it is the “highest degree of faith” to believe God is merciful when he saves so few and damns so many and to believe God is just when “he makes us necessarily damnable by his own will.” “If I could comprehend by any reason how this God is merciful and just who shows so much wrath and iniquity, there would be no work in faith.”113

It is not difficult to anticipate pastoral problems that might arise from this conception of the “hidden God.” In his assessment of Luther, Michael Gillespie remarks that Luther calls us to “avert our eyes from the truth” and

accept and live the scriptural story, even though we know that there is a deeper and more all-encompassing story that calls into question the story we live by. There is thus good reason to doubt that this path can satisfy human beings, for it cannot eliminate the uncertainty and anxiety evoked by the monstrously incomprehensible God who stands behind the stage and is responsible for everything that occurs on it.114


Even a sympathetic interpreter of Luther like Carl Trueman calls Luther’s discussion of God’s hidden will “brutal.” Trueman asks, “If God’s revelation can itself be contradicted and is thus not the final word, then where is assurance to be found?”115

Barth’s treatment of God’s hiddenness also can alert us to questions that may arise for pilgrim practitioners of Christian theologia. On the one hand, the concept of divine hiddenness has a positive role in Barth’s understanding of our knowledge of God. Barth uses this concept to contend that we do not have an innate power by which we can know God. Rather, we depend on God graciously to reveal himself and put to flight “idolatrous pictures” of God. God’s hiddenness is shorthand for God’s incomprehensibility and for our need of God in his prevenience to grant us knowledge of himself. Revelation is itself a “veiling” of God in that it underscores God’s hiddenness and our noetic dependence on God. But revelation is also an “unveiling” in that it enables us to become active in having authentically human knowledge of God.116 Thus, on the other hand, Barth will ultimately reject any notion of a Deus absconditus that might conflict with the Deus revelatus. He is concerned that Luther posited a God of “arbitrary power” that would correspond “only accidentally to God’s real work” and undermine the believer’s confidence in God.117

Barth’s desire to secure the agreement between God in se and God pro nobis appears at various points in the Church Dogmatics. He has this goal in mind when he chastises authors like Thomas and the Reformed orthodox for their accounts of divine simplicity. According to Barth, their articulation of God’s simplicity implies that the attributes by which we know God pertain to the economy only and not to the being of God himself. The attributes of holiness, power, and so on are “rooted, not in the essentia as such, but . . . only in its relation to us and our relations to it.” They “lose their reality” before God’s nuda essentia and “can have no further value than that of a concession, a purely secondary truth.” But if this is the case,

faith in Him can never free itself from ultimate suspicion in face of a Lord whom it pleases to yield Himself to us in this or that form in a kind of sport, without disclosing Himself in reality, without giving us any pledge that in Himself He is not perhaps quite other, and so radically different from the forms of glory in the game played with us that it is not worth while perhaps to take part in this game or this economy.118


The issue appears again in Barth’s treatment of election and the divine decree. He criticizes the Lutheran and Reformed orthodox for positing a decretum absolutum in which God’s “absolute freedom” and “good pleasure” determine the content of God’s plan, prior to any “christological reference.” For Barth, the “christological reference” (election “in Christ” as in Eph 1:4) is left “standing in the air,” with no ontological basis. This opens up an “abyss of uncertainty.” For, though the early Protestants insisted that believers should not focus on the decretum absolutum for pastoral purposes, there is no real reason to discourage speculation about it: “the decisive word for salvation is spoken at that hidden and secret place.” Barth’s solution is to assert that the “electing God” is none other than Jesus Christ himself.119 This carries over into his statements about the Logos asarkos, where he argues that there is a liability in the doctrine of the extra Calvinisticum in that it can lead us to “fatal speculation” about a God whom “we think we can know elsewhere, and whose divine being we think we can define from elsewhere than in and from the contemplation of His presence and activity as the Word made flesh.”120

After Barth, a number of authors have taken these lines of thinking further.121 Robert Jenson, for example, has sought to eliminate the possibility of speculation about God in himself by asserting that God is identified with and not just by historical events like the exodus or the resurrection. Otherwise “the revealing events would be our clues to God, but would not be God,” leaving a “space . . . between revelation and deity itself . . . across which we make our idolatrous projections.”122 Alternatively, Bruce McCormack has sought to close down any “metaphysical gap” between God in se and God pro nobis by arguing that there is no God in se that is not in his very deity also God pro nobis. For, according to McCormack, God constitutes his very being by his eternal decision for the incarnation.123

Response. How should we respond to these concerns and seek to clarify that pilgrim discourse about God in his transcendence of the economy does not lead us into a theological or existential crisis before a Deus absconditus? I offer nine points in response in support of the claim that the practice of theologia actually circumvents rather than induces such a crisis.

1. It will be wise to untangle certain things that could be mistakenly lumped together in light of Luther’s statements about the Deus absconditus and theologia gloriae. In this volume, I am not identifying God in se with a Deus absconditus. In fact, we are actually emphasizing that God in se is known to us, albeit in a limited manner that presently stands under the “not-yet” of biblical eschatology. Nor are we identifying knowledge of God in se with a knowledge of God pursued by metaphysics and natural theology over against the incarnation. One of the claims of this book is that human knowledge of God in se arises from natural and supernatural revelation working together to lead us into communion with the triune God. Moreover, the practice of theologia is not a Pelagian approach to God conducted on the basis of our law-keeping rather than the work of Christ. As noted above in the discussion of the object of theology, I am advocating a contemplation of God in se from within the covenant of grace where sinners are cleansed by the blood of Christ. What I am advocating in this study is therefore not encumbered by the moral and soteriological problems that Luther associates with the theologia gloriae.124

2. Given that God is already complete in se without reference to creatures and their history, God in se and God pro nobis are the same God. There is no Deus absconditus ontologically distinct from the Deus revelatus. Such might be the case if God had to endeavor to actualize himself through his dealings with creatures, but Scripture’s teaching on God’s aseity eliminates precisely this problem. God just is the God that he is, without having to become something or obtain something from us. This means that the God active in the economy is not an enlarged or attenuated version of an original and unknown deity. He is the same triune God he eternally was. He can be no other. Of course, God remains incomprehensible to finite creatures. Much of his providential activity is unknown to us in this life, but the fact that we do not comprehend God or all the details of God’s plan will hardly entail that we have to do with a Deus revelatus and a Deus absconditus as two distinct Gods. It follows that we should not fear that behind what Luther calls the “pious” God there is a God of caprice and iniquity. To borrow language from John of Damascus, the only true God is αὐτοαγαθότης, goodness itself beyond which there is no other fount of goodness.125

3. The identity of God in se and God pro nobis may be fleshed out with the help of the doctrine of divine simplicity. If God is complete a se, then his attributes are not “parts” or qualities that must be added to his essence. They are nothing other than his eternal essence itself considered under diverse aspects. To be God is to be good, omnipotent, and so forth.126 In light of this, when God reveals his many attributes to us in the economy, he is genuinely revealing himself. He is not giving us arbitrary constructs that keep us from knowing him as he truly is. Thomas points out that the ratio of each divine attribute (what the intellect apprehends about God as signified by the attribute of wisdom, goodness, and so on) is present in God himself and would be present even if God had never created the world. The descriptive content of the attributes corresponds to, is rendered true by, the “full and multifaceted [omnimoda] perfection of God.”127 In other words, divine attributes like wisdom and goodness signify God’s substance or essence itself, albeit incompletely according to the mode of our limited understanding that always begins from knowledge of created, composite things.128 Although Thomas contends that we do not know God’s quiddity or the fullness of God’s essence, he aptly affirms that our knowledge of whether God is (an est) must involve at least some imperfect or “indistinct” (confusa) knowledge of what God is (quid est). According to Thomas, this knowledge is obtained by “negation, causality, and excess”: denying of God imperfections that do not apply to him, discerning that the perfections of created effects are present in God, predicating those perfections of him in a manner that reflects his plenitude and preeminence.129

The Reformed author Johann Alsted makes the point in an alternative way by clarifying that even if we do not have a comprehensive “quidditative knowledge” (cognitio quidditativa) we do have an apprehensive “knowledge of quiddity” (cognitio quidditatis) in which “some quidditative predicate is known, although the whole quiddity is not known.”130 We know what pertains to God’s own being, though we do not know God’s being in its entirety and without mentally prescinding one aspect of God’s perfection at a time under the representation of our inadequate creaturely terms.131 Put differently, the attributes are the divine essence in the “identical sense” (i.e., the thing signified by each is really identical with the essence) if not the “formal sense” (i.e., the definition or formal content of each attribute used by us does not capture all that God is).132 In view of this, Barth did not need to fear that a doctrine of divine simplicity like that of Thomas and the Reformed orthodox would create a rift between God in se and God pro nobis, the former being an unknown God whose revelation is but a “game” or “sport.” Instead, the doctrine of divine simplicity helps us at this point by illuminating how the God who meets us in the economy is the eternal God who transcends the economy. The attributes given to us in the economy are descriptions of God’s own essence and, indeed, really are God’s own essence. We therefore apprehend God in se truly, if not completely. We can therefore be confident that in the Christian practice of theologia we are contemplating God himself, not a façade that must eventually give way before a more ultimate Deus absconditus.

4. Our knowledge of God in himself is not merely a negative knowledge, a knowing what God is not. It certainly does include an understanding of what ought not to be predicated of God, but it includes positive knowledge as well. In other words, we are not merely denying a few things and then seeking to put out of mind whatever it is that God might be in himself. Rather, we are considering what God positively is in himself, even if this knowledge is marked by significant creaturely limitations. Indeed, negative knowledge itself implies having some positive knowledge. Thomas puts this quite strongly in his criticism of Maimonides’s reticence to say that the divine attributes positively signify God’s substance: “The understanding of negation is always founded in some affirmation.” Thomas can make a strong statement about the negative knowledge of God: for example, “It is the height of human knowledge of God that it knows itself not to know God.” But this is not because we lack positive knowledge of God altogether. It is simply because “God exceeds everything that we understand about him.”133 Similarly, Mastricht rightly notes that it is easier for us to understand what God is not than what he is, but he goes on to identify a variety of positive essential attributes and observes that even negative attributes like independence and infinity imply something positive about God: “While in their own formal signification they remove imperfections from God, nevertheless in the material concept they involve positive perfections.”134 If we refuse a needless separation of the apophatic and the kataphatic in the practice of theologia, we position ourselves to honor both the infinite, ineffable plenitude of God and also the knowability of God that keeps us from having to worry about the prospect of a capricious Deus absconditus.

5. In an important sense, the action of God in the economy is nothing other than the divine essence itself, which is a point that will require some explanation and will be developed more in chapter five. If God is complete a se and already fully active in triune fellowship, then his outward action does not require a transition from passive potency to actuality. His outward action does not necessitate an augmenting of his prevenient actuality. Positively, the actuality of God’s outward action just is that of God’s own essence. Thomas, for example, affirms this in discussing the act of creation: “Creation actively signified signifies divine action, which is [God’s] essence with a relation to the creature.”135 The divine power is thus not a “principle of operating” (as if there were unfulfilled potential in God awaiting actualization) but only a “principle of effect” (since the term “power” designates that by which one can effect something).136

The Reformed pick up on this approach to divine action. Though he clarifies that a transient divine act (one whose object is external to God) is not identical to God insofar as it is not so much “in” but “from” God, Turretin affirms that “to be,” “to be able,” and “to operate” (esse, posse, operari) are identical in God. For “God does not act as creatures by something superadded to his own nature, but by his own essence determining itself in the manner of a vital principle to this or that.” No free action of God is God “absolutely,” but it can be called “God observed relatively, in the manner of a vital act determining itself spontaneously.” The act of the divine decree in particular is “nothing other than God himself decreeing.”137

Mastricht likewise states that in creatures one can distinguish between the agent operating, the faculty or power of operating, the operation itself, and the thing operated (i.e., the resultant work). For “in the operations of creatures, both the one operating and the work pass over from potency to act, insofar as the one operating, which before was merely able to operate, now operates in act, and the work, which before was merely able to be produced, now is produced in act.” But since God is simple and wholly active already, God’s operation is nothing but “the essence operating.” Put differently, “Divine operation encompasses two things: the active essence of God and the relation of it to the work.”138 In this connection, Alsted points out that God’s action is called “motion” in only an analogical sense, for though God does produce outward effects, he does not undergo a transition from idleness to activity.139 The real identity of operation and essence—or, more precisely, the real identity of the actuality of God’s operation and the actuality of God’s essence—reinforces the sameness of God in se and God pro nobis. God meets us in the economy without having to transition from a state of idleness to a state of activity. In coming to us he does not change himself but only applies his essential actuality to accomplish his works ad extra. In this way, the completeness and pure actuality of God allay concerns one might have about a Deus absconditus that could have (or might still) become contrary to the good God revealed in Christ.

6. In accordance with God’s essential completeness and simplicity, Scripture alerts us to God’s ethical simplicity and his simplicity in his outward action.140 Paul teaches us that when God fulfills his promises in Christ he does not deliver a “Yes” to us and then withdraw that “Yes” with a “No.” All God’s promises are “Yes” in Christ (2 Cor 1:19-20). For that reason, the apostle himself did not vacillate in his commitment to those to whom he ministered (2 Cor 1:17-18). He and his companions conducted themselves in the “simplicity [ἁπλότητι] and sincerity of God” (2 Cor 1:12). Elsewhere Paul writes that God “cannot deny himself” and therefore remains faithful to us even when we are faithless (2 Tim 2:13). James urges us to appeal to God for wisdom in the face of trials because God “gives to all simply [ἁπλῶς] and without reproaching” (Jas 1:5). The one seeking wisdom from God must imitate God’s simplicity by not being “double-souled and unstable in all his [or her] ways” (Jas 1:8). God is never the author of sin because he “cannot be tempted by evil” (Jas 1:13). Rather, he is the immutably good giver of all gifts (Jas 1:17). First John makes a similar point: “God is light, and in him there is no darkness at all” (1 Jn 1:5). In sum, God cannot contradict himself or act with evil motives. He is constant in justice, goodness, and mercy and acts accordingly in relation to us. Thus, as we contemplate and speak of God in se with the recognition that we do not see him directly in this life, we may rest assured that God is greater than but never contrary to the content of his revelation.141

7. Although this is not a book about predestination, it is worth addressing it briefly given Luther’s and Barth’s statements about predestination in relation to the Deus absconditus. In light of God’s aseity and self-sufficiency, predestination is not a divine act undertaken in order for God to complete himself. This ought to be a point of agreement for “Calvinists” and “Arminians.” God does not need to save some and damn others in order to satisfy himself. He does not have to actualize himself by setting up evil as a counterpart and then striving to overcome it. The reprobate are therefore not a means of divine self-enhancement. As Charnock observes, God’s “essential glory” can “suffer no detriment” or be “interrupted.” Of course, Charnock points out, the outward “manifestation” of God’s glory may be “obscured.”142 Thus God does glorify himself in that he outwardly manifests and vindicates his perfection before creatures. Nevertheless, it is creatures who gain something by God securing justice and mercy in the world. Further, while God will manifest his justice in reprobation, he would never condemn the innocent (e.g., Gen 18:25; Jas 1:13). The object of divine predestination (whether election or reprobation) is, I would contend, humanity as fallen and sinful.143 In addition, though God does allow some to persist in sin, he does not pass over those who trust in Christ. The way to know whether one is engaging in the practice of theologia under the saving grace of God is simply to trust in God’s Son. Over against the tenor of some of Luther’s statements, those who will believe are called “many” and an innumerable multitude (Rom 5:15-21; Heb 2:10; Rev 7:9-10). The reputedly austere Canons of Dort express this by declaring that “the Reformed churches detest with their whole heart” the suggestion that God has “created and predestined the greatest part of the world to damnation by a bare and pure choice of will, without any respect or knowledge of sin.”144

8. With such theological considerations in place, one can heed calls to avoid theological speculation (in the negative sense of that term) without having to wonder whether there might be a capricious Deus absconditus lurking behind the Deus revelatus. Convinced that God’s aseity and transcendence are good news for us creatures, a spiritually sound approach to discourse about God in se can focus on what God has revealed about himself and cheerfully obey the biblical command to mortify excessive curiosity. “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever” (Deut 29:29 ESV). Perhaps Psalm 131 is the theologian’s best medicine when he or she needs to rest in what we do know and avoid despair over what we do not:


O LORD, my heart is not lifted up;

my eyes are not raised too high;

I do not occupy myself with things

too great and too marvelous for me.

But I have calmed and quieted my soul,

like a weaned child with its mother;

like a weaned child is my soul within me.

O Israel, hope in the LORD

from this time forth and forevermore. (Ps 131:1-3 ESV)



Believers pondering the fullness and transcendence of God may find themselves susceptible to what the seventeenth-century Reformed minister Wilhelmus à Brakel calls a “spiritual darkness” that arises from “exerting our spiritual vision too much to comprehend the perfections and incomprehensible mysteries of God” in an attempt to have an “immediate beholding” of him like that of the blessed. According to Brakel, when we “depart from the light of God’s Word and cannot attain to an immediate beholding, our corrupt intellect and irrational reason will come to the foreground, deceiving the soul with false contemplations whereby true light is increasingly obscured.” In such circumstances, Brakel wisely counsels his readers to “keep a low profile”:

Refrain from exerting yourself to have views of lofty matters, but cling humbly to the Word of God. Whenever you read it and whenever a passage of Scripture occurs to you, then think: “This is the truth.” If it is a promise, esteem it as such, and do not lift your heart above that Word. At the same time, reflect upon God Himself, but do not go beyond what His Word describes him to be. . . . Thus, by keeping a low profile, you will come to the light in the most prudent manner.145


The drift of this sort of approach is quite different from Luther’s (at least in the way it appears in Luther’s response to Erasmus on predestination). Whereas Luther, in his characteristic bluntness, exhorts us to believe that God is merciful despite there being a Deus absconditus who may in some sense falsify the revealed goodness of God, Brakel issues a needed call to believe that what Scripture teaches about God himself is true and then to be content with that.

9. Finally, pilgrim theologia should not be undertaken without participation in the worship of the church. Public worship is vital to the spiritual and intellectual health of the theologian because it calls us out of our own mental strivings. In it God addresses us from without through his ordained servants and alerts us afresh to his rich goodness. The elements of the liturgy reorient us to revealed truths that we may be apt to neglect by native disposition or by circumstance. The singing of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs may remind us that God’s incomprehensibility is an occasion for reverence, wonder, and joy. The confession of sin may remind us of our truly undeserving state and of the humbling fact that we live and have communion with God at all only by his free grace. The pastoral prayers and supplications about the needs of the congregation and the world may remind us that suffering is a dire problem to be eradicated by the self-sufficient God who transcends the economy, not something to be glamorized by our locating God within the broken system of the world and implying that God had to become God by overcoming it.




CONCLUSION


The first main section of this chapter considered scriptural teaching on the knowledge of God, particularly its purpose of facilitating communion with God and its inclusion of knowledge of God in himself, not just God’s outward works. In light of this and the scriptural command to grow in such knowledge, the next section discussed God as the primary object of theology as a discursive discipline. In an attempt to ensure that the biblical purpose of the knowledge of God would determine the character of theology proper as a discursive undertaking, that section also examined the nature or “genus” of theological knowledge, noting its points of commonality with various mental habits and suggesting that discourse about God in se is theoretical and practical. In order to offer a biblically faithful and realistic portrayal of human discourse about God in himself, the following section took into account the serious limitations that we face in contemplating the incomprehensible God, especially in our present state en route to the beatific vision. To address potential concerns that might arise from the acknowledgment that we do not comprehend or see God directly, the last section discussed the problem of the “hidden God” found in authors like Luther and Barth and made a case that the practice of pilgrim theologia can be a source of assurance in via and can be carried out in a spiritually healthy manner. In the next chapter we will turn to the question of whether there is a natural knowledge of God that still has a positive role to play in our anticipation of the blessed vision.
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