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Chapter 1: 
The Meaning Of Dordt 

 

The synod of Dordt was concerned to defend the doctrine of the sovereign grace of 

God against the encroachment upon it by the doctrine of the free will of man. By the free 

will of man we mean the would-be-autonomy of fallen man. 

The apostle Paul tells us that there are two and only two kinds of people in this world. 

There are those who, because of their fall in Adam, serve and worship the creature rather 

than the Creator, and there are those who, because of their redemption from the fall 

through Jesus Christ, have learned to serve God their Creator and Christ their Redeemer 

rather than the creature. 

Men of the second group are not, of themselves, any better than men of the first 

group. It is not because of superior wisdom found in themselves that they of the second 

group have learned to serve and to worship God. It is, rather, because they have been 

born of the Spirit, born from above, that they would now dedicate themselves and their 

all to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

 

1. The Roman Catholic Synthesis 

 

The Roman Catholic church attempted to synthesize the worship of God and the 

worship of man. The genius of the Romanist position is that it combines an interpretation 

of man and his world as given by the method of the Greek philosophers, especially 

Aristotle, with an interpretation of man and his world as given by Christ in the Scriptures. 

In the nature-grace scheme of Rome the Aristotelian view of human autonomy and the 

biblical view of divine sovereignty are supposedly cooperating peacefully with one 

another for the welfare of man and for the glory of God. 

In the Roman scheme of things the natural man is not told that he is, because of his 

fall in Adam, a slave to sin and that only the grace of God in Christ, applied to him by the 

regeneration of the Holy Spirit, can set him free. The natural man is rather told that, 

although he is naturally free, he may have a greater degree of freedom through Christ. 

Through grace man may be lifted in the scale of being toward participation in the being 

of God. This largely metaphysical lifting in the scale of being is a gradual process. The 

church is therefore, in effect, a continuation of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. The mass 

is a non-bloody continuation of the sacrifice of Christ. The faithful who partake of it are, 

hopefully, moving onward and upward toward the vision of and participation in the being 

of God. 

2. The Reformation Principle 

 

By the gracious providence of God it was Luther, and after Luther, Calvin, who 

brought to light the gospel of the grace of God as of then buried beneath this false 

synthesis between the wisdom of man and the wisdom of God. It is for this reason that 

Herman Bavinck speaks of the principle of the Reformation as being ethical rather than 

metaphysical. Man is and always will be a creature. The fall did not draw him toward 

non-being. Through the fall man became a sinner. He hates his Maker. As such he is 



guilty and polluted. As such he is under the condemnation of his Creator and Judge. 

Through the atoning death of Christ, those who believe and therefore put their trust in 

Christ by the Spirit are, in principle, free from guilt and pollution and free therefore for 

the service of their redeemer. By the testimony of the Spirit with their spirits they know 

that there is no longer any condemnation for them. They are not being gradually lifted in 

the scale of being always fearful lest through their failure of determination to hold on to 

Christ they should, after all, slip back toward or into non-being. The gates of hell cannot 

frustrate the work that Christ has done for them and the work which the Holy Spirit, in 

applying the work of Christ to them, has done and is doing within them. 

What joy there was in the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands when the gospel of 

the sovereign grace of God as recovered by Luther and especially as recovered and 

restated by Calvin, ruled in the hearts of its members. In 1561 these Reformed churches 

had adopted the Belgic Confession as their creed and in 1562 had added the Heidelberg 

Catechism as a second ecclesiastical standard. Now to the glorious task of training the 

young and instructing the people to an ever deeper appreciation of the gospel of the 

sovereign grace of God! 

 

3. The Remonstrant Synthesis 

 

It soon appeared, however, that a mixed multitude had come of Rome. The biblical 

idea that through the fall man is corrupt in all aspects of his personality was too much for 

some of them. Man could not be that bad! Did they, and all the good people they knew, 

deserve to go to eternal punishment for the sin which “Adam” had committed? Are we to 

take the Bible that literally? And what of all the “heathen”? They have never even had an 

opportunity to hear the gospel. Are they “lost” too? 

Why does God offer the gospel of salvation through Christ to us and not to others? 

Did not Christ die for all men? And, if it really takes the regeneration of the Holy Spirit 

for any one to accept the gospel, Why does not the Holy Spirit regenerate all men? 

The Remonstrants who asked such questions, did not want to return to the Mother 

Church. They could not abide the idea of a Pope to lord it over them. Besides, they said 

they believed in all the doctrines of the Reformed Confessions. 

They believed in the Bible as the final standard for teaching and practice. They 

believed, they said, in election and in the primacy of grace. But for all their opposition to 

Rome and her teachings, centering in the mass, they did not, they said, want to go to 

opposite extremes. How can we defend ourselves against the Romanists when they tell us 

that in the theology of Calvin and especially in that of his follower, Beza, man is reduced 

to a puppet and God is made the author of sin? Are the teachings of the Reformation, 

especially the teaching with respect to God’s election of some men to eternal salvation 

and his passing by of others to eternal death so clearly revealed in Scripture as the 

Reformers thought they were? Can we not have a practical rather than a theoretical 

combination of election and human responsibility? 

In 1610 a number of followers of Jacobus Arminius expressed this type of opposition 

formally in a Remonstrance. It is the reply to this Remonstrance that we have before us in 

the Canons of the Synod of Dordt. Of what relevance are these pronouncements for us 

today? 

 



4. The Five Points Of Calvinism 

 

When we deal with the Canons of Dordt we deal not, in the last analysis, with the so-

called “five points of Calvinism.” It is not the case that Reformed preachers preach 

exactly like Arminian preachers throughout the year except that they preach one sermon, 

or even five sermons, on “The Five Points of Calvinism.” Rather, the Canons of Dordt 

presuppose the “system of doctrine” that had already been set out in the Belgic 

Confession and in the Heidelberg Catechism. The fathers of Dordt were merely 

articulating this “system of doctrine” more carefully than had been done in these 

Confessions at particular points that were attacked by the Remonstrants. The old heresy 

of human autonomy was raising its head anew within what was not only a church born of 

the principle of the Reformation but, more particularly, within a Reformation church that 

sought to be Reformed. The enemy was now within the gates. Using tactics similar to 

those used by the Viet Cong today the Remonstrants pretended to be loyal to the 

Reformed Confessions while they actually did all they could to destroy them. 

The Remonstrants claimed the fullest right to operate within the Reformed Churches 

of the Netherlands. They sought to Reform the Reformed Churches so that they would 

teach the sovereign grace of God in consonance with what they thought to be the obvious 

experiential truth of the free will of man. Only by doing this, they argued, could a 

Reformed church really be Reformed. Certainly the proper motto for a Reformed church 

is that it must always reform itself. Is there not always new truth springing forth from the 

ever bubbling fountain of Scripture? Is not the Holy Spirit leading the people of God into 

an ever deeper and broader grasp of the truth as it is revealed to us by Christ the Son of 

God? 

 

A. The Roman-Remonstrant Principle 

 

From what has been said it appears that the Remonstrant synthesis is not basically 

different from the Roman Catholic synthesis. The assumption of human autonomy 

underlies both of them. And with the assumption of human autonomy as an ultimate 

given of experience goes a purely rationalist principle of continuity and a purely 

irrationalist principle of discontinuity. In short, involved in the assumption of human 

autonomy is a comprehensive theory with respect to the nature of all reality, including 

God and man. 

 

(1) The Rationalist-Irrationalist Synthesis 

 

We may illustrate this point by a reference to Socrates. Socrates answers the question 

whether the holy is holy because it is holy or whether it is holy because God says it is 

holy, by saying that he does not care what the gods say about the holy. He wants to know 

what the holy is in itself. In other words, he assumes absolute human autonomy. By 

saying this he, at the same time, answers the question asked. The Holy is holy not 

because a god says it is holy; the holy is a concept and a reality that stands above the 

gods as well as above men. This is rationalism. But involved in this rationalism is the 

notion that holiness is an idea that is wholly beyond the reach of human definition. This 

is irrationalism. Instigated by Satan, Adam introduced the notion of human autonomy and 



with it the rationalist-irrationalist synthesis that has marked all human thought that is not 

redeemed by Christ. Socrates exemplifies this fact clearly. 

There are two purely contradictory statements that must, on this apostate view, be 

made about reality as a whole. In the first place all reality must be one in the sense that it 

is a static whole. If this were not so, man would not understand his own freedom. To 

understand is, on this view, to penetrate exhaustively by logical insight. But, if man 

understood himself and therefore his freedom exhaustively, then he would not be free any 

longer. He would not exist at all. For, to understand is, on this view, to be absorbed in 

being. Being and understanding are one. To understand himself man must, on this view, 

destroy himself. He must be absorbed into the “wholly other” reality above him. Yet he 

has no knowledge of a god that is above him. Therefore he cannot, though he must, be 

absorbed into God. 

 

(2) The Analogy Of Being 

 

The only possible escape from thus seeking to understand himself by absorption into 

abstract being is by destroying the very idea of understanding by means of the notion that 

reality, including gods and men, is wholly contingent. Only if reality as a whole is wholly 

contingent is man wholly free. But by the same token he is then, at the same time, wholly 

indeterminate. As wholly contingent he cannot distinguish himself from other wholly 

contingent men any more than a drop of water in a bottomless and shoreless ocean can 

distinguish itself from an other drop in the same ocean. 

The former idea, that of pure or blank identity was defended by Parmenides and the 

latter idea, that of pure or blank differentiation, was defended by Heraclitus. For 

Parmenides all reality is static and for Heraclitus all reality is flux. Seeking to escape the 

obvious contradiction between these ideas Aristotle said that reality is inherently both 

continuous and discontinuous. This is what he meant when he spoke of the inherently 

analogous character of being. 

This Aristotelian concept of the analogy of being is utterly destructive of the 

Christian scheme of things. The Greek way of thinking in general, and the Aristotelian 

way of thinking in particular, destroys the whole distinction between God as man’s 

Creator and of man as the creature of God. For the idea of creation the Greeks substituted 

the notion of participation. Herewith the principle of apostasy is owned as legitimate. 

There can, on this view, be no revelation of God to man, either “natural” or 

“supernatural.” There can, on this view, be no “fact revelation” and there can be no 

“word revelation.” 

Man is, on this view, not the image bearer of God and cannot sin against God. If he 

could sin and if he had sinned, there could be no redemption from sin for him through the 

incarnation and atoning death of the Son of God. There cannot be a Son of God for God 

is the changeless and stationary one. There could be no Son of man who was also the Son 

of God in distinction from other men, for all men as men would be participant in the 

being of God. 

However, for all the obvious incompatibility of Christianity and Greek philosophy the 

Church of Rome forced them into an artificial union. The principle of “free will” was so 

precious to the Church of Rome that it was willing to make an evil alliance with Greece 

in order to defend it. The Church of Rome loved Aristotle almost as much as Christ. 



5. The Reformation Principle Again 

 

It was the fatal union between Christ and Aristotle that was broken by the Reformers. 

For them it was Christ alone whom the redeemed from sin must serve. 

It was the fatal union of Christ with Aristotle that constituted for Luther the 

Babylonian captivity of the Church. And it was the principle of the Reformation, the 

principle of Christ alone, the Scripture alone and faith alone, that the Reformed Churches 

sought to work out in its full implications. 

Granted they did not yet see the full implication of their own position, they did at 

least understand and set forth the gospel in its essence. 

This precisely is where the Remonstrants failed. They did not grasp, or did not want 

to live exclusively by, the principle of the Reformation. Like the Church of Rome the 

Remonstrants too loved the freedom or autonomy of man almost as well as they loved 

Christ. Like the Church of Rome the Remonstrants were blind to the fact that with their 

commitment to their notion of the freedom of man they were in effect also committing 

themselves to a view of reality as a whole that excludes the truth of the whole Christian 

scheme of things. 

 

6. The Remonstrant Synthesis Again 

 

In replying to the five points of the Remonstrance the way it did, the synod of Dordt 

was therefore not merely defending certain points of doctrine. It was defending the whole 

Christian scheme of things. The men of Dordt were defending the Christian scheme of 

things by maintaining that God must be the self-sufficient point of reference in all that 

man asserts about himself or about his world. God is the source of what can possibly 

happen in the world of space and time, i.e., only that can happen which God has 

determined should happen for there is no realm of pure Chance out of which a 

‘possibility’ may arise. Therefore God cannot, without denying himself, create a formal 

or abstract possibility of salvation for all men. If he did this then no man would or could 

be saved. If God is the author of all possibility and if there were but a bare possibility of 

salvation for all men, then this bare possibility would be so absolutely bare that man’s 

positive response to such an offer would be impossible. 

Again if God were to create the abstract possibility of salvation equally for all men it 

would necessarily amount to the actual salvation of all men, even though such salvation 

would arise without regard to the faith of man as we just said. This ‘salvation’ could only 

amount to the absorption of all men into the principle of blank identity. It would have to 

be ‘salvation’ which could be viewed only in terms of rescue from non-being rather than 

from sin. If salvation is from sin then the offer of salvation cannot be abstracted from the 

sinner who, in the nature of the case, is unable to avail himself of salvation unless the 

Holy Spirit acts in a way uniquely different from his general work among all men. If, 

therefore, it is abstract, it is so abstract that it is without reference to sin and a salvation 

without reference to sin is the salvation of Greek philosophy, absorption in the being of 

God in which men, to a small degree, now participate. One cannot, therefore, assert that 

God is the source of all possibility and at the same time assert that possibility is back of, 

or prior to, God. The former is the God of Abraham and Paul, the latter of Aristotle. 



If the sovereign God created a merely formal possibility of salvation, either no one 

would be saved or every one would be saved, and in neither case would the eternal 

destiny of man have anything to do with his faith-response. In other words, the very 

freedom which the Remonstrants, together with the Roman Catholics, were anxious to 

preserve against the Calvinists, would then disappear. On the position of the 

Remonstrants, as on the position of the Roman Catholics, man’s freedom implies his 

going off simultaneously in the direction of absorption into abstract, impersonal being 

and in the direction of absorption into indifferentiated non-being. 

In short, by holding to the idea of human autonomy which presupposes a possibility 

prior to God, the Remonstrants, following the lead of the Roman Catholics, were in effect 

committing themselves to a monstrous synthesis between one system of thought in which 

God and another system in which man is the final reference point in predication. 

The Reformed Churches had already rejected such a monstrous synthesis in their first 

major Confessions. Now at Dordt they refused to return to the flesh-pots of Egypt. But 

this time they did so in opposition to those who were members and ministers of their own 

church. 

Herein then, quite obviously, lies the relevance of Dordt for today. Reformed 

Churches should not be surprised if the idea of human autonomy, together with its false 

principle of universality and its false principle of individuality, should raise its head again 

and again within their own confines. In fact these churches should expect that the 

monstrosity of a theology that seeks to worship both God and man will take on ever 

increasingly subtle form. Reformed Churches must ever be ready to identify and exclude 

heresy from their midst. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2: 
Opposition To Dordt 

 
1. A Roman Catholic Critique 

 

It was to be expected that Romanism would attack the theology of sovereign grace set 

forth in the Canons of Dordt, and in the other Reformed Confessions. In 1832 the learned 

Roman Catholic historian of doctrine, John Adam Moehler, published Symbolism, or 

Exposition of the Doctrinal Differences Between Catholics and Protestants in which he 

instituted a comparison between the creeds of the Roman Catholic and of the Protestant 

churches. Moehler refers to Dordt only briefly, but his general criticism of the Reformed 

Confessions is applicable to what Dordt teaches either directly or by assumption. 

Basic to, Moehler’s critique is, of course, the assumption of human freedom as an 

ultimate given of experience. He assumes that autonomous freedom is the prerequisite for 

the idea of human responsibility.
 1

 The fact that the Reformers definitely and clearly teach 

responsibility on the ground that man is made in the image of God does not keep Moehler 

from asserting that the Reformers practically teach determinism. 

In all of their teaching, both with respect to sin and salvation the Protestants, says 

Moehler, have an externalist view of the relation between God and man. How could it be 

otherwise since “according to them, all the phenomena in the world of man are God’s 

own work, and man is the mere instrument of God, everything in the world’s history is 

God’s invisible act, visibly realized by the agency of man.… All is referred to God—God 

is all in all.”
 2

  

The Reformers affirm indeed “that man can repel the divine influence, though he 

cannot co-operate with it; whereby, they think, his guilt is sufficiently established. But 

this solution of the difficulty is unsatisfactory, because every man can only resist; since 

all are in like degree devoid of freedom, and of every vestige of spiritual faculties.”
 3

  

If there is anything defective in man this must be ascribed to God who made him. Of 

course, Calvin will not allow such a conclusion. But it is, says Moehler, “involved in his 

basic determinism.”
 4

 For all their emphasis on the heinousness of sin their determinism 

compelled the Reformers, “in despite of themselves, to deny the very existence of sin.”
 5

  

Turning now to the Protestant view of justification by faith we see, says Moehler, that 

in spite of claims to the contrary, this too is conceived in mechanical, impersonal terms.
 6

 

According to Calvin justification is not regarded “as a morally renovating and vital 

                                                 
 1 

Johann Adam Moehler, Symbolism, tr. by James Burton Robertson (London: Gibbings 

and Co., 1894), p. 90. 
 2 

Ibid., p. 191. 
 3 

Ibid., p. 91. 
 4 

Ibid., p. 117. 
 5 

Ibid., pp. 117–118. 
 6 

Ibid., p. 103. 



principle, flowing from the spirit of Christ; but as stanching in the same relation to Christ, 

as an earthen vessel to the treasure.”
 7

  

Thus since the Reformers have no real place for human freedom and responsibility in 

their system of thought, even their God himself cannot uproot sin from man. Evil 

“necessarily adheres to everything finite.”
 8

  

One more point needs to be mentioned. Though the burden of Moehler’s criticism on 

the Protestant view of God’s relation to man is directed against its supposedly unbearable 

determinism, the opposite criticism is not lacking. This applies particularly to Calvinism. 

The God of Calvin, Moehler says, is arbitrary. This is apparent in the very externalism of 

all of God’s dealings with man. Men are merely puppets in his hands. Christ dies only for 

some men, not for all. In arbitrary fashion he withholds from others the light of salvation 

and sends them to their eternal death regardless of merit or demerit. 

Summing up the matter Moehler says that “the Catholic Church views the whole 

system of Christianity, and the immediate objects of the Saviour’s advent, in a manner 

essentially different from the Protestant communities.… According to the old Christian 

view, the Gospel is to be regarded as an institution of an all-merciful God, whereby 

through his Son he raises fallen man to the highest degree of religious and moral 

knowledge which he is capable of attaining in this life, proffers to each one forgiveness 

of sins, and withal an internal sanatory and sanctifying power.”
 9

  

Compare this sensible and reasonable point of view with the Protestant and especially 

the Calvinist view of an arbitrary, all-determining God who, like an Oriental tyrant, 

withholds the gift of freedom from men and then sends some of them to damnation for 

having transgressed his law. Such is the main point of Moehler’s criticism. 

It is no wonder then that Moehler’s sympathies are altogether with the Arminians or 

Remonstrants when at Dordt they are, he thinks, abused by Calvinists who seek to imitate 

or mechanically transmit the arbitrary, attitude and power of their God. 

According to these Calvinists “the felicity and the misery of spirits had once been 

absolutely decreed; and any conception of final causes, as to what might yet be reserved 

to free-will, became utterly impossible.”
 10

  

As over against such an arbitrary determinism the Remonstrants devoted a particular 

section to the article on Providence, attaching thereto the notion of a wise, holy and just 

guidance (not predetermination) of all things; and, in this way, they conceived they 

steered the true middle course between the Epicurean system of causality and the Stoical 

and Manichaean destiny, or Fatum; for with the latter they associated the errors of 

predestinarianism. 

“To man, therefore, they ascribe free-will, which is so inherent in his nature that it 

can never be obliterated.”
 11

 The fall of man was, for the Arminians, “a perfectly free act 

and redemption in Christ Jesus is, according to the Arminian system, universal.… To 

every man Who heareth the Gospel sufficient grace is proffered to enable him to rise 

from his fall; and where the announcement of the doctrines of salvation is not attended 

                                                 
 7 

Ibid., p. 129. 
 8 

Ibid., p. 190. 
 9 

Ibid., p. 175. 
 10 

Ibid., p. 499. 
 11 

Ibid., p. 500. 



with these effects, man only is to blame. If, on the other hand, grace prevails (gratia 

efficax), then the reason of this is to be sought for, not in its intrinsic nature, but in the 

reception which it has found in the Soul of man.”
 12

 “With reason” the Arminians reject 

the Calvinist notion of irresistible grace as being “at utter variance with the rewards 

promised to obedience when rendered, and with the penalties threatened against the 

refusal of obedience, for God would in that case, extort obedience, and would work 

exclusively and alone.”
 13

  

How unjustly, then, do the Calvinists claim to be the true defenders of the doctrines 

of grace. The reverse is true. According to the Remonstrants, says Moehler, the Grace of 

God “determines the beginning, the progress and the consummation of all good.” And the 

greatest possible cause for joy in watching the proceedings at Dordt for Moehler is found 

in the fact that on the doctrines of grace the articles of the Remonstrants “are nearly 

identical with the Catholic.”
 14

 And to think that this Remonstrant movement started right 

in the citadel of such men as Gomarus and other supralapsarian Calvinists! 

 

2. The Amyraldean Synthesis 

 

It is a pity that Moehler did not extend his comparison between the various Protestant 

movements and Roman Catholicism to Amyraldianism. Such a comparison might have 

given him new courage after the defeat of the Remonstrants at Dordt. 

In Amyraldianism we meet a new synthesis, a synthesis between Calvinism and 

Arminianism. This synthesis was proposed by a number of men in the Reformed 

Churches of the Netherlands less than a century after Dordt. 

Great sympathy for the defeated Remonstrants led these men to oppose “extreme” 

Calvinists and to propose a negotiated peace with open or crypto-Arminians. 

In a long anonymous work on the subject we are permitted to eavesdrop on a dialogue 

between two Calvinists and three proponents of a view that seeks to be liberal and 

tolerant toward the views of the Remonstrants.
 15

  

Listen then as Eurodius, he who holds to the “broad” way, expounds his view. He is 

answering Orthodoxus. Did Christ die for all men, you ask me? Of course, he did. The 

very idea of the incarnation implies this. Christ assumed human flesh in relation to the 

whole human race. “Without this neither my teaching of general redemption, which on 

condition has been procured for all, nor that of common grace of which the Scripture 

speaks gloriously, can stand.” 

At this point Orthodoxus speaks of Christ’s assumption of his human nature with a 

view to saving the elect. But Eurodius waxes eloquent. That’s folly, Orthodoxus. Of 

course Christ became man for us men. He opened the way of salvation for all, “for the 

one as much as for the other; if only they satisfy the conditions and observe their 
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Ibid. 
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Ibid., p. 501. 
 14 

Ibid. 
 15 

Alexander Comrie, Examen van het Ontwerp Van Tolerantie (Amsterdam: Nocholaas 

Byl, 2 vols. 1753, 56.) 



opportunity.” “For God omits none of the children of Adam, doing them good, and 

thereby urging them to accept his common grace, and turn unto him.”
 16

  

Enough has already been said to indicate that under pretense of asking for tolerance 

of the Remonstrants by the Calvinists, the Amyraldians were, in effect, demanding 

capitulation of the latter to the former. 

In their sixth dialogue Eurodius assures Orthodoxus and his Calvinist colleague, 

Philalethes (lover of truth), that he, with them, wants to retain the doctrine of election. 

But then he adds that we must, together with those “excellent professors in the Reformed 

Churches of France, like Camero, Amyraldus, Placaeus, Testardus and others, for whom 

you should have more respect, distinguish between a general and a specific decree.” 

In a general decree God determines nothing pertaining to individual men. He merely 

decides “that faith in Christ is to be the only way to salvation.” 

As is obvious, says Eurodius, in this general decree God does not deal directly with 

persons but with qualities. 

The objects of election are not to be thought of as individual men. Rather, Christ died 

for those who have the quality of faith. He died “for all Believers, without reference to 

their individual persons, but [with reference to] this quality.”
 17

  

Thus the ultimate determination of every man’s final destiny is ascribed to man 

instead of to God. The Calvinist position is said to be similar to that of Spinoza, the arch-

determinist.
 18

 Eurodius wants to be neither a Spinozist nor a Pelagian. He would follow a 

middle position between determinism and indeterminism. 

 

3. The Roman-Remonstrant Amyraldian Synthesis 

 

In the course of the series of dialogues the conferees found it necessary to discuss 

every aspect of the nature of both God and man and of all that takes place in heaven and 

on earth and under the earth. Two totality views stand over against one another in mortal 

combat. The Amyraldian synthesis, the Remonstrant synthesis and the Roman Catholic 

synthesis are basically similar to one another. The free God and the free man engage in a 

cooperative project for the salvation of man and for the glory of God. All three syntheses 

teach the “primacy of grace” but in a way that always “respects” the autonomy of man. 

Mighty America may help South Vietnam in its struggle toward a self-respecting mode of 

life, but in doing so the great country is always careful to remember the ‘honor’ of the 

small country. 

 

4. The Neo-Orthodox Synthesis 

 

All that has been said in previous paragraphs was said to alert the present followers of 

Dordt to the nature of the enemy that has again come into their folds in recent times. 

It is not likely that another synod similar to that of Dordt will be called but it is 

obvious that if there were to be such a synod it would be the followers of Karl Barth and 
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Ibid., p. 265. 



other neo-orthodox theologians who would seek to reform the church by maintaining that 

they alone are the true lovers of the doctrines of grace. 

As far as the United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America is 

concerned it has adopted a Confession in which human autonomy reigns supreme. The 

“old religion” is, to be sure, tolerated but that is all. The “new religion,” the religion of 

The Confession of 1967,
 19

 is not essentially different from the religion of modernism. To 

this point we shall return. 

The reason for the essential identity between neo-orthodoxy and modernism lies in 

the fact that the philosophy underlying both is that of Immanuel Kant and his 

philosophical descendents, the currently active existentialists. 

 

A. Kant’s Teleology 

 

Basic to Kant’s philosophy is, once more, the concept of man as absolutely 

autonomous. His view of man brings out more explicitly than had been done by Greek 

thought that man is both the source and the final goal of human thought and action. 

 

B. The Aristotle-Kant Synthesis 

 

On the surface it might seem as though Kant’s philosophy is more sympathetic to 

Christianity than was the philosophy of Aristotle. Did not Kant claim that he had limited 

science in order to make room for faith? Did not Kant limit science to the realm of 

phenomena in order to give to religion the realm of the noumena, i.e., the I-thou 

dimension. Do we not then, in Kant’s philosophy, have a better teleology than that which 

the Church of Rome takes from Aristotle? 

The answer is that the theology found in Kant’s philosophy and that found in 

Aristotle are both based upon the assumption of human autonomy and as such destructive 

of the God-centered teleology of Christianity. 

The theology of the philosophy of Kant as well as the theology of the philosophy of 

Aristotle has a principle of continuity that would reduce all change to blank identity and a 

principle of discontinuity that would reduce all identity to pure contingency. 

That such is the case with Aristotle has already been pointed out. That such is also the 

case with Kant may now be shown briefly. 

On the surface the opposite might seem to be true. Is it not true that, in opposition to 

Greek philosophy. Kant assumes the fact of pure contingency as an ultimate, irreducible 

given?
 20

 Does not this fact leave room for the existence of a God who, to be known by 

man at all, cannot be otherwise known than by his revelation of himself to man? 

The answer is that Kant’s idea of contingency does, to be sure, leave room for a god. 

But the god for which it leaves room is wholly unknown and unknowable. It is not the 

God who is manifest in the works of creation and providence. It is not the God who 

became incarnate in the space-time world and identified himself in it as the Son of God 
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and Son of man. It is not the God who speaks to us directly in the words of Scripture. In 

short it is not the God of Dordt, or of the Reformers or of the Scriptures. 

Nor can we claim that by limiting science to the world of phenomena, thereby 

denying that any man can say anything conceptually about God that is more true than 

what any other man has said or can say about God, Kant was less a rationalist than was 

Aristotle. Kant, no less than Aristotle, in effect, makes a universal negative statement 

about all past, present and future reality. On Kant’s view, no more than on that of 

Aristotle can God reveal himself in history in such a way that he can identify himself in it 

for what he is, namely, the Creator-redeemer of men. 

If Kant were to speak to an orthodox believer he might say three things: (a) Nobody 

knows who or what God is; (b) What you say about him is therefore wrong; and (c) What 

I say about him is therefore right. 

 

C. The New Metaphysic 

 

Kant and his followers claimed to rid us of all metaphysics. What they really did was 

to substitute a new metaphysic for the old. The new metaphysics was to the effect that 

reality is wholly contingent. God and man are, together, immersed in pure contingency. 

Negatively this means that a God who is self-determinate, a God who can say ‘I’ to 

himself and thereby be intelligible to himself, cannot exist. 

All the arguments of recent theology against the historic Protestant claim that the 

triune God of Scripture has revealed himself clearly in Christ and in his Word spring 

from a Kantian principle of discontinuity to the effect that reality is ultimately contingent. 

What is Truth? Nobody knows. Whether we say something affirmative or negative about 

God, says Barth, all that we know is that we are wrong in what we have said. 

On the other hand all the arguments of recent theology against the historic Reformed 

doctrine of sovereign electing grace spring from the Kantian principle of continuity to the 

effect that phenomenal reality is, so far as it is known, ultimately one Parmenidean block 

of being, wholly penetrable by the logical activity of man. 

 

D. Karl Barth’s Dialectic 

 

Barth’s total statement on the question of election is a neat exhibition of a well-

balanced interaction of Kant’s purely irrationalist doctrine of pure contingency and his 

purely rationalist doctrine of universal determinism. 

According to the former principle, the principle of discontinuity, Barth holds that men 

remain forever free. They may leave heaven whenever they please. Like Judas, who 

represents the “open situation in preaching,” every human being must always be free to 

betray his Christ afresh. He must be free in this ultimate sense. Is not freedom, pure 

autonomy, an ultimate given of human personality? Faith would not be faith, for Barth, if 

man, its subject, and God in Christ, its object, were not alike purely contingent. G. C. 

Berkouwer was therefore quite right when, in his book Karl Barth, he spoke of Barth as 

being more nominalist than was Occam.
 21
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However, according to the second principle, the principle of pure continuity, the 

principle of pure determinism, Barth holds that all men, to be men at all, are men as 

participant in the one man who alone is really man, namely, Jesus. It is then a foregone 

conclusion that all men will be saved because from eternity they have been saved. What 

then becomes of man’s individuality and freedom? It is lost, completely lost. Again what 

meaning is there to the death and resurrection of Christ as facts of history? None, none 

whatsoever. So far as the resurrection is all historic fact at all, a fact belonging to the 

series of space-time facts, it is merely a pointer to the real resurrection that must be 

posited as “happening” in Barth’s Geschichte, i.e., Barth’s “Christianized” form of 

Kant’s noumenal realm. Taking place in that transphenomenal realm, the resurrection 

does not follow the death of Christ, as an event in time, on a calendar day. If it did, it 

would be subject to the pure relativity that marks space-time factuality. 

Barth therefore speaks of the Christ-Event as the moral postulate in terms of which 

we must see all things. In terms of this Christ-Event all things work together for good for 

all mankind. The wickedness of wicked men has been, from all eternity, defeated. This is, 

for Barth, the gospel. The missionary’s task is, says Barth, to tell all men everywhere that 

they must be of good courage, for they are all in Christ and as such participant in Deity. 

Looking at this “purified Supralapsarianism” of Barth one can readily see that the 

Remonstrants could only object to the teaching of Barth on predestination and election. 

Barth defends a far deeper-dyed universalism than that which they were espousing. If the 

Remonstrants defended a measure of contingency., Barth defends absolute contingency. 

The Remonstrants were out to liberalize theology and then to broaden the church. 

Barth is opposed to Arminian theology but he is opposed to it because of the measure 

of adherence to historic Christianity that is found in it. Barth is opposed to the Arminian 

idea that Christ died for all in history because such an idea identifies the essence of 

Christ’s work with something that happened in ordinary history. 

Of course the Evangelical Arminian is poorly equipped to defend himself against a 

Barthian type of attack because his own principle of free will involves a type of 

universalism and a type individualism that lays him open to the inroads of the Barthian 

attack. 

It is, therefore, the responsibility of the followers of Dordt to see to it that the gospel 

of grace continues to be heard in its purity in our day, in spite of the flood-tide of neo-

orthodoxy now about to engulf all Protestant churches. 

 

5. The Aristotle-Christ-Kant Synthesis 

 

Those who, by the grace of God, seek to proclaim the grace of God to a lost and 

dying world today will need to discern the spirits to see whether they be of God. The 

enemies of the sovereign grace of God in Christ in the Church are joining their forces for 

a final all-out combat against the truth. Here then we have the total picture today. 

 

A. “Mother Church” Calls Again 

 

Among these enemies is, first, the Roman Catholic Church. For all the spirit of 

tolerance toward “departed brethren” and for apparent interest in the Bible as the 

infallible Word of God, there is no evidence of a basic change of direction in this church. 



The declarative or interpretative power of the “living church” continues to repress the 

voice of the Christ of the Scriptures as the final norm of authority for its members.
 22

 The 

philosophy of Kant and of his existentialist followers has had an influence on recent 

Roman Catholic theologians. This influence of Kant’s philosophy has moved some recent 

Roman Catholic theologians to add the activist categories of existentialism to the 

substantialist or essentialist categories of Aristotle in their interpretation of Christianity. 

But so far as Roman Catholic theologians add modern existentialist categories to the 

ancient and medieval essentialist categories, they are not therewith approaching a 

theology of grace. They are merely approaching the kind of “sovereign” grace that neo-

orthodox theology represents. 

In the writings of Hans Urs Von Balthasar and Hans Küng, for instance, one sees how 

Roman Catholic theologians rejoice in that work of Karl Barth because it supports them 

in their opposition to what they think of as the Reformation idea of God as the all-

determiner (die Alleinwirksamkeit Gottes).
 23

  

 

B. Arminians 

 

Then there are the fundamentalists, many of whom are Arminian in their theology. 

These Arminian fundamentalists continue to oppose what they think of as the 

determinism of the Calvinists. Even so, this opposition is within the framework of 

historic Christianity. The followers of Dordt should seek to bring these Arminian 

defenders of “free will” to realize that their basic commitment to Christ should lead them 

to take their notion of freedom from Scripture rather than from a presupposed ultimate of 

experience. 

 

C. The Neo-Orthodox 

 

Thirdly, there are the followers of neo-orthodox Protestantism, such men as Karl 

Barth and Emil Brunner. This neo-orthodox position has now been accepted officially as 

the practicing creed of the United Presbyterian Church in its Confession of 1967. Neo-

orthodox theology is a synthesis between allegiance to Christ and allegiance to Kant. In 

Barth’s theology the Christ-Event seems all-controlling, but this Christ-Event is 

constructed according to the requirements of modern apostate philosophy. It is the idea of 

absolute freedom as an absolute given of human experience which controls all that is said 

about the Christ-Event. The natural theology of Rome is rejected but the “biblical 

theology” that is substituted for it is, if possible, more apostate than the natural theology 

of Rome could be. 

 

D. The Rome-Neo-Orthodox Synthesis 

 

It is therefore no wonder that the Roman Catholics and the neo-orthodox Protestants 

are today joining hands in their common opposition to the idea of the sovereign grace of 
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God. We may speak of this ecumenical movement in which Roman Catholics and neo-

orthodox Protestantism are the chief factors as the Aristotle-Christ-Kant Synthesis. 

The leaders of this synthesis do not appear to fear the attack of Arminian 

fundamentalists on their position. Arminian evangelicals have undermined their own 

position by their continued commitment to a non-biblical view of man and his freedom. 

Thus they compromise the sovereign grace of God, and thus they weaken themselves 

when they seek to defend the historic Christian Faith. 

What the leaders of the Aristotle-Christ-Kant synthesis fear most is the opposition of 

the followers of Dordt and of the Westminster Confession of Faith. Well they may! The 

battle of Armageddon is about to be fought between those who continue to interpret the 

whole of human life and history on the presupposition of the sovereign grace of God 

revealed to lost men in the Christ of the Scriptures and those who interpret the whole of 

human life and history upon the presupposition of the sovereign will and power of man. 

This final battle, therefore, will be between the followers Dordt and the followers of 

the Aristotle-Christ-Kant synthesis. 

Ideologically the lines between these two positions can be drawn clearly. The A-C-K 

synthesis starts from apostate man as autonomous. On the presupposition of sinful man as 

autonomous, and as therefore that final point of reference in predication, the A-C-K 

synthesizers work with an abstract principle of continuity and an equally abstract 

principle of discontinuity. Whatever they say about Christ and the Scripture is said in 

terms of this framework of the autonomous man operating with the two mutually 

destructive principles of continuity and discontinuity as discussed earlier. 

On the other hand the followers of Dordt begin with the presupposition of God as 

speaking through Christ in the Old and New Testaments. 

Since it is a matter of two mutually exclusive all-controlling presuppositions there can 

be no compromise between the two views. Every fact of science, every principle of 

philosophy and every fact of the revelation of God is in dispute between them. In so far 

as fundamentalist-evangelical Christians cling to the idea that there is an area of 

interpretation in the field of science or philosophy that believers in the Christ of the 

Scriptures and believers in the Christ of Kant’s philosophy have in common, they cannot 

be entrusted with leadership in the battle of the Lord. Those who would do battle for 

Christ must take seriously the words of Jesus when he said, “No one comes to the Father 

but by me.” The followers of the Christ of the Scriptures and of the Scripture as the Word 

of Christ must do battle with those who (though with Barth they put the sign of the 

Christ-Event with red letters in their banner) in reality serve man as his own saviour. 

 

6. Beyond Dordt 

 

However plain the ideological lines would seem to be, the practical situation is today 

more complicated than it was at the time of Dordt. At Dordt there were differences 

between the infra and the supralapsarians. Even so both parties realized that they must 

make common cause against the Remonstrants. After all, the issue was with respect to the 

final act of discrimination between the saved and the lost by a sovereign God. The infra 

as much as the supralapsarians maintained, against the Remonstrants, that it is the one 

differentiating act of God’s grace that decides the final destinies of men. Again the supra 

as much as the infralapsarians insisted on the genuine significance of history in general 



and the genuine significance of the faith and disobedience of men in relation to the 

counsel of God. 

 

A. No More Debate Infra And Supra 

 

In our day matters are different. The difference between infra and supralapsarianism 

as it appeared at Dordt has happily subsided. The great Reformed theologian, Herman 

Bavinck, points out that differences such as that between infra and supralapsarianism 

spring from a failure to see that a true approach to the interpretation of God’s revelation 

in Christ requires the rejection of the notion that there is one principle, like that of the all-

controlling counsel of God, from which a series of logical deductions may be made with 

respect to what must take place in history, or that there are a series of historical facts from 

which inductions may be made with respect to what must be the order of the decrees of 

God. Theologians are right when, for the purposes of creed-formation and for the purpose 

of “systematic theology” they use concepts and logical reasoning in doing so. No one can 

say anything intelligible about God’s revelation through Christ in Scripture without the 

use of the process of syllogistic reasoning. But to say anything intelligible about God’s 

revelation through Christ in Scripture and in particular to do so in the interest of 

challenging the natural man to repent and to seek forgiveness of his sin through Christ, 

such reasoning must be subject to the presupposition of the absolute authority of Christ’s 

Word. Seemingly contradictory statements, such as that between the all-directing will of 

God and the responsibility of man must not be united “harmonistically.” No one can 

penetrate logically, and no one should attempt to penetrate logically, the relation between 

God and man. 

All things end in mystery. But the proper idea of mystery based on the idea that God 

is light and that in him is no darkness at all. This view of mystery, involved as it is in the 

biblical view of the relation between God as Creator-redeemer and man as the creature-

sinner is the diametrical opposite of the view of mystery based on the idea of human 

autonomy. This second view of mystery, expressed as it is in the noumena-phenomena 

distinction of Kant involves the idea that God is wholly unknowable, and that we know 

that he cannot reveal himself directly in history. 

Dr. D. H. Th. Vollenhoven expressed the idea of the proper subordination of man’s 

thinking to the presupposition of the truth about God and man as taught in Scripture very 

effectively in his book on The Necessity of a Christian Methodology.
 24

  

 

B. No More Natural Theology 

 

A second point on which our times are ahead of the time of Dordt is in the area of 

natural theology. Some of the fathers of Dordt and some of their sons had, quite 

inconsistently with their own basic approach, accepted the Roman Catholic idea of 

natural theology. 
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In recent times Bavinck, much as he stressed the “ethical” character of the 

Reformation, none-the-less, developed a philosophical prolegomena in which he 

developed a critical realism. In this he followed Thomas Aquinas.
 25

  

In more recent times J. Douma has shown that even Klaas Schilder, with all his effort 

to think biblically, did not escape falling into scholasticism.
 26

  

Finally, to mention only one more point, in 1962 Dr. H. M. Kuitert published a 

learned work on The Human Form of God
 27

 in which he shows the extent to which 

Christian theologians in general and even Reformed theologians have been influenced by 

“speculation” as they seek to set forth biblical truth. 

The moral of all this is to the effect that the followers of Dordt should seek to develop 

their theology in a concrete biblical fashion. They should not derive their views of God 

and of man from sources other than the Bible. If that is done the best result that can be 

attained is to have a God who is wholly unknowable to man and who must, none the less, 

be wholly known by man. 
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Chapter 3: 
Reformed Criticism of Dordt 

 
1. The Dordt-Barth Synthesis 

 

But now some of those who have done most to set us free from the synthesis that is 

largely controlled by Aristotle are offering us, as a substitute for it, a synthesis that is at 

least to some extent controlled by Kant. In other words, the attempt is now being made to 

express the truth of Scripture in the activist terminology of such men as Karl Barth. These 

men would set us free from slavery to a substance theology ˆ la Aristotle by means of the 

new activist theology ˆ la Kant. But, the activism of Kant is, like the substantivism of 

Aristotle, based on the idea of human autonomy. 

To think that the doctrines of grace can be more effectively stated and defended by 

the nature-freedom scheme of post-Kantian thought than by the form-matter scheme of 

Aristotle is to be self-deceived. The God-concept and the man-concept of Barth are as 

much projections by man as are the God-concept and the man-concept of Thomas 

Aquinas. To think that one can defend the sovereign grace idea of Dordt against the 

synergistic reductions of Romanism, Arminianism and Amyraldianism if only we express 

this idea with the help of the framework of modern personalist or existentialist 

philosophy is again to deceive ourselves. 

If then the lovers of free grace, the followers of Dordt, are to stand unitedly for the 

gospel of free grace today, they must clear up the question of relation of the gospel ˆ la 

Dordt to the gospel ˆ la the Aristotle-Christ-Kant synthesis. 

We proceed briefly to trace some of the efforts that have recently been made in the 

direction of combining the truth of Dordt with the supposed truth of neo-orthodoxy. 

J. G. Woelderink 

In 1951 Dr. J. G. Woelderink published a pamphlet on Election.
 1

 Dr. Woelderink 

was, till 1951, an eloquent spokesman for the historic Reformed Faith. But Barth opened 

his eyes, he says, the presence of large elements of scholasticism, not only in the work of 

Reformed theologians but in a confession such as that of Dordt. The victory of the fathers 

of Dordt, says Woelderink, “carried the seeds of defeat with it.”
 2

  

Since Dordt, no one, not even Bavinck, was able to build up the doctrine of election 

on a truly biblical basis. It was reserved for Barth to do this magnificent work.
 3

  

When the men of Dordt sought to defend the gospel of free grace over against the 

Remonstrants they, quite unbiblically, asked about the “causes of the fact that one man 

believes and another rejects the gospel.” In doing this the men of Dordt departed from the 

procedure of the Heidelberg catechism. This catechism asks “only with respect to the 

source of faith, and not with respect to the source of unbelief.” 

Moreover, the Catechism speaks only of the Holy Spirit as working faith in our hearts 

through the preaching of the gospel and the use of the sacraments, while the articles of 
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Dordt “climb up to the eternal counsel in order in it to find the causes of belief and 

unbelief.”
 4

  

Is it any marvel that the Remonstrants charged the fathers of Dordt with teaching an 

arbitrary determinism? “If the decree is as eternal as God himself, then, our logic tells us, 

it was never taken by God; in this case the decree is not sovereign any more; then God is 

bound by it as by his own being.”
 5

  

Of course, the Remonstrants were not right. No one knows this better than Barth. Nor, 

says Woelderink, need we accept the whole of Barth’s own view of election.
 6

 But 

Barth’s main concept of election is taken from Scripture. “Election is now no longer of an 

arbitrary sovereignty, but has its roots in the revelation of the love of God.”
 7

 What Barth 

says about Christ as the elect man is “beautiful and scriptural.”
 8

  

We need say no more on Woelderink. He has obviously no eye for the fact that 

Barth’s doctrine of election is basically that of philosophical dialecticism in which a 

wholly other God turns wholly into the opposite of himself in his humiliation and then 

takes man, i.e., mankind, up into a participation in his own inner being through his 

exaltation. Woelderink does not see that on Barth’s view of election, there is no genuine 

significance found in the facts of history. There is, on Barth’s view no transition from 

wrath to grace in the facts of Christ’s death and resurrection in history. 

Apparently Woelderink is deceived by the Kantian nature-freedom scheme employed 

by Barth as though by it release could be found from the “determinism” of the Canons of 

Dordt. According to this scheme the idea of cause stands for determinism and must, as 

such, be limited to the realm of the non-human. The idea of cause applies only to the 

realm of things, to the I-it dimension. According to this scheme, there is “above” the 

realm of things, the wholly other realm, the realm of persons. This is the realm where the 

free man and his gods live. The realm of persons is, according to this scheme, the realm 

of religion and ethics. 

When, therefore, we speak of man’s election by God we are not thinking of causal 

relations at all. If the Remonstrants charge us with reducing free man to a puppet in the 

hand of God, we reply that we are not referring to the world of causes at all. We are 

referring to the noumenal not to the phenomenal realm. We are defending the primacy of 

grace, not in the realm of nature but in the realm of freedom. 

If then the modern Remonstrant replies to the modern Calvinist that this sort of 

freedom is a freedom that is independent of what man as a creature and as a sinner has 

done in his disobedience to the word and ordinances of God which speak to him in the 

realm of the I-it dimension, then what does the modern Calvinist say? 

How is the sovereignty of God’s electing grace to be maintained as over against the 

claims of would-be autonomous man if the whole area of causation is first given over to 

Kant and his followers? We may, to be sure, flee into the noumenal realm of Kant and 

say that the fathers of Dordt were really maintaining a “religious” not a causal priority of 

grace over against the Remonstrants, and that this is what we are now trying to do. We 
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may fancy that we have thus maintained the true intent of Dordt. In fact, we may think 

that we are able, better than the fathers of Dordt, to maintain the sovereignty of grace. 

Are we not now, with the help of Kant, set free from the determinism and the 

contradiction involved in maintaining that God is the first primary cause of the actions of 

men? Are we not thus able, at one stroke, to escape the charge of determinism and at the 

same time to save the primacy of grace? 

We are indeed, but at the price of falling victim to an apostate scheme of thought 

according to which, as earlier noted, the words ‘man’ and ‘God’ have no distinguishable 

meaning at all. 

 

2. G. C. Berkouwer—A Reappraisal Of Dordt 

 

What we have before us in the pamphlet of Woelderink is tantamount to a proposal to 

regard neo-orthodoxy as an ally in the believer’s task of presenting the gospel of 

sovereign grace to men. Something similar to this is taking place in the recent writings of 

Dr. G. C. Berkouwer. 

Berkouwer’s views deserve special consideration. He has written voluminously. His 

learning is massive. His love for the Reformed faith is unquestioned. 

From the time of the publication of his doctoral dissertation on Geloof en Openbaring 

in de Nieuwere Duitsche Theologie, Berkouwer has followed and interpreted for us the 

development of recent theology. His criterion for the evaluation of modern theology in 

general and of recent theology in particular is their faithfulness to the message of the 

sovereign grace of God to men as revealed by Christ in Scripture. 

Two fields of special interest for Berkouwer have been the theology of Karl Barth and 

the theology of Roman Catholicism. 

In both of these fields Berkouwer’s thinking has apparently, in the course of time, 

undergone an agonizing reappraisal. Berkouwer’s earlier writings are negatively critical 

of both Barth and of Rome. Berkouwer’s later writings are positively critical of both 

Barth and Rome. Concomitant with his more “positive” attitude toward both Barth and 

Rome in recent times goes all increasingly negative attitude toward historic Reformed 

statements with respect to Scripture and doctrine. 

It is only in the light of this internal development of Berkouwer’s theology as a whole 

that we can understand what appear to be his quite different evaluations of the Articles of 

Dordt 

. 

A. The 1963 Article On Dordt 
 

In 1963 Berkouwer wrote an article with the title “Questions Pertaining to the 

Confession.”
 9

 A question of great importance for the church today, says Berkouwer, 

pertains to the historically conditioned nature of its confessions. In recent times 

theologians have become aware of this fact in a way that earlier theologians could not be. 

This is true both of Roman Catholic and of Protestant theologians. Development of 

doctrine, both Roman Catholics and Protestants now realize, is a much more complicated 
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affair than the earlier theologians thought it was. This development, it is now seen, is not 

merely a process whereby that which was implicit in a finished revelation is made more 

explicit by logical reflection.
 10

  

Of course when recent theologians are fascinated by the historically conditioned 

nature of the church’s act of confessing, they do not want to fall into relativism.
 11

 One 

can see this particularly in the case of Rome. The “theologie nouvelle” that has arisen in 

its midst is not seeking to reject the idea of the unchangeability of doctrine. It is merely 

calling the church’s attention to the fact that in the past the church has employed the 

philosophical categories of a certain period of history in its expression of infallible 

doctrine.
 12

  

In determining the nature of doctrine it is a question of the relation between 

“unchangeable affirmation and changeable representation.” It is a question of the “really 

intended content and the form, in which this content comes to expression.”
 13

  

Involved in this distinction between “really intended content” and “time-conditioned 

form” is the idea that no form can ever adequately express the intended content.
 14

 The 

“truth of the gospel is inexhaustible.” 

It means, further, as Hans Küng tells us, that “variety of form need not indicate a 

difference in faith.”
 15

 Does not Paul tell us that all human thinking is “in part?” 

Accordingly Karl Rahner speaks of the self-transcendence of every form, not because it is 

false but just because it is true. Dogma is, to be sure, infallible, but not in a static, 

unhistorical sense.
 16

  

Now if even Roman Catholic theologians with their commitment to the infallibility of 

doctrinal statement can speak thus of necessary self-transcendence of every form of 

doctrinal statement, how much more should we as Protestant, and especially as Reformed 

theologians, do so? Herman Bavinck speaks for the historic Reformed point of view 

when he says that all our thinking and speaking of God is “not adequate but analogical. 

We can really better say of God what he is not than what he is.”
 17

 Did not Abraham 

Kuyper, Sr., speak of the urgent need of bringing the Reformed faith in rapport with “the 

human consciousness as this had developed itself toward the end of the nineteenth 

century.”
 18

  

There is in all this, Berkouwer repeats, no intention whatsoever of denying or 

relativizing the “certainty and the positivity of human speech with respect to God.”
 19

  

On the contrary, any new form of expression must always go back to the simple 

positive statement that Jesus is Lord. This statement is doxological as well as simple. It is 

a simple response to the gospel. When the Church develops this simple statement by 
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means of further explication, usually in response to prevalent heresy, there is grave 

danger that the original doxological nature of the creed will suffer diminution.
 20

 Any 

extended confession is, in the nature of the case, vulnerable to defection from the truth. 

This inherent vulnerability of all confessions calls for an ever renewed attempt to 

show their scriptural character. But then comes the question whether the scriptural proof 

given for certain doctrines is not itself time-conditioned.
 21

 Still further, with the 

recognition of such a possibility, we are carried on toward a reconsideration not only of 

the propriety of the exegesis of certain passages of Scripture but of “the total structure of 

the biblical witness and of the confession.”
 22

  

 

(1) The Real Intent Of Dordt 
 

Against this background Berkouwer proceeds to discuss the articles of Dordt. The 

real intention of the canons of Dordt, no one doubts, is to express the “unmerited grace of 

God in the way of salvation, election as the fountain of salvation.”
 23

 No one objects to 

this ground-motive. What concerns us, says Berkouwer, is the framework (kader) in 

which this teaching of free grace is presented. 

The canons do not restrict themselves by referring to the sovereignty of God’s grace. 

If only they did. Unfortunately they present us with an “objective distinction” to the 

effect that God has in time given some men faith and withheld it from others. The sixth 

section of the first canon, accordingly, does not present teaching directly drawn from 

Scripture. On the contrary it draws “a conclusion which is connected with a vision of God 

as causing all things.” It is no wonder that men have therefore charged Dordt with 

holding to a determinist view of reality and, in particular, with the idea that the unbelief 

of men has back of it the all-causing God. 

 

(2) The Causal Thought-Pattern Of Dordt 
 

To be sure, the canons deny that God is the cause of man’s sin. But then, how can we 

at the same time speak of God as the all-causing one and of his not being the cause of 

human sin. In short, how shall we who hold to the basic intent of the canons, defend 

ourselves against the charge of holding to a flat contradiction or to determinism? 

Berkouwer proposes to “solve” the problem by rejecting the entire causal framework 

employed by Dordt and substituting for it a new framework, a framework that does 

justice to the doxological intent of the canons. Look for a moment at section sixteen of 

article one of the Canons. In this article the “static objectivising of two closed groups of 

men is crossed with a kerygmatic-pastoral testimony in an open situation full of 

responsibility, in which much, in which all things may happen … in connection with 

God’s judgment.”
 24
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When we have reached this plateau of pure openness we breathe easy. We are no 

longer stifled with causal categories. The charge of contradiction and the charge of 

determinism no longer trouble us. Now, for the first time, we can truly present the 

sovereignty of grace. Even so, we must not now look down in disdain on those who still 

grovel in the realm of causal relations. We too have been tempted to fall into what seems 

to be a “logical conclusion” with respect to the reprobate. We too have failed to think in 

terms of the “biblical a priori,”
 25

 substituting for it our own fatal a priori of parallelism.
 

26
  

We must not think in terms of logical symmetry and parallelism. Such a parallelism 

has back of it the idea of “the mere good-pleasure of God’s will,” the notion of “potentia 

absoluta.” 

Surely it is a mistake to say that men take offence at the gospel when they reject the 

idea of the “mere good pleasure” as the ultimate source of discrimination among men. 

We must not preach such an arbitrarily electing God. Our message must be that of the 

living God who “elects not according to works, but according to grace.”
 27

  

Surely only so are we in accord with the true intent of Dordt, says Berkouwer, in all 

this. In its conclusion Dordt rejects the charge “that God by a mere arbitrary act of his 

will, without the least respect or view to any sin, has predestinated the greatest part of the 

world to eternal damnation, and has created them, for this very purpose; that in the same 

manner in which the election is the fountain and cause of faith and good works, 

reprobation is the cause of unbelief and impiety … ”
 28

  

 

B. Berkouwer On Dordt In 1949 

 

At this point we turn back to Berkouwer’s evaluation of Dordt as given in his work on 

Faith and Justification
 29

 published in 1949. In 1949 Berkouwer detects no causal 

framework that works havoc with the real intent of Dordt. “This confession,” says 

Berkouwer, “is without any artificiality. It is directed to Christ and his grace alone and is, 

therefore, full of the recognition of guilt and of humility.”
 30

 “The sharp protest against 

the Remonstrant concept of faith shows that the priority-relation between grace is purely 

conceived … ”
 31

 There is, says Berkouwer, a “striking harmony” between the Belgic 

Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism and the Canons of Dordt as, together, they set 

forth the Reformation principle of “sola fide.” “In this ‘sola fide-sola gratia’ they were 

concerned with the central point of Reformation confession.”
 32
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C. Berkouwer On Election In 1955 

 

A third evaluation of Dordt by Berkouwer is found in his work on The Election of 

God.
 33

 Berkouwer’s analysis of Dordt here appears in the context of his own positive 

view of election. To what extent, we ask, has Berkouwer, in 1955 constructed his view of 

election in terms of the new framework that appears in the article of 1963 discussed 

above? 

We must, says Berkouwer, think about election from the viewpoint of the totality of 

the biblical message.
 34

 We must have no “speculative gnosis of theology.”
 35

 Scripture 

does not present us with “a doctrine of election but with the free electing God.”
 36

  

Surely then we must be careful about drawing “good and necessary consequences” 

from the presentation of the electing God that we find in Scripture.
 37

 If we are not careful 

at this point, we are liable, with Maccovius and others, to use “hard phrases” such as that 

some men are “predestined to sin” (destinare ad peccatum). 

The epilogue attached to the articles of Dordt warns against drawing the conclusion 

that God’s sovereign election involves the idea that God is the cause of sin.
 38

 In its 

rejection of the Remonstrant position the church did not reason from the basis of any 

word of determinism.
 39

  

To be sure, the doctrine of election does not involve indeterminism. We are not to 

give up all reflection on the question of election; but we must inquire as to the structure 

of the biblical message. We must respect the limits of revelation. We must understand the 

sense and meaning of Scripture.
 40

 “In the concreteness of the living Word of God we 

have our place assigned to us, in order that without lightheartedness we may listen to the 

things revealed to us and to our children.”
 41

 Then we shall speak with praise of the 

electing God. 

If we thus maintain the biblical limits of human thought and the doxological character 

of election, then we shall avoid trying to reduce the biblical confession of election to a 

“metaphysical system” with which to explain the world.
 42

 The true, biblical perspective 

lifts us out of the determinism-indeterminism antithesis. 

Bavinck was therefore right when he spoke of Pelagianism not merely as illogical but 

as irreligious.
 43

 Scripture knows nothing of this synergism with its idea of God and man 

each contributing something to the salvation of man.
 44
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(1) Berkouwer’s Doxological Realm 

 

With this background Berkouwer approaches the question as to whether the idea of 

election is to be based on the notion of absolute power (potestas absoluta). Here we have 

the problem of the all-causing God. Here is the question of questions for all of Christian 

thought and all of Christian life.
 45

 Fortunately the Bible is as plain as plain can be on the 

subject. God is not and cannot be arbitrary.
 46

 In no uncertain terms Calvin asserted that 

God is not above law (ex lex).
 47

  

Are we then, to appeal to a law that is above God? Not at all. The question why God 

has done something must be referred to his will, but not beyond it. God’s will is the “last 

and highest cause” and, just because of this fact, we must reject the idea of “absolute 

power.” In place of the abstract notion of absolute power, Calvin sets God as being a law 

to himself. There is no cause above the will of God, and yet God is not arbitrary. 

If this point be not observed we fall into the notion of a formal almightiness of God, 

and only if we have such a formal notion of God’s all-powerfulness do we face the 

problem of a limitation of God’s power.
 48

 The protest against the phrase potentia 

absoluta “was not directed against the absoluteness of God’s power, but against its 

unbiblical formalization.” Only as thus formalized does the will of God become a threat 

to the genuine significance of the historical order of salvation and to the dependability of 

the revelation of God.
 49

  

 

(2) Berkouwer’s New Exegesis Of Romans 9–11 

 

But does not the Bible itself teach us, especially in Romans 9, that we must, without 

questioning, submit ourselves to the absolute decisions of God? The answer is in the 

negative. God’s ways are, to be sure, said to be mysterious, but they are not a source of 

dread. On the contrary the sovereignty of God’s will is the greatest source of comfort to 

the people of God. Here mystery is full of the purpose of the impenetrable God of grace, 

in Jesus Christ. “Depth of riches. In this theme one can sum up Romans 9–11.”
 50

  

This depth of riches appears as the “teleology of God’s dealings” in the interrelation 

of the rejection of Israel and the receiving of the Gentiles. Here there is eschatological 

perspective and all caprice is banished.
 51

 Caprice is found to be naught but a projection 

on the part of sinful man. He who has the eyes of faith sees this teleology of God. God’s 

Word cannot fail even through the unbelief of Israel. 

The narrative of Jacob’s election and of Esau’s rejection does not, it is now quite 

generally agreed, indicate that God has determined everything from eternity with respect 

to the eventual salvation of these men. The narrative indicates, rather, the nature of 

election, namely that it is of grace and not of works. “The way of God’s grace in history 
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is here made plain.”
 52

 “Always and without exception the true significance of the ekloge 

(election) is manifest as that which is wholly without caprice.”
 53

 God’s way is the way of 

grace, not that of works. Only if our thinking is estranged from this principle can we 

think of caprice in connection with Romans nine.
 54

 If we have not this biblical 

perspective, we humanize or demonize God.
 55

  

It is therefore in the light of this idea of the divine teleology of history that we must 

consider the problem of the two classes of men, the elect and the non-elect. If this 

problem of the “numerus praedestinarum” be considered abstractly, it undermines the 

comfort of the gospel.
 56

 We must not speak of a hidden God (deus absconditus) as 

though he were opposed to the revealed God (deus revelatus). The hiddenness of God is 

no metaphysical attribute of God: Scripture speaks of it only in relation to God’s works in 

creation and redemption.
 57

  

 

(3) Berkouwer On “Election In Christ” 

 

Election is election in Christ. In these words we might sum up everything that has 

been said to this point.
 58

 Paul tells us this in so many words in Ephesians 1:4, 9 and in 2 

Timothy 1:9. Paul speaks in these passages of our election in Christ before the foundation 

of the world. Does this mean that there is an eternal counsel of God according to which 

all the facts of history are determined? Are Calvinists to be charged with denying the 

significance of history after all. Not so, says Berkouwer. If only we retain the vision of 

the doxological nature of the gospel, we drop the eternity-time antithesis as we have 

dropped the idea of an all-causing God. We must begin with the Christ and his 

determining work in history.
 59

  

If we have seen the true significance of the work of Christ, then we have, with Paul, 

also given up an “isolated interest in an all-determining counsel of God which cannot be 

followed by a decisive significance of history.”
 60

  

We must, by all means and at all costs, seek to escape an abstract doctrine of 

determinism in our view of election (verkiezings determinisme). We must constantly be 

on the watch against any abstract idea of sovereignty.
 61

 The men of Dordt were aware 

this fact. Woelderink’s charges against this synod are, therefore, unjust. He omits 

reference to Canon 11.9 which speaks of God’s purpose of everlasting love. This is 

anything but an abstract idea of election.
 62
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(4) Berkouwer’s Synthesis Of Time And Eternity 

 

Scripture does not set eternity and time over against each other in abstract fashion. 

“Every separation between an eternal decree and its realization is out of the question.”
 63

 

Paul leaves no room for a static council (star besluit) and a sovereignty in itself.
 64

 This 

structure is, therefore, not to be identified with a “kind of metaphysic, an objective state 

of affairs with respect to the relation of eternity to time in which time is that which is 

known and eternity hangs as an unknown, uncertain threat above it.”
 65

 We cannot and 

need not follow Berkouwer further with reference to his view of election. Suffice it to say 

that it helps us in understanding his reason for rejecting the “causal framework” of Dordt. 

In his book on election as well as in the article discussed it is the charge of determinism 

that he is trying to answer by means of an ethical teleology that is above the world of 

causal relations. 

It is of interest to note that in 1955 Berkouwer defended the Synod of Dordt as having 

the concrete biblical view of election against the charge of determinism launched by 

Woelderink, while in 1965 his criticism of Dordt was practically the same as that of 

Woelderink. In his book on Election we are warned time and again against thinking in 

terms of static objectivism, of two closed groups of men, of abstract parallelism, of 

absolute power, of a special gnosis and of a ‘doctrine’ of election, when we should be 

thinking of the living God and his redeeming work of Christ among men. 

Berkouwer’s own view of election is, of course, expressed in terms oposite to this 

static objectivism. The positive terminology that he uses for the expression of his own 

view as well as the negative terminology that he uses for his criticism of the view he 

rejects, is very similar to that of neo-orthodoxy. Will the new, the essentially Kantian, 

framework of thought basic to all modern theology enable Berkouwer to express and 

defend the biblical doctrines of grace and therewith the real intent of Dordt? Berkouwer 

knows, of course, that a man such as J. H. Scholten actually taught modernism while 

claiming to defend the Reformed doctrine of grace in “modern” language. Berkouwer 

knows that Karl Barth in our day claims to defend the doctrine of sovereign grace by 

means of post-Kantian activist categories but that, in doing so, election in Christ virtually 

becomes election of all men in Christ. 

How then, we ask, can Berkouwer defend the true sense of Dordt in the time 

conditioned terminology of neo-orthodoxy? Does he actually do so? 

 

D. Berkouwer On Providence In 1950 

 

Before we seek for an answer to this question we take a passing glance at 

Berkouwer’s work on The Providence of God.
 66

 This book helps us to understand 

Berkouwer’s doctrine of election on the basis of the broader view of his doctrine of 

providence. 
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we are particularly concerned as to what Berkouwer tells us about the causality idea 

and about determinism in this work. 

The Heidelberg Catechism says that without the will of our heavenly Father not a hair 

will fall from our heads. Is not this an utterly naive and unrealistic confession to make? 

And is such a confession not fantastically determinist? 

When making such an apparently foolhardy statement does the church claim to have 

private access to the omniscience of an almighty God? Can you prove the existence of 

such a God? 

No, indeed, the Catechism has no place for any such thing as natural theology.
 67

 

Bavinck, observes Berkouwer, may not have been wholly true to his own conviction, but 

this conviction was properly expressed in his words: “Faith in God’s providence is 

therefore an article of the Christian faith.”
 68

 This is part of the Reformation view.
 69

 

When we meditate upon the notion of providence we must, as always, remember the 

words of Christ: “No one comes to the Father but by me.”
 70

 “Outside atonement all the 

entities of nature and history become static. They lose all perspective and become idols.”
 

71
 The doxology of Scripture must ever be our guide. 

When Scripture says that God maintains and directs the works of creation, we are not 

presented with an “abstract philosophy of history.” There is no “merely-formal and 

neutral cosmological communication to the effect that God is still upholding the world.” 

We are rather given a picture of “the one teleological acting of God directed toward the 

full peace of his eternal kingdom.”
 72

 Therewith the idea of maintenance of the world 

loses “its abstract character of a theory about ‘the existence’ of the world.” The Bible is 

not concerned with an independent natural theology, or a world-view, calculated to give 

us an explanation of the riddle of the continued existence of the world.
 73

  

 

(1) Providence And The Cause Idea 

 

When God tells Noah that he will not again destroy the world with a flood this is said 

in terms of the covenant of grace.
 74

 Everything is directed to the reality of the word: 

“God so loved the world.” There is no question here of a “prima causa,” but of purpose.
 75

 

We shall have no appreciation for this if we speak the prolongation of the world by 

means of a logical schematism that starts from the counsel of God.
 76

  

As is the case with our appreciation of God’s maintenance so with the question of his 

governance of the world, we must break through “human systematics.”
 77

 Only if we 

                                                 
 67 

Ibid., p. 42. 
 68 

Ibid., p. 44. 
 69 

Ibid., p. 49. 
 70 

Ibid., p. 51. 
 71 

Ibid., p. 53. 
 72 

Ibid., p. 65. 
 73 

Ibid., p. 61. 
 74 

Ibid., p. 79. 
 75 

Ibid., p. 80. 
 76 

Ibid., p. 85. 
 77 

Ibid., p. 101. 



break through every human systematics can we understand when we read in Acts 2:23 

that Jesus was slain through wicked hands by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge 

of God.
 78

 When Paul tells us in Romans 11 of the fall of Israel as taking place for the 

salvation of the Gentiles his every word is charged with teleology.
 79

  

 

(2) Providence And Sin 

 

How, finally, shall we think of the relation of the power of God to the sin of man? 

One thing is certain: logical systematization will lead us astray.
 80

 Calvin saw this when 

he stressed the fact that God’s act and man’s act do not take place on the same level.
 81

 

The idea of God’s permission of sin was used by theologians to bring out the fact that 

good and evil are not products proceeding from one “general ‘causality’ of God.”
 82

 Used 

in this fashion the idea was biblical. Used as a help in an attempt at explanation it leads 

right into the very opposite of what Scripture intends.
 83

 It then involves a denial of the 

impenetrable mystery of God’s dealings with men.
 84

  

 

(3) Providence And The Teleology Of Scripture 

 

All in all then we can escape the identification of the idea of providence with that of 

determinism only if we start from the all-encompassing teleology of Scripture.
 85

 The 

problem of human freedom and responsibility cannot be solved in terms of the dilemma 

between determinism and indeterminism. This problem must be looked at “religiously.”
 86

 

“This point was recognized by Brunner, essentially.” “The real mistake of identifying 

providence with determinism is the reduction of the concept of God to an object or thing 

(verzakelyking).”
 87

  

It is before the background of this running contrast between a “religious” or biblically 

teleological approach and a systematic or logical approach that Berkouwer launches into 

a full-fledged rejection of the idea of God as the first cause of what takes place in history. 

Berkouwer recognizes the fact that those theologians who spoke of God as the first or 

primary cause and of created causes as secondary were trying to avoid pantheism by that 

very distinction.
 88

 But, however well intentioned they were, they allowed the problem of 

the relation of God to man to be pressed into a framework that was bound to do it 
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irreparable damage. Whenever the causality idea is used the inevitable result is that God 

is only God as “causa prima inter pares.”
 89

  

Having made such an unqualified statement Berkouwer softens it down a bit by 

saying that it is very dangerous to use the word cause, because one is then likely to see 

God “enveloped in a causality system, in which a series of causes from this world is said 

to lead up to God as the first cause. In the use of the cause idea we have the same danger 

for thought that we find in the doctrine of emanation.”
 90

  

The Scripture speaks far otherwise. God’s action in relation to man is never 

schematized. As soon as we schematize God’s actions from the point of view of causality 

we are lost in darkness and create an insoluble problematics for the doctrine of sin. 

 

(4) God The Incomparable 

 

The basic mistake then made is that one has done “inadequate justice to the 

incomparability of God.”
 91

  

When Scripture speaks of God as being the “First” it speaks not of causal relations. 

One can see this in Isaiah where the “incomparability of God is witnessed to in its 

absolute significance.”
 92

  

At this point we have reached the climax of Berkouwer’s discussion of the contrast 

between the biblical or religious notion of providence and the un-Christian notion of 

determinism. Scripture teaches us that the act of God is wholly incomparable (volstrekt 

onvergelykelyk). As such it is present “in our acting.” And thus “there is a war for faith in 

God’s providence.” In listening to God’s revelation this problem is “resolved.” Before 

God’s acts all “logicistic conclusions” disappear.
 93

  

To say this is not to seek refuge in a mysterious paradox antimony which confuses 

our thought. Such would be the case only if we did, after all, place the action of God on 

the same level with that of man. “Not contradiction but the love of God in Christ is 

experienced in faith.” “Behind all the viewpoints with respect to concursus, causa prima 

and secunda, with respect to matter and form we see the reality of history.”
 94

 It is in faith 

that we recognize the “overpowering (overmacht) of God.” 

From all our thinking about the mode of God’s providence we return again and again 

to the simplicity of our undoubted faith. God is not a God of caprice (willekeur) but the 

Shepherd of Israel.
 95

 Without the vision of faith history is hopelessly relative.
 96
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E. Dordt And Chalcedon 

 

We return now, briefly, to Berkouwer’s article on Dordt. In it he goes on from his 

opposition to the causal categories used by Dordt to the more general problem of the 

“non-adequacy of any human formulation” of the truth of the gospel. He illustrates this 

nonadequacy by pointing to the Council of Chalcedon and its confession with respect to 

the two natures of Christ. 

 

(1) The Real Intent Of Chalcedon 

 

It would be a great mistake, argues Berkouwer, to regard the Chalcedon formula 

statically.
 97

 Karl Rahner was surely right when he argued that Chalcedon must not be the 

“end-point” of all Christological confession. There must never be such an end-point. 

There can be no “speculative penetration of the unio personalis.”
 98

 Was it not the real 

intention of Chalcedon to act as a pointer, a Hinweis toward “the fulness of the image of 

Christ?”
 99

  

 

(2) The Inadequate Language Of Chalcedon 

 

Everything depends on the question as to what meaning we put into words. This 

appears clearly in our day in the discussions on the meaning of the true humanness of 

Christ. Roman Catholic theologians are particularly alert to this problem. It is all too easy 

to forget the concreteness of the humanity of Jesus and to deal with it theoretically as 

though it referred to the idea of the human species.
 100

  

If this were done we should have a merely verbal connection with Chalcedon. A 

“category of Christology” would then replace the Christ of the Scriptures. We can be true 

to Chalcedon only if we have thus caught its deepest intent and have not allowed 

ourselves to come to a halt at Chalcedon by its time-conditioned terminology. Then only 

can that which is verbal serve the true doxology of the church.
 101

  

It is Karl Barth who anew and afresh calls our attention to the question of the relation 

between the natures and the states of Christ “in order thus to overcome the danger of a 

static Christology.”
 102
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(3) Barth on Chalcedon 103  
 

Karl Barth seeks to supersede the tensions in historical Christology, from the point of 

view of “a new demension.”
 104

 We shall return to this point of Berkouwer’s later. At this 

point we take note of the fact that Berkouwer thinks of this “new dimension” of Barth as 

a help against the danger of thinking that Chalcedon or any other creed can say the last 

word on the relation of the vere Deo to the vere homo of Christ. 

This point is of the greatest possible importance. Berkouwer says quite rightly that 

“Christology and the doctrine of God touch each other here in a decisive way.”
 105

  

For the moment we are concerned with the limitation of human language, and the 

necessity for openness toward the revelation of God in Christ that it involves. 

 

(4) The Limitations Of Language 

 

There are, in our day, two ways of thinking of this limitation. 

 

(A) The Way Of Calvin 
 

The first way is that of such men as Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Bavinck and B. B. 

Warfield. This way presupposes the fact of the revelation of God in Christ as directly 

present in the words of Scripture to men. This, to use the terminology of Berkouwer, is 

not a formal view of Scripture. On the contrary this view involves the whole content of 

Scripture, all that it says about God in his relation to mankind. Man knows nothing about 

anything unless he presupposes the Bible as the direct revelation of the self-referential, 

triune God of Scripture. On the other hand, if he presupposes the God of Scripture, man 

knows all things that he knows truly though not comprehensively. Unless this position is 

taken to be “unproblematic,” human predication ceases to have meaning. Taking this 

position as “unproblematic,” i.e., as the presupposition underlying all human speech, the 

believer may speak “naturally” and with delicate nuance of the vere homo of Christ and 

the “human factor” in Scripture. All the “phenomena” internal and external to Scripture 

would remain in darkness except for the light they receive from the Christ who, as the 

sun of righteousness, shines upon them. 

No creed can exhaust the riches of the revelation of God through Christ in Scripture. 

Every creed must, as Berkouwer suggests, be taken as directed toward Christ and, we 

may add, toward the triune God. 

Only on this approach can we avoid having a formal concept of Scripture, of God, 

and of his counsel. Only on this approach can we avoid having a god who has an abstract 

principle of rationality above him and a bottomless ocean of abstract contingency 

enveloping him. Only thus can we avoid having what Kuitert calls a predicative view of 
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God.
 106

 Only thus can we have a comprehensive teleology of history, a view of history in 

which every stage of history is subservient to Christ as God. Only thus can we have a 

teleological view of nature so that its “causal” relations as well as its factual components 

are avenues through which God through Christ meets man in moment-by-moment 

encounter. When the church “borrows” such words as ‘essence,’ ‘substance’ or ‘quality’ 

from the ancients, or such words as ‘act’ and ‘function’ from the moderns it always uses, 

or rather, should use them as taking their meaning from the concrete covenantal 

framework of Christ speaking in the Scripture. 

 

(B) The Way Of Barth 
 

The second way of thinking of the limitation of human language in our day starts with 

the supposedly “unproblematic” assumption of human autonomy. On this assumption 

human knowledge must be all-penetrating. Man’s reason is not really reason till it is 

absorbed, wholly absorbed, in absolute being. Thus absolute being and absolute reason 

are identical. Reason and cause are also identical. In the words of Spinoza, the order and 

connection of ideas is identical with the order and connection of things. Here is pure 

rationalism and pure determinism. As such it is the principle of continuity or identity 

underlying all apostate thinking. No matter how “irrational” modern, post-Kantian 

thought has become and no matter how basic its principle the purely rationalist-

determinist principle accompanies it as a correlative. Modern thought is irrationalist 

because, though it would like to be, it cannot be rationalist. In this sense even ancient 

thought was irrationalist. Plato knew that man never could have certain knowledge, in the 

world of space and time. 

Aristotle, insisting with Plato that knowledge is of universals only, said that being, 

and therefore knowledge, is analogical. That is, human knowledge is unreal and 

unauthentic because it is not absolute. Similarly the idea of causation which should, 

ideally, involve absolute determinism finds application in history only “for the most 

part.” There are, says Aristotle, many monstrosities in nature. 

Modern, post-Kantian thought still operates with the same principles, the principle of 

absolute knowledge and causation as an ideal and the principle of pure contingency and 

ignorance as the source of the unauthentic or unreal being. For Heidegger the world of 

“things,” the world of space-time relations, is the world of the unauthentic. The world of 

the authentic is the world that corresponds ideally to man’s absolute insight into the 

essence of reality. 

Here, then, the limitation of human language signifies that the would-be-ultimate or 

autonomous man who aims to penetrate all reality with his logical power and thereby 

control it finds himself driven to the admission that the very reality he aims to know 

exhaustively and control absolutely, is a mirage. 

It is in the interest of reaching this modern self-deluded man that Barth actualizes the 

incarnation. Barth actualizes the incarnation in order to have the real intent of Chalcedon 

recovered from the encrustation of the logical framework in which it is expressed. 

Orthodoxy has no eye, argues Barth, for the necessity of distinguishing between the 

true intent and the time-conditioned framework of Chalcedon. Orthodoxy has a static 
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notion of God. This static notion acted as a “Soviet veto” against the idea that God could 

really become man in Christ. God is God in himself. 

Orthodoxy also has a static view of man. Man is man in himself. We shall, therefore, 

have to reinterpret the incarnation so that it is an event and, as such, constitutes at the 

same time the humiliation of God into manhood and the exaltation of man into 

participation with God. 

Involved in this idea of Barth’s Christ-Event is the notion that the states of 

humiliation and exaltation of Christ do not follow one another in time. Revelation can 

never be a predicate of history. Speaking of Christ, Barth asks: “Where and when is He 

not both humiliated and exalted, already exalted in his humiliation, and humiliated in his 

exaltation? Where, in Paul, for example, is He the crucified who has not yet risen, or the 

Risen who has not been crucified.… We have to do with the being of the one and entire 

Jesus Christ whose humiliation detracts nothing and whose exaltation adds nothing.”
 107

  

This removal of the historical succession of Christ’s state of humiliation and 

exaltation is based upon the idea that the two natures of Christ, the divine and the human 

must be interpreted in terms of the one act that takes place within both.
 108

  

We shall not pursue Barth’s view of the incarnation any further at this point. Enough 

has been said to show that, in order to bring Christ to modern man, Barth is willing to 

reconstruct the Christ of the historic Christian creeds to the demands of a framework of 

thought based upon the idea of human autonomy. This framework is essentially built 

according to the activist principles of Kant’s philosophy. 

On the surface Kant observes, as he thinks, the proper limits of human thought by 

insisting that man can know nothing about God as the creator of the world. There can be 

no direct revelation of God’s law and grace in the facts of the space-time world. Man 

cannot incur guilt by breaking the ordinances of God; there are no such ordinances. Man 

is a law unto himself. Christ cannot save man by suffering in his place, or by rising from 

the dead for his justification. All that is central to biblical, historical Christianity is said to 

be impossible and it is said to be impossible in the name of the proper limitations of 

human thought. 

Barth is as violent as is Kant in his rejection of historic Christianity, and he, as well as 

Kant, does it in the interest of the supposedly proper limitation of human thought. 

Anything that man says, that the church says, in the best of its creeds, in any form of 

language can, at most, be a pointer to a God who is wholly other than man, and therefore 

wholly unknowable. 

(a) Openness Toward Scripture 

Here, precisely, it appears how radically different is the idea of openness toward the 

revelation of God in Scripture that should mark and does mark every historical Reformed 

Confession and the openness toward the unknowable God for which Barth pleads. The 

openness for which Barth pleads is the openness offered a man dropped from a plane 

onto the Sahara Desert or into the Pacific Ocean. It is the openness of a view of reality 

that is marked by pure contingency. Berkouwer is right when in his book Karl Barth he 
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asserts that the latent nominalism of Occam comes to overpowering expression in Barth 

and is made the foundation of his theology.
 109

  

Occam still had some appreciation for a “positive given revelation.” With Barth “the 

whole of positive given revelation is uprooted and we are given over to the actualistic, 

unapproachable Reality of God.”
 110

 Thus the idea of a God of absolutely pure, arbitrary 

power hangs suspended as a threat above the promises of grace in Scripture. 

(b) Barth’s Formal Sovereignty 

We have in Barth, says Berkouwer, the idea of a “formal sovereignty.” By the use of 

it his theology has at every point become the opposite of a properly biblical dogmatic.
 111

  

Berkouwer said this in 1936. About that time, Berkouwer also asserted that the men 

of Dordt had the true, biblical teleology. They found this teleology directly expressed in 

Scripture. All men are confronted with the demand and promise of God in every fact of 

the space-time world. All men became sinners in Adam and all men for this sin and for 

direct personal sin are subject to the eternal wrath of God. But God in his grace in Christ 

redeemed a people for his own possession. He did so through his providential, 

redemptive direction of their lives in the space-time world. He worked through the 

agency of men as he brought his own within the earshot of the gospel. As the El Shaddai, 

the triune God made the powers of the phenomenal world to serve the purposes of his 

selecting grace. Every child of Abraham in the old or in the new dispensation stands still 

in amazement as he contemplates why he, and not another, has been thus dealt with by 

God. 

Thus the teaching of reprobation is not a conclusion, logically drawn from facts that 

are known, to another fact, God’s decree, which is otherwise unknown. Such would be 

the path of natural theology, proper for a Roman Catholic theologian. 

He who follows the “principle of the Reformation” knows that he can neither identify 

or classify any fact unless he does so in the light of the self-identifying Christ of the 

Scriptures. Said Jesus: “No one comes to me unless the Father draw him.” He who 

openly rejects the gospel shows himself to be under the wrath of God. When Noah 

entered the ark with his eight souls he drew no logical conclusion to the effect that others 

were without. 

Here lies the basic issue. The would-be free autonomous man decides his own 

ultimate destiny, as he thinks. He thinks he is self-determinate and therefore self-

determining. He thinks he can accomplish his own “salvation” subject to the hazards of 

fate and of chance. If only he would analyze the situation in the light of Scripture, he 

would then see that his approach lacks all coherence. He has no coherence in himself; he 

must explain himself by means of abstract determinism taken as correlative to abstract 

indeterminism. Then, when he gets even a distant glimpse of his predicament, he appeals 

to his god. But his god is, naturally, along with himself, subject to fate and chance. His 

god is inherently a Moloch who swallows up the man who had constructed him. 

It is from the service of self as autonomous and from the slavery of such a man-

constructed Moloch that God through Christ has saved his own. 
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The God of Scripture has no laws of goodness and of truth above him and no 

“secondary,” yet independent, forces beneath him. This God it is who tells us what he is 

and what he is doing in history. The limitations of human language do not stand in his 

way as he reveals himself. These “limitations” are his servants. There is no time-

conditioned situation that keeps him from speaking clearly to all men at all stages of 

history, for all stages of history are what they are simply by his directions. But God 

would be conditioned and limited by history if history were the sort of thing that the 

autonomous man, subject as he thinks he is to fate and chance, thinks it is. 

Then, for the believer who reflects upon the work of God that he sees in every blade 

of grass as well as in every stirring of his heart, there are no “causes” that are not what 

they are as instruments of Christ who is God. 

Unfortunately the form-matter scheme of Greek and the nature-freedom scheme of 

post-Kantian thought have been adopted, the former by the Roman Catholic church and 

the latter by neo-orthodox theology, as though they could be made to serve the Christ of 

the Scripture. 

(c) Preaching The Grace Of God Today 

How is the grace of God to be proclaimed in this situation? Obviously it should be 

done by pointing out that in neo-orthodox theology, in particular in the theology of Barth 

and in the theology of his followers both to the right and to the left of him, the very 

foundation of grace, God’s direct revelation of himself through Christ in Scripture, is 

removed. In his earlier days Berkouwer did this very thing in magnificent fashion. In 

more recent publications, however, he has made use of the neo-orthodox pattern or 

framework of thought without indicating clearly that the new dimension of thought 

offered by Barth in the notion of the Christ-Event is destructive of the gospel of grace. 

In his major work on Barth, The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth, 

Berkouwer himself calls attention to the fact that according to Reformation teaching the 

stages of Christ’s exaltation follow temporally upon the stages of his humiliation.
 112

 

Often enough, at every turn, Berkouwer has insisted that the heart of Christianity lies in 

the fact that there is for man a transition from wrath to grace in history because of the 

death and resurrection of Christ as temporally consecutive facts. But though Barth in the 

most express and clearest possible words rejects any such temporal succession, 

Berkouwer, none the less, thinks him to be in line with Reformation theology. In his 

earlier work on Barth, Berkouwer spoke of Barth’s teaching of the unknown God as 

being a threat (Vorbehalt) to the fact of God’s revelation in history, a threat to the 

comforting clarity of God’s revelation of grace in Scripture.
 113

 In his later work he finds 

the exact opposite to be the case. He now finds that with his view of Christ as the electing 

God Barth has helped us to escape from all formal notions of God and of man.
 114

 As 

noted above, in the article in which he speaks critically of Dordt, he speaks of Barth as 

though his principle of theology could furnish us with a proper notion of openness toward 

the revelation of God such as is not found in the articles of Dordt. 
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The question of the historically conditioned character of all Christian Confession 

leads us on, says Berkouwer, to the question of the historically conditioned character of 

God’s revelation to man through Christ in his Word. It is the question of the “normative 

character of the biblical witness.”
 115

 In the Scriptures the church hears the voice of God 

and his Christ. This voice is of absolute authority. In the Scriptures the church has always 

recognized the presence of the norm of its life and witness (the Gegenüber). But the voice 

of God speaks through the voices of men of various cultures. Are not these human words 

subject to all the limitations of human beings? Is not Scripture itself, as well as the creed, 

time-conditioned?
 116

  

(d) The Historically Conditioned Character Of Scripture 

Things are not now as easy as they used to be. Time was when the Scriptures were 

thought of as containing the communication of a number of truths. These truths were 

simply said to supplement one another and thus the unity of Scripture was established.
 117

  

More recently the problem is seen to be more complicated. The variation in Scripture 

is seen to be much greater than was formerly thought to be the case. Realizing this fact 

the church now sees that it must not seek to establish the idea of a finished canon of 

Scripture on objective historical ground in isolation from the faith of the church. “Much 

rather the recognition of the canon is an act of listening to the witness which is heard 

without being able or being desirous of giving a historical or rational justification if it.”
 

118
 It was not the purpose of the Reformation to start unhistorically from the idea of sola 

scriptura in order thus to isolate the church from its history and its work of confessing.
 119

  

This is the oath of the listening church “ecclesia audiens” whose task it is to walk in 

the path of doxology. The church is learning to heed the warning against “verbalism 

which forgets the inadequacy and the inexhaustible nature of the gospel.”
 120

  

In his article on Dordt Berkouwer makes a brief reference to the Church of Rome. 

Some of its theologians have, he says, a “new interest for the normative character of the 

witness of Scripture.”
 121

 In his work on The Vatican Council and the New Theology, 

Berkouwer speaks of various churches, Roman Catholic and Protestant, having “common 

questions” with respect to Scripture and its witness in the world.
 122

  

 

F. The Later Berkouwer 

 

Berkouwer’s recent change of attitude toward Dordt noted above rests upon a change 

of attitude toward the nature of man and his historically conditioned character. 

As to the nature of this general change of attitude this much is clear. Berkouwer’s 

deepest intent is the same as that which it has always been. He seeks to maintain the 
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sovereign grace of God as manifest in the redemption of men through the historical death 

and resurrection of Christ against all forms of synergism. However, Berkouwer’s pattern 

of language has changed, this no doubt in the interest of winning modern man to an 

acceptance of the gospel. The pattern or framework of language recently adopted by 

Berkouwer is closely similar to that of neo-orthodoxy. 

Well, what of it? the reader may say. Is not this a matter of words only? Cannot the 

gospel be expressed in modern language? We answer that ultimately the question is not 

one of words only but of meaning. The pattern of language used by neo-orthodoxy is 

based upon and is ordinarily expressive of post-Kantian existentialist philosophy, a 

philosophy which is hostile to the doctrines of grace. The question is therefore whether 

Berkouwer has merely imported the pattern of words of neo-orthodoxy or has also with 

this pattern imported some of its content. 

We have already suggested that Berkouwer’s recent change of attitude toward 

Romanism and toward Barthianism is very significant. In earlier works Berkouwer was 

very critical of both. He saw them both as being hostile to the principle of the 

Reformation. In recent works this has changed. Barth may actualize the incarnation to the 

complete destruction of the historical character of Christ’s redemptive work, yet this will 

not, according to Berkouwer, put him out of the line of Reformation thinkers. The United 

Presbyterian Church in the United States of America may adopt a Confession wholly 

informed by the activist principles of Barth’s theology and Berkouwer merely chides an 

orthodox critic of this Confession’s view of Scripture for being reactionary.
 123

 

 

(1) The Later Berkouwer On Rome 

 

In earlier works Berkouwer spoke of the “deep conflict” between Protestantism and 

Rome as expressed in its oft reiterated anathema sit.
 124

 We are not to be deceived by the 

fact that the Roman Catholic church as well as the Reformation confesses the authority 

and infallibility of Scripture. Our concern is not for a merely formal assertion of 

authority. Such an assertion is empty unless a theology Such as that which the 

Reformation offers goes with it.
 125

 The Roman Catholic church always claimed to have 

the final interpretative authority with respect to the import of Scripture teaching and this 

fact is fatal to true religion.
 126

 In its doctrine of the church as the continuation of the 

incarnation Rome undermines the once-for-all character of the work of Christ in history.
 

127
  

In recent writings all this has changed. Though by his own assertion, Vatican 2 still 

insists that the final authoritative interpretation of Scripture is to be found in the infallible 

church, Berkouwer is much encouraged by a changed and improved attitude toward 

Scripture that he finds expressed in the new theology.
 128
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It does not seem to trouble Berkouwer when he sees a Roman Catholic theologian 

like Hans Küng call upon Barth for a united attack on the Alleinwirksamkeit Gottes of the 

Reformers.
 129

 The objects of Berkouwer’s constant criticism now are the articles of 

Dordt, the fundamentalists,
 130

 and such Reformed theologians as B. B. Warfield. The 

charge of holding to a merely formal view of the sovereignty of God and of Scripture 

formerly lodged against Rome and Barth is now lodged against Dordt and the American 

fundamentalists and, in effect, against his own earlier position. 

Fundamentally, however, the issue is as to the nature of the teleology of history that 

men hold. Holding in merely formal fashion to the sovereignty of God and the authority 

of Scripture, is correlative to a false view of the relation of God’s activity to that of man 

in the whole of history. A proper concrete view of the sovereignty of God and the 

sovereignty of Scripture requires the recognition of a proper teleology of history. 

If one works with the pattern of human autonomy with its abstract principle of 

discontinuity correlative to its abstract principle of continuity, we have the notion of a 

wholly unknowable, wholly other, Gegenüber as correlative to the idea of the wholly 

known in history. 

The Aristotelian and the Kantian schemes of thought alike reveal this fact. In both 

cases we discover a vague teleology of history in terms of which the teleology of the 

direct revelation of God through Christ is said to be both determinist and indeterminist. 

The infallible teaching authority of the Church of Rome knows that a theology of the 

sovereign God such as the Reformers taught and such as is expressed in the Synod of 

Dordt is destructive of its own teleology of history, composed as it is of a synthesis of 

Aristotle and Christ. From the point of view of the Church of Rome, the Reformation 

view of the sovereignty of God and of Scripture is merely formal, hanging in the air. The 

living God and the living Christ can speak only through the living voice of the church in 

which the incarnation is going forth in the present. The Christ and the Scripture of Luther 

and of Calvin are a Christ and a Scripture merely quoad se. To have the Christ and the 

Scripture brought near to us so that we sense their doxological import, they must speak in 

the living voice of the church, guided as it is, moment by moment, by the holy Spirit. 

 

(2) The Later Berkouwer On Barth 

 

Similarly Barth, following the existentialist scheme of things, thinks of the historic 

Reformation theology as holding to an abstract, formal sovereignty and to an abstract, 

formal view of his revelation in history. The God of Calvin, Barth argues, is identical 

with some fearsome unknowable force that hangs as a threat above the revelation of grace 

in Christ. The highest all-comprehensive attribute of God is grace. Even when God’s 

wrath rests upon men for their Sin, this wrath is still a form of grace. A parent may use 

the rod on his child, but this is in the interest of developing in his child the knowledge 

that the proper behavior of children demands love to God. The last word of God to every 

sinner is that he is a child of God’s grace. God’s love is so basic that nothing that has 

taken place or that can take place in history, no disobedience on the part of man, however 

flagrant, can separate men from the love of God. 
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Thus the grace of God is sovereign because all other attributes of God are subject to 

the all-unifying attribute of God’s grace. And this attribute of grace of God is manifest to 

us in Christ. In fact God’s grace is his revelation of grace to man in Christ, not, to be 

sure, in the Christ of orthodoxy, not in a Christ who is directly identified with Jesus of 

Nazareth. It is the Christ who is known by all men everywhere, potentially or actually. 

For Barth, therefore, grace is sovereign in terms of a purely nominalist notion of God 

and universal in terms of a purely realist notion of God and his relation to the world. It is 

this correlativity of a principle of discontinuity based on the idea of pure contingency and 

a principle of continuity based on pure determinism that constitutes Barth’s teleology. 

The teleology of Rome and the teleology of Barth are composed of the same 

ingredients. This is not to say that the real intent of many Roman Catholic theologians 

and of Barth and his followers may not be something much more biblical than the 

construction of their theology seems to indicate. But it is with the construction of their 

theology, not with the faith of individual men, that we are concerned. 

When, therefore, we think of theological construction there is no mistaking the fact 

that, if the sovereign grace of God is to be confessed as a challenge to the wisdom of the 

world, it must done by open opposition to Rome and to neo-orthodoxy. If the 

Remonstrant position is to be rejected, how much the more must we reject the Romanist 

and the neo-orthodox position. In both cases it is the would-be freedom of the would-be 

autonomous man that has had a leading say in the construction of the so-called theology 

of grace. 

We shall therefore go back to Calvin, to Bavinck and to the earlier Berkouwer for 

help. From them we learn of a true teleology. We shall not worship a “holy book” 

regardless of what it contains. We shall realize that the Christ, who in Scripture identifies 

himself, is one with the Father and the Spirit. It is this triune God of Scripture whose 

freedom of speech and action is evident in every fact of history, whom Calvin and his 

followers at Dordt adored. It was this teleology that made them doxological. They knew 

of no static, abstract, impersonal, I-it, casual-theoretical dimension. There were for them 

no causes that were not the servants of the Creator-redeemer of Scripture. The 

presupposition of their every thought about any act of man or every fact of his 

environment was the self-identifying Christ of Scripture. Certain of their biblical 

foundation, they were not afraid to employ language borrowed from the culture of their 

enemies. For them there was no holy book or holy language. They claimed all things, 

even the products and, in particular, the language of a pagan culture for Christ, the Lord 

of history. In so doing they would often enough be drawn downward into the morass 

from out of which the Spirit of God, through them, was drawing men. It is therefore easy 

for Kuitert to point how even in the writings of Reformed theologians, even in Bavinck, 

there are evidences of the presence of negative, of natural and of symbolic theology. But 

when Berkouwer quotes Bavinck to the effect that we can better say what God is not than 

what he is, this only shows that Bavinck was, in saying this, not true to his own basic 

intention. Bavinck unfortunately follows the example of Thomas Aquinas in this matter. 

Such negative, mystic theology fits into the framework of Thomas but does not fit into 

the framework of Bavinck’s own thinking. 

Again, when the later Berkouwer accuses the men of Dordt of falling into speculation 

about an all-causing God above and prior to his revelation to men in Christ, we turn to the 

earlier Berkouwer who sets the teleology of Dordt as a whole over against that of Rome 



as a whole. The canons speak of man’s guilt as the reason for his condemnation. But guilt 

is guilt only and alone in a universe in which every fact, physical and spiritual, is what it 

is in relation to the God who reveals himself in Christ. It is to make false contrasts when 

we speak of a realm of theoretical knowledge over against a realm of personal or 

religious confrontation. Berkouwer defeats his own worthy purposes in doing so. He 

wants to have a genuine personal involvement of faith with the presence of the Christ of 

saving grace in history. But one cannot have this if one allows one square inch of ground 

of human experience, whether in science and philosophy, or in theology in which no 

personal confrontation between the creator-redeemer and man takes place. 

We turn now to a more detailed analysis of Berkouwer’s view of Scripture. Does 

Berkouwer help us in developing a true, concrete teleology of Scripture over against the 

teleology of Rome and over against the teleology of Barth? Does he command the 

language of modern culture to be obedient to Christ? 

We note that Berkouwer certainly helped us forward in this direction in his early 

work on Scripture.
 131

 On the other hand we shall find that he does not do it in his recent 

work.
 132

  

 

(A) The Earlier Berkouwer On Scripture 
 

In his first work on Scripture, The Problem of Scripture Criticism, Berkouwer dealt 

extensively with modern scientific criticism of Scripture. In relation to this criticism he 

speaks of the distinctive character of the Reformed doctrine of Scripture (Het Isolement 

der Gereformeerde Schriftbeschouwing). We must seek to discover what he means by 

this. 

Modern Scripture criticism, says Berkouwer, rests on a subjective basis. Take the 

position of Wilhelm Herrmann. He insists that orthodoxy misinterprets both faith and 

revelation by thinking of revelation as containing a number of truth-communications.
 133

 

A truly evangelical conception of faith does not, according to Herrmann, comport with an 

infallible book of revelation.
 134

 Julius Kaftan asserts that the “historical understanding of 

Scripture” and the idea of inspiration exclude one another.
 135

 The nature of Scripture 

itself compels us to regard it as a “witness of revelation.” Is not faith a “practical belief in 

God?”
 136

 Erich Schaeder says that unless we liberate faith from its relation to an 

infallible Bible, this Bible merely replaces the Pope.
 137

 We should then have heteronomy 

rather than theonomy.
 138

 Paul Althaus insists that as historical Scripture is, of necessity, 

ambiguous.
 139
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As for Barth, he speaks of the historical method of criticism as having its rights.
 140

 

All human words are relative. We must, therefore, seek for the eternal Spirit through the 

words.
 141

 In the Scriptures we are faced with the witness of men who err as do we 

ourselves.
 142

 This does not prevent the “sovereign Word of God” from coming to us 

through them.
 143

 Barth’s view of Scripture is involved in his dualistic relation between 

the dimension of history and the dimension of faith.
 144

  

Berkouwer then discusses Barth’s view of Scripture as expressed in the Kirchliche 

Dogmatik, the volume of 1938. In this work Barth militates against the idea of a finished 

revelation, which stabilizes the living Word of God. The free grace of God cannot be 

communicated through a stabilized, objectivized revelation. Orthodoxy has reduced the 

idea of revelation to that of a lifeless thing. Orthodoxy has a revelation that is not for 

man. “When Barth finally wants to speak of verbal inspiration then, it should be noticed, 

this Verbal inspiration is actualized and therewith fitted into his system. (cf. K. D. 1938, 

p. 592)”
 145

  

For Barth this rejection of the “stabilization” of revelation and the actualizing of 

inspiration is in the interest of maintaining the unique relation between the believer and 

revelation. A proper relation between the believer and the revelation of God excludes the 

“direct identification of Scripture with the word of God.”
 146

 It is Barth’s existential view 

of the relation of man to God that is all important to him. 

In all of these men and in others, says Berkouwer, there is a common motif. 

Negatively this common motif expresses itself in a common rejection of “the divine 

authority of Scripture.” 

It appears with increasing clarity, Berkouwer concludes, that with the loss of 

Scripture went the loss of the Christian faith. The battle against the petrification of 

orthodoxy was, in reality a letting go of Scripture revelation, and nowhere else does the 

self-sufficient autonomous subject dominate the scene so completely as in theology.
 147

 

“This principle of autonomy stands directly opposed to the orthodox view of Scripture 

which is said to be heteronomy.”
 148

  

It is plain from what has been presented of Berkouwer’s view on Scripture as found 

in his earlier work that for him the idea of an infallible Scripture, and the content of 

Christian teaching are involved in one another. This is the proper biblical teleology of 

history and Berkouwer sets it squarely over against the modern view, including that of 

Barth. The modern view, not the orthodox, is said to be dualistic as well as destructive of 

true Christianity, and Barth’s view is said to be virtually identical with the modern view. 

The modern view has a false teleology of Scripture. The modern view has lost the 
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“perspective of the unity and harmony” of Scripture.
 149

 Every part of dogmatics is 

adversely affected by this loss of perspective on the unity of Scripture.
 150

 There can be 

no proper teleology of history on the modern view of Scripture. 

This is true, argues Berkouwer, first with respect to the problem of origins. Modern 

theology distinguishes between the “form and the content” the “kernel and the husk” of 

the Genesis narrative.
 151

 Stress is laid on the “religious” significance of the Genesis 

account. But there is, says Berkouwer, danger in thus settling the “religious in contrast 

with the historical in paradise history. In the biblical givens the religious is in no sense set 

over against the historical.”
 152

 So, for instance, according to Scripture the “nature of sin 

cannot be established apart from the historic fact of the fall.”
 153

 The all important point is 

the contrast between the mutually exclusive approaches to Scripture. The modern view is 

“subjective.” It first constructs a philosophy of history for itself in terms of its own 

principles and then “purifies” the Scriptural view of history and of God in relation to it to 

suit. The orthodox Protestant view starts with Scripture, finds its view of God and of 

history by subjecting its thought to Scripture. The Scripture must be taken as the 

revelation of God which precedes all “construction.”
 154

  

With respect to the “last things” the contrast between the modern view and the 

orthodox Protestant view again stand over against one another. The modern view comes 

to the Bible with an already constructed philosophy of history. The Protestant view takes 

its philosophy of history from the Bible.
 155

  

These brief references to “beginnings” and to “end things” establish anew that for 

Berkouwer the orthodox view of Scripture can in no wise be spoken of as an abstract or 

formal one. The orthodox view is embedded in, as it gives expression to, a philosophy of 

history that involves every fact of the world of “phenomena” as well as every fact of the 

world of “noumena.” The orthodox view of Scripture is inherently teleological. So also is 

the modern view. The question is finally not whether one has or has not a formal or a 

teleological view of Scripture. There are only two views of Scripture. Both are 

teleological. The orthodox view has the right, the God-centered teleology, and the 

modern view has the wrong, the man-centered teleology of Scripture. And Barth is to be 

classed with those that have the man-centered teleology of Scripture. 

A brief word must now be added with respect to the position “Rome.” 

The Council of Trent laid great stress on the authority of Scripture.
 156

 But what is the 

nature of this authority? 

Rome seems, at first sight, to have no sympathy with those modern Protestant 

theologians who charge the orthodox theologians with substituting heteronomy for 

theonomy and with reducing Scripture from the level of personal confrontation to that of 

being one thing or object among other things or objects. On the contrary the Roman 
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Catholic church warns us against modern subjective views of revelation.
 157

 Rome has no 

sympathy for the “existential and activist views of the relation between God and man as 

this is held by such men as Barth, Althaus and others.” Rome is not concerned to reject 

the idea of a “ ‘given’ revelation” (Offenbartheit). On the contrary Rome insists that, in 

the midst of the modern Protestant confusion of neo-Protestantism, she alone has 

maintained the “untouchable objectivity of divine authority.”
 158

 With the modern 

Protestant view, which a proper correlation between faith and revelation requires, the 

rejection of an objectively given revelation in Scripture Rome has no sympathy. 

But this does not settle the matter. We must enquire about the nature of Rome’s 

teleology. What is her philosophy of history, her conception of the relation of God and 

man? 

After a complicated discussion Berkouwer concludes that Rome does allow for the 

principle of biblical criticism but merely seeks to curb excesses to which it often goes.
 159

 

Reason must be given a measure of room for its activity in connection with revelation.
 160

 

We must not quench the light that God has given man in his possession of reason.
 161

 

There must be a “living interaction” between faith and reason.
 162

 But reason may err. 

There must therefore be an authority that regulates the relation between reason and faith. 

This authority is the church.
 163

  

What we find, then, in the church of Rome is a strong emphasis on the infallibility of 

Scripture. She even insists on the inerrancy of Scripture.
 164

 If, therefore, a merely formal 

confession of infallibility were the point in dispute, we should have to conclude that there 

is “complete identity between the Reformed and the Roman Catholic view of the place of 

criticism in relation to Scripture. Yet this apparently inevitable conclusion is utterly 

untenable.” Were we to conclude such an identity we would therewith give evidence of 

the fact that we are ourselves operating with a merely formal view of Scripture. The “true 

view of infallibility is indissolubly connected with concrete obedience in relation to 

Scripture.” Rome allows for “all manner of interpretation” of Scripture which cannot be 

harmonized with the idea of the infallibility of Scripture
 165

 Rome does not, in practice, 

insist that man must make his every thought captive to the obedience of Christ speaking 

in Scripture.
 166

 It is the church that speaks forth her anathema on those that do not 

interpret the Scriptures in accord with her general view of teleology.
 167

 In the position of 

Rome we have, in the last analysis, to do with a “Christ-mysticism which sets itself free 

from the word of Christ.”
 168

 It is here that Rome loses the vision of the Reformation, the 
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vision whereby the Scripture with its clarity and “autopistie” has its authority 

independent of the church and makes itself felt in the church as requiring the subjection 

of all thought to the word of God.
 169

  

Here then is the teleology of Rome. Berkouwer does not, at this point, institute a 

comparison between this teleology and that of new Protestantism. Nor does he point out 

here that Rome’s view of reason is based on Aristotle’s view of teleology. Yet what 

Berkouwer is saying is, to all intents and purposes, the same as what we have said above. 

Here is the activist synthesis of modern Protestantism. It is based on the idea of human 

autonomy. Here also is the medieval substantive synthesis of Rome. It too is based 

largely on the idea of human autonomy. Modern Protestantism, inclusive of nineteenth 

century modernism and twentieth century neo-orthodoxy, is opposed to the orthodox 

view of Scripture because its own view is basically committed to a man-centered 

teleology opposed to the orthodox teleology. 

In particular it should be recalled that for all of Rome’s insistence on the infallibility 

and inerrancy of Scripture and for all of Barth’s insistence that the Bible is the word of 

God, both Rome and Barth interpret Scripture in terms of a teleology taken from a source 

independent of Scripture. Therewith their orthodox sounding words with respect to 

Scripture are no more than words. In spite of high-sounding praise accorded Scripture as 

the Word of God, both Rome and Barth based their view of Scripture, in the last analysis, 

on the idea of human autonomy. 

It is now clear what Berkouwer means when he speaks of the “isolation” of the 

Reformed view of Scripture. It is that view of Scripture which, in opposition to modern 

Protestantism and Rome, insists that all human interpretation of all the facts of history 

must be a reinterpretation of that interpretation which is given in Scripture. 

We must speak therefore of a Reformed view of Scripture, as we must speak, at the 

same time, of a Reformed interpretation of the content of Scripture. All our 

interpretations of all of the facts, both of science and of philosophy as well as of 

theology, are proper interpretations so far as they are interpretations given in the light of 

Scripture. Scripture, as the word of Christ, is like the light of the sun that shines into the 

pitch darkness of a cave. 

The “Reformed Scripture-theonomy,” says Berkouwer, “cannot be ‘proved.’ But this 

theonomy does point the way out of the impasse of subjectivism.”
 170

 In other words, no 

rationalist claim is made by those who hold the Reformed view. On the contrary it is 

those who hold to the idea of autonomy who, in effect, reject the true nature of mystery. 

The true nature of mystery is to the effect that all things possible are possible because of 

the all-inclusive creative and redemptive work of Christ. It is this mystery rather than the 

mystery of autonomous man who aims at omniscience and, in doing so, as it were, drags 

God and Christ down with him into bottomless contingency, that the Reformed believer 

adores. He does not bewail the fact that he cannot, by means of his logical manipulation, 

exhaustively penetrate the relation of the original acts of God and the acts of men as 

dependent upon the acts of God. Yet he believes the Scripture when it teaches him that it 

is within the all-comprehensive orbit of the acts of God that his own acts have 

significance. 
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Believing this on the basis of the unquestioned authority of Scripture the believer in 

Reformed teleology then also “understands” that his logical manipulation of the facts of 

“nature” and of Scripture is subordinate to his faith. In self-conscious opposition to the 

various manifestations of the Aristotle-Christ-Kant synthesis, the Reformed Christian 

believes that he must not develop theories about reality on the basis of the idea of human 

autonomy and then add faith to these theories. On the Romanist-neo-orthodox view 

reason seeks to legislate for the nature of all reality. Failing even to get off the ground 

with this effort, it then fails back on purely irrational faith. The Reformed Faith alone has 

“perspective” on the question of the relation of reason to faith because it alone starts from 

Scripture as the “unproblematic” light that lights up all of history with its Christ-centered 

teleology. 

It is the whole Scripture, says Berkouwer, that must be taken as standing above and as 

shedding its indispensable light on every bit of historical research. In this respect the 

Reformed view of Scripture is unique and stands diametrically opposed to every form of 

mystical degradation of Scripture, as we see in Rome, and in every “dialectical view of 

revelation which while charging the orthodox inspiration-theory of Scripture with 

stabilization, itself brings the ‘Spirit’ in tension with the written Word.”
 171

 “Precisely in 

the confession of the authority of Scripture there is the only possibility of perspective in 

every struggle.” God’s people must learn to bear together the “scorn” poured upon them 

because of this “isolation” of their confession with respect to Scripture. “The strength of 

the church” lies precisely in this isolation.
 172

  

In the chapter entitled The Isolation of the Reformed View of Scripture, Berkouwer 

makes a point of the fact that the triune of God’s sovereign grace in Christ can be 

understood only if we accept the Reformed view of Scripture. God’s sovereign grace is 

manifest in his sovereign disposition of all the facts of his providence. God revealed 

himself in sovereign fashion as “the God of grace in Jesus Christ and in the fact that he 

revealed himself as such by having his revelation revealed in a book (te boek stellen) in a 

time which he determined, and in languages which he took into his service for this 

purpose.” The predicate infallibility is inseparably related to revelation “as infallibly 

deposited in the book of Scripture enters into the fulness of life” and meets here with 

every conceivable form of opposition.
 173

 But no form of opposition can keep the 

Reformed believer from maintaining that without the light of Scripture all is darkness.
 174

 

Every form of opposition to the Reformed teleology of Scripture is based on the idea of 

human autonomy. The Reformed view is based on the idea that man, with all his 

interpretations of history, operates in a vacuum unless he operates within the all-

encompassing plan of God.
 175

 Bavinck spoke of the servant-form of Scripture but in 

speaking thus he did not intend to reduce the absolute authority of Scripture.
 176

 The same 

is true of Kuyper. In inspiring the writers of Scripture the Holy Spirit made use of both 

human nature, not as created perfect, but as suffering “the consequences of sin” and “of 
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human language, which cannot adequately express divine thoughts, but is disturbed by all 

manner of anomolies.”
 177

  

There is a basic difference, however, between Kuyper’s view and that of Barth. 

Kuyper does not “construct an a priori scheme into which revelation, all revelation is 

pressed.”
 178

 When Barth speaks of the “worldliness” (Welthaftigkeit) of the word he 

means something entirely different from what Kuyper meant by the words just quoted. 

Kuyper speaks of “a real sovereign revelation which makes use of human agency while 

Barth’s view of revelation is from the beginning directed toward the dialectical relation 

between the sign of revelation and the real revelation of God.”
 179

 “In the case of Barth 

everything is directed toward the dialectical relation between revelation and hiddenness, 

while Kuyper speaks of revelation pro mensura humana. Only he who takes certain 

words of Kuyper’s out of context can give an interpretation to them in the direction of 

Barth’s dialectic with respect to the ‘signs’ of revelation.”
 180

  

What shall we do then with a position such as that of Kuyper and Bavinck? In 

particular what shall we do with Kuyper’s statement to the effect that the words of 

Scripture are bound to the limitation of “our language disturbed by anomalies?” 

“Revelation did not come to us in a language what we cannot understand.” To be sure, it 

came into human life at a specific time, in a specific milieu, in a specific language. But 

this fact only points to the “inadequacy” of revelation and this fact of inadequacy does 

not exclude but rather presupposes the “purity and infallibility” of revelation.
 181

 There 

simply cannot be any such thing as competition between the divine and the human. “The 

instrument of human language is weak and the language of man has been disturbed, 

hence Scripture is not adequate to reproduction of divine revelation thought” but herein 

lies the “marvel” that all this does not exclude the purity and infallibility of revelation.
 182

  

It is thus that Berkouwer sees the sovereignty of God’s grace maintained in 

conjunction with his sovereignty over all the facts of history and, in particular, with his 

revelation as clearly given in Scripture as a book. This is, according to Berkouwer at this 

point of his writing career, the Reformed teleology of Scripture as it stands, at every 

point, squarely opposed to the teleology of Rome and the teleology of neo-orthodoxy. 

 

(B) Hendrikus Berkhof 
 

By way of intermezzo we look into an article on “The Method of Berkouwer’s 

Theology” written by Dr. Hendrikus Berkhof. The article appears in Ex Auditu Verbi, a 

volume of theological essays presented to Dr. Berkouwer on the occasion of his twenty-

fifth anniversary of teaching at the Free University of Amsterdam. 

Dr. Berkhof is a neo-orthodox theologian. He has read Berkouwer’s works from the 

beginning. Berkouwer’s thought has, says Berkhof, of course, undergone development. 

At some points this change in his thought amounts to a “moving over” (verschuviving). If 
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we can speak of development and movement in Kuyper and Bavinck, this is much more 

the case with Berkouwer. In a deeper sense than they he “has a part in the historicity of 

existence.”
 183

 Berkouwer has written three various books about Roman-Catholic 

theology and two wholly different books about Barth. His method, too, moves both as 

ground and as symptom of the theological movement of his thought.
 184

  

Berkhof distinguishes three phrases in Berkouwer’s thought: 

(1) The first phase is that of the absolute authority of Scripture. 

(2) The second phase is that of the salvation content (heilsinhoud) of Scripture. 

(3) The third phase is that of the existential direction (strekking) of Scripture. 

(a) The First Phase Of Berkouwer 

In the first phase Berkouwer reflects the thinking of his church and university at the 

time of his writing. He criticizes all modern theology from the perspective of the absolute 

authority of Scripture. This is true in his dissertation of 1932. In this work he is “not 

entirely blind” to the danger involved in his position but he exercises his danger by 

insisting that the orthodox view of Scripture is not a formal a priori one but is 

inseparably connected with the content of Holy Scripture.
 185

  

The reader will note that in our analysis of Berkouwer’s first book on Scripture we 

pointed out Berkouwer’s insistence that form and content inevitably go together. This is 

of the essence of Berkouwer’s early position as of his later position. Berkhof is not 

justified in his assertion to the effect that Berkouwer is merely exercising a danger 

inherent in what is really a formal view of Scripture when he says that form and content 

must always go together. Of course, from his own neo-orthodox point of view the 

orthodox view simply must be that of holding to the authority of the Bible as a book 

without reference to its salvation content. 

Going on from this point Berkhof asserts that since Berkouwer has at last some 

measure of appreciation for the necessity of connecting salvation content with the idea of 

Scripture authority he is bound, eventually, to give up the orthodox formal view of 

Scripture altogether.
 186

 Of even more basic import is Berkhof’s contention that 

Berkouwer’s method, the method of correlation between faith and revelation, was bound 

to lead, eventually, to his giving up his claim that Scripture has unqualified (volstrekt) 

authority. Berkouwer’s correlation method, says Berkhof, excludes any intellectual 

acceptance of Scripture.
 187

  

Berkouwer did eventually, says Berkhof, change his view of Scripture. But it took 

some time. In his book Karl Barth he still operated with his early intellectualist point of 

view. In this book he militates against the condition (Vorbehalt) of Barth which, 

Berkouwer was certain, undermined all true faith in Scripture. 

In his early work on Scripture, Het Probleem der Schriftkritiek, he still defends the 

“isolation” of the Reformed view of Scripture. There is, to be sure, a cloud like a man’s 

hand which points in the direction away from formal objectivism. As in his first book he 
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insists that content must go with form, so in this book he asserts that faith in Scripture 

involves faith in Jesus Christ “who comes to us in Scripture.” Encouraging as this may 

be, says Berkhof, for the moment Berkouwer is satisfied with maintaining Scripture by 

the mere statement: It is written. 

For Berkhof there is one simple alternative. There is the orthodox position and there 

is the neo-orthodox position. The orthodox position holds blindly to a purely formal view 

of Scripture. It is blind to the facts of history. Its devotees are, as it were, in Plato’s cave. 

Now, one of them has, for some unaccountable reason, seen something of the true 

teleology of history. He has adopted a method that is consonant only with a teleology of 

history that is exclusive of the idea of formal authority of a written revelation. If such an 

individual begins to see the implications of his adopted method he is bound, eventually, 

to join the ranks of the neo-orthodox. 

This neo-orthodox position is also committed to the authority, of Scripture. But it has 

rethought and reconstructed its view of the nature of biblical authority in terms of its 

message of the grace of God in Christ. 

When Berkouwer has fully worked out the implication of his method then he too will 

openly join the ranks of those who are set free for intelligent service of Christ. 

(b) The Second Phase Of Berkouwer 

When in 1949 Berkouwer began the writing of his series of Dogmatical Studies he 

becomes less polemical. There is no longer a one-sided attack on “subjectivism” and on 

Barth. He now begins to be critical of intellectualism and speculation in his own circles. 

The tone of his writing is less partisan and more mild. “In great inner freedom” 

Berkouwer now seeks for a “via media,” the vision of which he had already seen when he 

wrote his dissertation in 1932. 

Thus, for instance, the perseverance of saints is no longer regarded as “a divine 

communication” to the effect that a true believer can never fall from grace. Perseverance 

of the saints is seen to be a matter of “confession, which cannot exist outside correlation 

with faith.” “He who makes a ‘causality-theory’ of it, he who works with ideas and 

concepts, which are ‘valid’ apart from faith as a reality standing by itself makes a 

caricature of it.”
 188

  

Here there appears, says Berkhof, a “new appeal next to the appeal to the absolute 

authority of Scripture.” Put more accurately, says Berkhof, Berkouwer now “seeks to 

bring out the nature of this authority, as an authority of salvation content which creates a 

personal relation.”
 189

  

Berkhof recalls the time of the appearance of the first three volumes of the 

Dogmatical Studies and the “surprise and appreciation” with which they were received in 

his own neo-orthodox circles. Here is a man in Kuyper’s own circles who has apparently 

overcome the “contemplative and often speculative approach to truth that characterized 

Kuyper.” Berkouwer’s “strictly instrumental faith concept left no room for Kuyper’s 

concept of regeneration.”
 190

 And now, for the first time, Berkouwer “gave expression to 

feelings of genuine relation (verwantschap) with Barth.”
 191
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Thus Berkouwer’s correlation-motif, as developed since 1949, “did not replace, nor 

complement his Scripture-motif but shed new light on it.”
 192

 What was formerly 

expressed in passing is now taken seriously, namely, that when we deal with the authority 

of Scripture we deal with the authority of its content. “And this content is for Berkouwer: 

the preaching of salvation in Christ, who wants to redeem and renew the sinner.” Thus 

the authority of Scripture “can function only within a certain hermeneutical horizon.”
 193

  

The nature of the polemics of Berkouwer changes accordingly. It is now directed 

against a view of Scripture that is “contemplative, intellectualist and speculative.” The 

idea of the “simplicity of Scripture” is now directed against the defenders of a view of 

Scripture that has no eye for the correlation-motif. The “simplicity of Scripture” now 

stands for the “practical sense, the practical direction (strekking) of the Scriptural 

witness.” “Berkouwer now delights to speak of the ‘boundaries of Scripture’ which we 

must not exceed in curious and speculative fashion.”
 194

  

Berkouwer now defends the Reformed as over against the Lutheran view of the 

Sacraments in the interest of excluding all substantializing and depersonalizing 

tendencies. In his defense of Calvin’s view of the sacraments Berkouwer appears to be 

aware of “the element of modernity in his method of correlation.”
 195

  

Of particular interest to us is that, according to Berkhof, it is in this period that 

Berkouwer developed a “clear polemic against intellectualists in his own Calvinist 

tradition.” And though Barth still receives his polemical attention at this time it is 

nonetheless true that his work The Triumph of Grace in the Theology of Karl Barth has 

properly been praised as “a masterful attempt at synthetic understanding.” When he does 

criticize Barth it is for his attempt at points to construct a speculative system.
 196

  

(c) The Third Phase Of Berkouwer 

In the last phase of his thinking Berkouwer has carried through his correlation 

principle with ever greater consistency and, in consequence, posited increasingly 

stringent “limitations for the theological thought.”
 197

 In this last phrase Berkouwer places 

the materials of historical dogmatics in the hermeneutical pattern of the correlation-

principle. This leads him to an increasing measure of criticism of the Reformed tradition 

and its accepted Scripture-interpretation. 

Berkhof gives Berkouwer’s criticism of Dordt in the article earlier discussed as 

evidence of his last contention. In the words of Dordt the doxology in praise of the 

electing grace of God is frequently lost “in an objectivized statement with respect to two 

groups of people, elect and reprobate, that is causally related to a twofold decision in the 

counsel of God.” This must, according to Berkouwer, “indicate a derailment because the 

kerygmatic-existential correlation-situation is forsaken in favor of an attitude of 

contemplation.”
 198

 The same motif that comes to expression in this article in 1965 

already controlled Berkouwer’s book on Election (1958), but in that book his criticism 
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limited itself to certain extreme statements made by Calvin.
 199

 Berkouwer’s book on 

election is “built upon the asymmetrical confession, inspired by the ‘limits of Scripture,’ 

namely, that God elects whom he will and rejects those who reject him.”
 200

  

According to Berkouwer, “our fathers” did not understand this point adequately. But 

“the Reformational vision with respect to Scripture and confession … is prepared to 

make corrections wherever it was in danger of departing from the doxology.”
 201

  

Berkhof sees Berkouwer involving himself in great difficulty when he applies his 

method of correlation to his own confession. We have seen earlier that Berkouwer claims 

to bring out the real intent of Dordt better than the Fathers of Dordt, working as they did 

with their causality pattern, could do. He does not think of rejecting Dordt. He merely 

reinterprets Dordt. 

How about Scripture? Berkouwer has never forsaken his conviction with respect to 

the “absolute authority of Scripture.” We may therefore, according to Berkouwer, find 

aberrations from a true theological attitude in the Confessions but not in Paul. Paul 

simply cannot think along causal lines. Even in Romans 5:12–21 Paul lays all possible 

stress on the “triumphal and abundant character of grace.” This removes every trace of 

fatalism in the doctrine of inherited sin. The proper idea of guilt simply cannot be 

expressed in causal terminology. It is absolutely unthinkable that Paul should not think 

existentially.
 202

  

What Berkouwer says on eschatology is, if possible, an even clearer illustration of the 

radical nature of his method of correlation. According to Berkouwer what the Bible says 

with respect to “the anti-Christ, the millenium and the future of Israel has nothing to with 

a report concerning some more or less distant end-time must be read as warning and 

comforting announcement for the here-and-now of faith.”
 203

  

Of course, says Berkhof, every method, including that of correlation, is limited. “All 

our methods together do not constitute ‘the’ method.”
 204

 Meanwhile we are grateful that 

by his method Berkouwer has done more than anyone else to “draw orthodox 

Protestantism away from the abyss of scholastic thinking.”
 205

  

Summing up the significance of Berkhof’s article we may say: 

1. Berkhof assumes that to believe in the “absolute” authority of Scripture is 

tantamount to closing one’s eves to the content of Scripture and to the facts of history. It 

is to be hopelessly scholastic. It is, at the same time, to have no eye for the true person to 

person relation of the believer to Christ. 

2. Berkhof rejoices in the fact that Berkouwer has been leading the Calvinists of his 

day away from an intellectualist, objectivist approach to Scripture toward an existential 

view of it. 

3. Berkhof, as it were, urges Berkouwer to go all the way down the path he has begun 

to follow. Only if he goes all the way can he expect to find release from the tension 
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involved in his present position. Berkouwer still holds to his a priori insistence of “It is 

written” while his method of correlation, if followed out consistently, should persuade 

him to reject it. 

4. Finally, Berkhof says that Berkouwer expects too much from his method. He 

should realize that no one has the method. Reality is too great to be caught by any 

method. 

Reflecting on these matters we conclude: 

1. That Berkhof quite unjustly charges Berkouwer with having ever held a merely 

formal, intellectualist view of Scripture. Berkouwer always believed and continues to 

believe in the orthodox teleology of Scripture. How could anyone believe in the 

infallibility of a book, by merely looking at the color of its covers? It is quite meaningless 

to talk about form without content. 

2. That in toying with the neo-orthodox existentialistic view of Scripture Berkouwer 

is endangering the orthodox teleology of the Confessions and of Scripture. Berkouwer 

puts up a straw man when he, in his later writings, pictures many of the proponents of the 

orthodox view as holding a merely formal view of Scripture. There are to be found 

among orthodox writers many defective statements of their own view of Scripture. But 

does Berkouwer really think that such men as the late B. B. Warfield or even 

Fundamentalists, worship a book regardless of what it teaches? 

3. Berkouwer is apparently unable to see where the neo-orthodox teleology would 

lead him. If he were really and consistently to accept it, he would be bound to reject his 

faith in a transition from wrath to grace in history for believers in him who as Vere Deus 

et vere homo died and rose in history. He would, with Berkhof, fall into the abyss of a 

new “scholasticism,” the “scholasticism” of Kant and his existentialist followers. He 

would, with Berkhof, finally be driven to see that it is modern scepticism that underlies 

the existential categories of neo-orthodoxy. 

 

(3) The Later Berkouwer On Scripture 

 

We turn now, finally, to Berkouwer’s recent work on The Scriptures. As we read this 

work we are impressed with the exhibition of a struggle to retain his faithfulness to the 

orthodox teleology by expressing it in the words of the neo-orthodox teleology. 

As Berkouwer sought to express the real intent of Dordt by stripping away its causal 

categories and replacing them with neo-orthodox ones, so Berkouwer is now seeking to 

express the real intent of the Reformation view of Scripture by replacing its categories of 

the new I-thou dimension. In both cases the “Fathers” could express their own views well 

because the existential categories of modern theology had not yet been discovered. It 

would be evidence of retrogression if we today plowed with oxen or horses instead of 

with tractors, if we did not express the faith of our fathers in the language of 

existentialism. 

 

(A) De Heilige Schrift, Volume 1, Authority And Canon Of Scripture 
 

We must not, today, speak of the question of the authority of Scripture as though it 

were a matter of “timeless contemplation.” We must rather do so as those that are ready 

to give an answer to all those that require an answer for believing as they do. Such an 



answer must be given with a good conscience in the face of all the questions that have 

sprung up in the modern day.
 206

 In our day we must not merely insist that Scripture is 

inspired but be able to give an account of the nature of its inspiration.
 207

 We must not set 

aside all “historic insight” from the point of view of a “timeless correlation between 

Scripture and faith.”
 208

 We must not minimize the “human factor” of Scripture in the 

interest of maintaining a rightful place for the “divine factor.”
 209

 Fundamentalism may 

serve as a warning signal at this point.
 210

 Fundamentalism “obscured the contexts in 

which God himself has given Scripture to us.”
 211

 The result was a merely “negative 

apologetic.” Bavinck already warned us against thinking of Scripture as a “code-book of 

articles.”
 212

  

It is obvious that Berkouwer is, all the while, conscious of the charge inspiredness 

(Inspiriertheit) made by neo-orthodoxy against the orthodox view of Scripture. Our best 

theologians, says Berkouwer, such as Bavinck, did not hold to a formal view of Scripture. 

They had an eye for the fact that Scripture inspiration must be seen as a means of binding 

us to the Christ of the Scriptures.
 213

 No “theory” of inspiration, no a priori of any sort 

will help unless in listening to Scripture we listen to Christ.
 214

 Christ is the great Witness. 

Faith in Scripture must be neither irrationalistic or rationalistic.
 215

 Faith in Scripture 

involves faith in its salvation-content.
 216

 Calvin knew this. The struggle with respect to 

Scripture involves the struggle with respect to Christ.
 217

 Only in the conjunction with the 

witness of the Spirit to the effect that we are children of God can we rightly understand 

the Reformation conviction with respect to the Bible. We are certain of the authority of 

Scripture as we are certain of the testimony of the Spirit in our hearts. 

Berkouwer’s argument with respect to our acceptance of the canon of Scripture is 

similar to that with respect to its authority. To work with a formal view of Scripture and 

with a formal view of God’s providence as superintending the church’s acceptance of the 

canon of Scripture would be futile in our day.
 218

 The Scriptures must not hover above 

history. 

The only way to escape the position of Rome with respect to the canon is to take its 

content into consideration from the start.
 219

  

Instead of a “formalistic concept of the canon we must accept that of redemptive 

history” (heilshistorisch).
 220

 We must seek a solution in “the way of the kerygma.” “This 
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kerygma does not intend to increase our knowledge.” It does not seek to prove canonicity, 

but it does indicate connections which make it impossible to separate the canon from 

Christ by means of a “formalistic canon-concept.”
 221

  

As in his doctoral dissertation and in his first book on Scripture so, in the present 

work, Berkouwer continues to concern himself with the problem of subjectivism. But 

things are more complicated now than they were in the thirties. We must now deal with 

the modern hermeneutical questions as these are expressions of modern existential 

thinking. 

With a formal Scripture-concept we could scarcely expect to meet the various forms 

of subjectivism today. True interpretation of any part of Scripture must always be based 

on the recognition that the work of Christ is the central message of Scripture. If there is 

much false interpretation of Scripture about us we must not, “in reaction,” return to a 

formal view of Scripture. Against many a false view of the “scope” of Scripture we must 

put a true view of the scope of Scripture.
 222

 It is only if we recognize the true scope of 

Scripture that we can make proper use of the new light which modern knowledge has 

given us for the understanding of Scripture.
 223

  

 

(B) De Heilige Schrift, Volume 2 
 

When the church asserts that the Bible is the Word of God this does not imply that 

she wants to “honor a book which can be set next to other book-religions.”
 224

 It means 

rather that the words of Scripture give witness concerning Christ.
 225

 When we say that 

Scripture, written by men, is the word of God, it is, in the nature of the case, easy to fall 

into formalism.
 226

 But the church did not mean to confess a formal faith in Scripture. Her 

faith must not be said to be founded on a “theory of inspiration.”
 227

 Bavinck stressed this 

point.
 228

  

To escape the charge of holding to a mechanical view of inspiration Bavinck says that 

the Bible itself wants us to understand inspiration organically. Pius 12 stressed the same 

point. Only by doing this can one escape the idea of competition between Words of God 

and words of men in the Bible.
 229

 Of course, even with the assertion of the organic nature 

of inspiration many problems remain.
 230

 The nature of the inspiration through the 
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instrumentality of human persons will have to be studied more carefully.
 231

 The question 

of the “way of the Word of God through that which is human.”
 232

  

We may retain the phrase “verbal inspiration” in order to guard against a subjectivist 

“personalizing” of inspiration,
 233

 but if we do we must not jeopardize “the true 

functionality of the human organ.”
 234

  

In particular we must be careful when we say that God is the real author of Scripture. 

Are then the human authors unreal? We then readily fall into trying to solve a 

“metaphysical problem and thus trying to find an answer to the question how it is 

possible to say that the Scriptures are the Word of God and at the same time the word of 

men.”
 235

 One may read many discussions of the question of the instrumentality of men in 

connection with the inspiration of Scripture that bear a “strongly formal character, which 

is connected with the causal approach to Scripture.”
 236

  

The reader will note that this criticism of “the causal approach to Scripture” is similar 

to Berkouwer’s criticism of the causal schematism of Dordt on the question of election 

and to his criticism of the causal view of God’s providence. It is Berkouwer’s new vision 

of the dimension of ethical and religious relations as the dimension in which God speaks 

to man that makes him speak of “the causal” dimension as though it were the dimension 

of mere theory, of mere formal and logical relations, through which God’s revelation 

cannot function. 

So long as Reformed theologians do not learn to shun the causal dimension when they 

speak of God’s revelational activity to man they will remain caught in “metaphysical 

problematic.”
 237

 “Without the material filling of the concept instrument all reflection 

remains caught in a theoretical problematic which is entirely alien to Scripture. The same 

is true in case of a causal penetration of inspiration.” One may mean well, but there is, as 

history attests, “something imperial, by which one describes inspiration in a causal 

framework, without from the outset taking the relations of inspiration into consideration. 

One then busies himself with the problem of the ‘union’ of the divine and the human 

factor of action in inspiration, which then becomes one of the illustrations of the general 

action of God in relation to man.” One is then caught in a “competition-problematics” 

and gives the impression of seeking to penetrate the relation between God and man. One 

can then get no further with this than Thomas Aquinas did when he discussed the general 

problem of how divine and human activity can go together.
 238

  

Even the use of the phrase “organic inspiration” does not ipso facto escape the 

Thomistic problematic. Using it one may still fall into a “metaphysical explanation of 

inspiration.” One cannot thus escape the charge that the human agents were amanuenses 

in the hand of a divine writer. So long as the idea of human instrumentality is handled 

“formally” and one uses the notion of a “first and second cause” in order to explain how 
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the divine Author of Scripture takes human authors in his service so long one will never 

have the true scriptural view of inspiration. 

(a) Scripture As Witness 

The scriptural perspective is not that of causation but of “witness.”
 239

  

Berkouwer notes that Roman Catholic as well as Protestant theologians are beginning 

to see the relation of inspiration to witness.
 240

 The obvious necessity of seeing the nature 

of inspiration in terms of its witness, that is, in terms of its contents, in terms of its 

teleology may be seen, says Berkouwer, from the reactionary criticism made of The 

Confession of 1967 by E. P. Clowney. The Confession has apparently seen the necessity 

of expressing the church’s faith in inspiration in terms of witness rather than in terms of 

the scholastic pattern of first and second causes. Thinking thus in terms of witness instead 

of in terms of cause the Confession can and does most naturally say “that the words of 

Scripture are the words of men.” Since the relation between God and man is thought of in 

ethical or person-to-person terms such words can be used without a sense of tension. But 

Mr. Clowney, still addicted to a formal-causality pattern of thinking, criticizes these 

words of the Confession as though they involved a radical unfaithfulness to Christ. 

Clowney uses a form of question which suggests a contrast that does not exist and 

thus relativizes the witness character of Scripture (as human witness) from the point of 

view of a formal revealedness (geopenbaard-zyn) which overshadows the material self-

witness of Scripture.
 241

  

The significance of this reference to the Confession of 1967 is of special interest. This 

Confession is largely if not wholly informed by neo-orthodox theologians. It was written 

by such men as George Hendry and others who think of the orthodox view of Scripture as 

outmoded and untenable in view of the light of modern science and philosophy.
 242

 The 

theology of this Confession is as activist as is the theology of Barth. 

In his early book on Scripture Berkouwer remarks that even though Barth may say 

that Scripture is the Word of God, this does not mean that he has a Reformed view of 

Scripture. In this earlier work Berkouwer calls special attention to the fact that Barth’s 

“is” must be seen in the context of his activist theology as a whole and therefore as 

destructive of the Reformation view of Scripture. In his later book on Scripture 

Berkouwer defends the is of a similarly activist view of Scripture as being the true view 

and says it is reactionary and destructive of the true mystery of the Word of God not to 

hold to such an activist view. 

Berkhof’s prophecy, written in 1965, to the effect that Berkouwer would no longer be 

able to hold to his earlier meaning of the phrase “It is written,” if he carried out 

consistently his analysis of Scripture in terms of his method of correlation methodology, 

has come true. 

Berkouwer continues to use his earlier phrase, “It is written.” But the real intent of 

that phrase, he has meanwhile learned to see, cannot be expressed unless one rejects the 

formal, theoretical, causal framework of orthodox thinking. 
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Berkhof was not wrong when he said than once the vision of the new teleology had 

captured Berkouwer he began to reinterpret the doctrine of the faith by means of it. The 

questions of origins and of eschatology and of everything between, says Berkhof, are 

seen by means of the all-coloring searchlight of the correlation pattern. We have given 

ample evidence to show that Berkouwer’s criticism of Dordt, his new language-

problematic with respect to the Chalcedon creed, his discussion of the general providence 

of God in relation to the human will and especially in relation to human sin, and now his 

“solution” of the relation of the divine and human factors in Scripture, all spring from the 

distinction that he makes between “the causality” dimension and the dimension of 

religion and ethics. 

One would get the impression that Berkouwer now thinks entirely in terms of the 

alternative between the orthodox view as formal, theoretical, and causal and the 

teleological view as existential and ethical. The neo-orthodox view of Scripture seems 

now to be defended and an orthodox critic of this view is said to be reactionary. Roman 

Catholic theologians now have the same problems as Reformed theologians. We have 

travelled a long way from the time when neo-orthodoxy was said to be subjective, when 

Roman Catholicism was regarded as having a mistaken problematic and when Dordt was, 

without qualification, said to be defending the sovereign grace of God. 

We have before us now all the ingredients of Berkouwer’s later theological view. 

There are many long and erudite discussions in the remainder of the book now under 

discussion, but the approach is ever the same. Only a few points need be mentioned. 

Berkouwer devotes a chapter to the question of the relation between inspiration and 

its point of contact with men. In this chapter he deals in great detail with the mode of the 

human instrumentality through which the Word of God speaks to man. How can we do 

justice to the human without doing injustice to God? How can we avoid synergism in 

theology? How can the Word of God, in coming to man “retain its sovereign a priori 

character and not lose itself in the human, the temporal and historical with all their 

characteristic relativity?”
 243

  

Again there are two answers. There are, on the one hand, those who have a mistaken 

notion of the glory of God. When they think of inspiration they think of it in a priori 

fashion. They think “abstractly” along “supernaturalist” lines. For them inspiration is 

“miraculous.”
 244

  

There are, on the other hand, those who, like Bavinck, want no inspiration that 

“floats” above us. They want an inspiration that takes the “living man” into its service.
 245

 

We must follow the second group. These men have, with Bavinck, left the formal view of 

Scripture. For Bavinck it is not a question of the formal truthfulness of Scripture. Bavinck 

does not think of Scripture by itself “but only in relation to its witness to Christ.”
 246

  

The reader will note that at this stage of his thinking Berkouwer defends the neo-

orthodox teleology of the Confession of 1967 and at the same time commends the 

orthodox teleology of Bavinck. Berkouwer’s thinking passes back and forth between 

these two mutually exclusive teleologies as though they were friends, together opposing 
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the formal view of some reactionary form of fundamentalism. Whoever says that 

Scripture must be related to Christ seems to speak the truth whether this Christ be the 

Christ of Scripture, whom Bavinck serves or the Christ-Event of Barth whom the neo-

orthodox theologians serve. 

It becomes increasingly clear, however, that Berkouwer, though seeking continuity 

with Bavinck and Calvin, in practice employs the teleology of neo-orthodoxy in order to 

escape synergism theology and formalism in relation to Scripture. Everything depends, 

for Berkouwer, on the “purpose,” the scope, of Scripture revelation. But since this 

purpose is to reveal Christ, the inspiration of Scripture does not in the least provide 

knowledge and thus “increase human wisdom.” On the contrary its purpose is to “bear 

witness to the salvation of God through faith.”
 247

  

One would think that Berkhof could scarcely want for anything further. Berkouwer 

sets the realms of knowledge and of faith over against one another after the pattern of 

Kant’s philosophy. Here is the realm of phenomena, the realm of causation, the realm of 

theoretical knowledge. This realm is what it is because would-be-autonomous man has 

made it to be what it is for him by impressing upon a purely contingent ocean of 

contingency the categories of his logical understanding with the ideal of complete 

conformity of all being to the demands of logical thought. 

Above this realm of phenomena is that of the noumena. Here is freedom. Here man 

and his projected God live in person-to-person relationship. Man cannot know anything 

of this realm. Any “revelation” that comes from this realm into the realm of the 

phenomena does not pretend to give “information.” When Paul says that which has not 

been heard and has never entered the heart of man, namely, the grace of God in Christ, 

has now been made known to man, this is not to be taken as an increase of knowledge. If 

such an announcement of the gospel of grace in Christ were to be thought of as 

knowledge, then the danger of competition would arise. One would then have to ask what 

part of Scripture is the Word of God and what part is the word of man.
 248

  

To solve the problem of the relation of the divine and the human “factors” in 

Scripture Berkouwer does what he does when he wants to solve the problem of the 

relation of the ultimate and derivative cause in human action. In both cases he says that 

the problem is based upon a false problematics. The problem of the divine and the human 

will can be solved only if we see that these are not problems in the field of knowledge at 

all. They are “problems” in the field of ethics or religion. And in this field one can calmly 

say that an act is both God’s act and man’s act and that the words of Scripture are both 

God’s words and man’s words in the way that the Confession of 1967 does, because we 

operate now in a dimension that is above all knowledge. 

Of course we may speak of knowledge in relation to this world. Faith must not be 

separated from knowledge. But then this “knowledge” is a “knowledge of faith.”
 249

 It is 

this knowledge of faith which is “eternal life” to which the “graphe” of Scripture is 

“unmistakably directed.”
 250
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One would think, at this point, that Kant is indeed the philosopher of Protestantism. 

Berkouwer does not so much as consider the fact that the schematism of thought that he 

here employs in the interest of a solution for the charge of determinism and contradiction 

lodged against the followers of Dordt, is based upon and presupposes the idea of the 

autonomous man and therefore operates with the Parmenidean ideal of a complete 

identity of being and knowledge as its principle of unity and with the idea of complete 

contingency as its principle of diversity and that this schematism reduces all speech, 

whether in relation to the realm of the “phenomenal” or in relation to the realm of the 

“noumenal,” to utter meaninglessness. Does Berkouwer want to defend the sovereignty 

of the grace of God by means of a schematism based upon the sovereignty of man? Does 

he want to overcome the “dualism” of orthodox theology and attain to the “unity of 

Scripture” by means of a principle of continuity that excludes even the distinction 

between the Creator and the creature? Does he want to maintain the transcendence of 

God above man by means of the great Anonymous, the wholly Other, of modern 

existentialism? In his earlier works Berkouwer warned us against the subjectivism of neo-

orthodoxy. Now it is this same subjectivism that is seen as producing the truly 

teleological idea of the sovereignty of the electing grace of God and of the divine 

authority of Scripture.
 251

  

The idea of the inerrancy of Scripture receives the same sort of treatment as the idea 

of inspiration. There is, says Berkouwer, on the part of some the sheer repetition of the 

formal idea of “inerrantia.”
 252

 Such formalism holds back true progress in understanding 

the relation of Scripture to scientific knowledge.
 253

 All kinds of tensions then develop. 

But take into consideration the true scope of Scripture and all tension disappears. One has 

then cleanly escaped from the need of proving the “exact accuracy of all Scriptural 

presentations.”
 254

 We may respect the “earnestness” with which people bound by a 

formal inerrancy idea rejoice when Scripture is thought to anticipate some item of 

scientific knowledge.
 255

 Or men may be worried lest science should disprove some claim 

that is made in Scripture. Bernard Ramm was therefore quite right when, in the interest of 

the teleology of Scripture he said all such concern rests on “a misunderstanding of the 

nature of inspiration” and a failure to understand that Scripture comes to us “in terms of 

the culture in which the writers wrote.”
 256

 It is only if we thus use the idea of the “scope” 

or purpose of Scripture that we can work out the notion of the organic nature of 

inspiration into further nuances.
 257

  

The church has always had an intimation of the need of using the scopus idea. One 

may say that it is found in Scripture itself. The Word of God has the form (Gestalte) of 

the human-verbal. This cannot be otherwise understood than by a consideration of its 

direction and intention.
 258

 Kuyper and Bavinck constantly spoke of the Word of God as 
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coming to us in the form of the human word.
 259

 “This is what Barth calls the worldliness 

(Welthaftigkeit) of revelation … ”
 260

  

On the question of the translation and of the historicity of Scripture, according to 

Berkouwer, there is again the same position between an abstractly formal and a properly 

teleological view.
 261

 The former view virtually eliminates the significance of the human 

and the historical by a direct appeal to the work of the Holy Spirit.
 262

 The latter view has 

no anxiety with respect to the human and the historical because it always looks to the 

reality and centrality of the message of salvation in Christ.
 263

  

On such a view history would have to be one of “exact description.” Can such a 

description ever be given? Could it be given with respect to the resurrection of Christ? 

People holding such an ideal may fear, lest, if such an exact description is not 

forthcoming, all is lost.
 264

 They feel the need of a “word of God” lifted above all 

historicity.
 265

 Frequently critics and harmonists of the gospels use the same criterion of 

“precision and exactitude.”
 266

  

Others realize that the witness of the apostles does not bear an “abstract eternalizing 

character” but is relative to history.
 267

 For them the possibility of the kerygma determines 

the possibility of thought.
 268

 They respond in boundless trust to the trustworthiness of the 

gospel witness.
 269

 For them, trusting the gospel witness does not involve a “sacrificium 

intellectus.” They realize that the true obedience of faith is the opposite of a “forced and 

still (starre) submission.”
 270

  

The same point, says Berkouwer, leads to a similar difference on the point of the 

clarity of Scripture. 

There are again those who think of the perspicuity or clarity of Scripture as an 

“objective ‘quality’ of Scripture.” Such people again have no eye for the fact that it is the 

nature of Scripture in its human language appearance to be historically conditioned.
 271

 

For such this is the end of the matter. 

There are others who see that the idea of the perspicuity of Scripture is, as such, not 

clear at all. The question of clarity cannot be taken by itself. Its relation to interpretation 

is all-important. The clarity of Scripture implies that the light of the gospel that it bears 

actually penetrates into the hearts of men. Herein the Reformers saw the purpose of 

Scripture.
 272

 “It was not a purely anthropological or epistemological question that 
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concerned them; it was for them rather a confession of faith, which sought to prove the 

Word in its clarity and power.”
 273

 The congregation must be built up not “through a 

religious and unarticulated language of mystical exaltation but through the mystery of a 

concrete message which points out her calling in the world and in which the windows 

open out in all directions.”
 274

 Thus, they who have seen the idea of scriptural perspicuity 

do not separate Scripture from the understanding of its message. They do not subjectivize 

the idea of perspicuity, for their “perspicere” is directed toward Scripture.
 275

  

This second group realizes that in questions of heresy such as, for instance, in the 

case of Dordt, it is not a question of “logical reasoning” that decides the issue.
 276

 It is not 

a question of “good and necessary consequences” to be deduced from some major 

premise.
 277

 It is a question of the perception of the central message of Scripture.
 278

  

It is this second group that has no a priori objection against new interpretations of the 

content of Scripture. 

Once more the two views are said to stand opposed to one another with respect to the 

trustworthiness of Scripture. Scripture has been historically mediated. There are those 

who are anxious about this fact because they think that revelation must come with such 

“perfect precision” as to exclude all “interpretative subjectivity.”
 279

  

Berkouwer makes mention in his chapter on the perspicuity of the Synod of Assen of 

the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands, and its pronouncements with respect to the 

necessity of being faithful to the absolute perspicuity of Scripture. That synod met in 

1926. It condemned Dr. Geelkerken on the ground that he rejected the historical character 

of the Genesis account of orgins.
 280

  

Berkouwer employs his concept of Scripture as witness to the central message of 

salvation through Christ in order to shed light on the interpretation of the problem of 

origins. 

We hear him say earlier that Scripture does not give man knowledge which competes 

with the knowledge he obtains by his scientific knowledge. Insofar as Scripture speaks of 

conveying knowledge this is “faith-knowledge.” Ramm is right in his teleological, as 

over against the scientific, approach. Perspicuity is not a “quality” of Scripture. 

Consonant with such statements Berkouwer now again asserts that the problem lies in 

discovering the “purpose” of the “historical” narratives of Scripture.
 281

  

The Genesis account is in itself clear enough. Its message is clear. But the clarity of 

its message does not, per se, involve its historical nature.
 282

 It is a question of Scripture 
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interpretation.
 283

 All freedom of interpretation would be squelched in advance if one 

operates with a view of the clarity of Scripture that is not itself established by this very 

freedom.
 284

 There must, therefore, always be renewed consideration of the nature of the 

clarity of Scripture in order to avoid an arbitrary position. 

Such a renewed consideration of the nature of the clarity of Scripture is forced upon 

us, says Berkouwer, by all sorts of problems that have arisen in recent times.
 285

  

In his earlier work on Scripture Berkouwer said, in effect, that no fact of experience 

or history can arise which should force the reconsideration of the basic presupposition 

that only in the light of Scripture can any fact be seen for what it is. Today such a 

position as he formerly held is, in effect, said to be abstract and formal. 

One may wonder why Berkouwer should think it appropriate to speak of new 

problems pertaining to the realm of objective, theoretical knowledge. Has he not, in 

effect, assured us that Scripture revelation operates in a sturmfreies Gebiet beyond the 

realm of mere phenomena? Why is Berkouwer at all concerned to reject the position of 

those who look in Scripture for “precision” and “exactitude” of information when the 

whole question is not one of new information at all? Of course, even the neo-orthodox 

theologian must, in some way, relate his “faith-knowledge” to ordinary knowledge. Is 

this what Berkouwer is doing now? Or is it his orthodox intuition and conviction that 

keeps him from resolutely applying his existential teleology to the question of Scripture? 

Clear it is, at least, that Berkouwer is still militating against those who work with the 

cause concept. When the Bible tells us that in the beginning God created the heavens and 

the earth we are not to think that we are to understand this as though God were the prima 

causa of the world and of human life.
 286

 Neither are we in the narrative of the fall given 

an answer to the whence of evil (unde malum). “The answer to the question unde malum 

is rather presented in the form of a message, an accusation and judgment.” We cannot at 

this point think in terms of past and present. In the Bible the present is seen “in the light 

of the origin” but this origin must not be understood as an arbitrary question of causation 

(aetiology) “but as witness and accusation.”
 287

 Keeping this in mind, says Berkouwer, it 

is plain that one who rejects the traditional exegesis of Genesis must not be suspected 

of     being unfaithful to the clarity of Scripture. 

The reader will note that at this point the ethical realm, the realm of responsibility, 

again is sharply set over against the realm of causation. It is by means of this distinction 

that Berkouwer develops his doctrine of the teleology of Scripture. It is by means of this 

distinction that he finds it possible to be faithful to the true intent of Dordt and to the 

Reformation doctrine of Scripture underlying it. Berkouwer finds that with this 

distinction he can bring out the nature of sovereign grace better than the men of Dordt 

were able to do. Similarly he thinks that he can bring out the Reformation doctrine, that 

Scripture must interpret itself, better than the Reformers were able to do. By means of 

this distinction he has found unity between the acts of God and the acts of man, even as 

he has found unity between the Word of God and the words of men. To be true to the 
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Reformers and to the men of Dordt we must in contrast to them, express their deepest 

conviction in terms of the moral dimension as standing above the causal dimension. 

Finally a word must be said about the sufficiency of Scripture. There are those who 

think of the sufficiency of Scripture as a “lifeless abstraction” as they think of its clarity 

as an “attribute” of Scripture as such.
 288

  

There are others who, with the Reformers, saw in the expression “sola Scriptura” the 

idea of a constant communication with Scripture and a stretching out toward the gospel of 

salvation as its message.
 289

  

The former group start from the sola “as a general principle” while the second group 

starts from Scriptura “in order then to indicate the importance and the weight of the 

‘sola.’ ”
 290

  

The Reformation principle of sola Scriptura is not separatist any more than the clarity 

of Scripture is. It does not seek for isolation. The Reformation aimed to stress the 

necessity of a constantly renewed turning toward the gospel of the Scriptures in the midst 

of all human traditions.
 291

  

It appears then that, according to Berkouwer, we are true followers of the Reformers, 

of Calvin and the men of Dordt, of Kuyper and especially of Bavinck if we now express 

our loyalty to the Reformation principle and to the Scripture in terms of the priority of a 

teleology that is, at least in terminology, closely similar to the terminology of the 

teleology of neo-orthodoxy. If we do so then, and only then, can we preach and defend 

the sovereign grace of God to men in our day. 

 

G. Final Critique Of Berkouwer 

 

In dealing with Berkouwer’s effort to bring out the “real intent” of Dordt by means of 

a modern activist framework of thought, we were compelled to consider this effort in 

light of the change in Berkouwer’s thinking as a whole. 

This change is calculated to overcome two main defects of the historic Reformed 

methodology. These defects pertain to one’s view of “reality” and, at the same time, to 

one’s view of the knowledge of reality. Our fathers stated and defended their view of the 

relation of the will of God to the will of man in causal categories. Thus they got 

themselves involved in the insoluble problems of a metaphysics. In order to defend the 

sovereign grace of God they made God out to be the all-determining cause that is back of 

the will of every man, the reprobate as well as the elect. They were thus often driven to 

the idea of the “equal ultimacy” of reprobation and election. If Dordt shunned the 

“phrases duriores” of some of its supralapsarian members, it is still legitimately subject to 

the charge of contradiction and determinism. 

In short, due to the conditions of the times the fathers of Dordt used a metaphysical 

pattern of language that is wholly alien to the Bible. 

Then, secondly, involved in this false metaphysic was a false view of knowledge, and 

with it a false view of language. Corresponding to a causal, determinist view of reality 

                                                 
 288 

Ibid., p. 355. 
 289 

Ibid., p. 357. 
 290 

Ibid. 
 291 

Ibid., p. 368. 



goes a contemplative, static, knowledge. Our fathers thought that in their creeds they had 

a theoretical, conceptual, reproduction of the revealed truth-content of Scripture. Even 

though they never maintained that their creeds gave an adequate, i.e., exhaustive, 

conceptual statement of Scripture they, nonetheless, aimed at such an ideal. Thus, as they 

were legitimately subject to the charge of contradiction and determinism in their 

“metaphysic” so they were legitimately subject to the charge of rationalism and 

formalism in their “epistemology.” 

Moreover, and this is basic, to get to the root of this problem, Berkouwer argues that 

it is imperative that we frankly admit that not only the Confessions, but also Scripture 

back of the Confessions, come into history at a certain time and place and therefore speak 

the language of a certain culture. 

As we must give up defending the sovereignty of the grace God in the determinist 

causal terminology which reduces man to a passive agent so we must also give up 

defending the authority, the perspicuity, the sufficiency and inerrancy of Scripture as 

though the “interpretative subject” were, in the last analysis, nothing more than a passive 

agent. What must be our reaction to all this? 

The question before the Reformed Churches today is the same as it was at the time of 

Dordt. How shall the message of the gospel of the free sovereign grace of God be 

maintained in its purity in the church? 

In the days of Dordt it was the Remonstrants who fomented treason within the 

church. In our day it is neo-orthodoxy that is not only fomenting treason within the 

church but is, largely, taking over control of the church. 

In this hour of decision the Reformed churches are surely called upon to rally all 

believers in God’s grace to the banner of the Christ of the Scriptures. In all humility and 

with deep consciousness of the fact that every confession is faulty the Reformed churches 

must, for all that, maintain that they do, pass on the basic truth of the Scriptures. 

All modern scientific and all modern philosophic thought assumes that there is and 

can be no such thing as “absolute truth” in history. Neo-orthodox theology, notably that 

of Barth, is in complete agreement with this. Barth’s b•te noiré is that of Offenbartheit, 

the profane given (“das profane es gibt”). His final opposition is not against the natural 

theology of Rome but against the finished revelation of God in history in Christ and the 

Scriptures. 

It is this finished revelation of God in history, in Christ and his Word, that constitutes 

the backbone of the Reformed Faith. Without the self-determinate God who by his 

counsel creates the world, directs the course of history and leads it to its consummation 

according to his plan, there is no direct revelation of God in history at all. 

Berkouwer was therefore leading us forward when, in his earlier works, he constantly 

pointed out that the Reformed doctrine of Scripture and the Reformed doctrine of 

salvation by grace alone as involved in one another stand alone in their final opposition to 

those who start from human subject as though it were autonomous. 

In his later works, however, Berkouwer is making an alliance with those whose 

theology is, in the last analysis, based on the assumption of human autonomy. Admitting 

that Barth’s “revised supralapsarianism blocks the way to ascribing decisive significance 

to history,”
 292

 Berkouwer none-the-less insists that his “main concern is in speak of the 
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all-conquering grace of God in Christ Jesus.”
 293

 Barth denies, as basically destructive of 

the gospel of free grace, that which Berkouwer, in his earlier work, stressed as being 

foundational to all true theology, namely, the direct revelation of God in history through 

Scripture and the step-by-step redemptive work of Christ in history. Yet, Berkouwer now 

considers Barth as a fellow-defender of grace. 

Not only this. Berkouwer now advocates principles similar to those of Barth and of 

neo-orthodoxy as though through them alone we can defend the teaching of free grace. 

Yet Berkouwer appears not to be certain of himself in his advocacy of the neo-

orthodox pattern of thought, as a new and better way. Committed as he is to the historic 

Christian position of salvation through the work of Christ in history, he halts and objects 

when Barth goes too far in rejecting this. 

When Reformed Christians today read Berkouwer, they should realize that there are 

two mutually destructive principles operative in his theology. There is the position of the 

historic Reformed Faith and there is the position that would go beyond the first position 

by means of a modern existentialist pattern of thought. The first position is now gradually 

being snowed under. It is now said to be formalist and determinist. 

The first position is now represented as though in holding to it one were committed to 

a metaphysic and epistemology like that of the Greeks. Berkouwer does not so much as 

consider whether, when the traditional position uses “causal” terminology, they were 

merely using it as an instrument in order to convey the biblical content of creation and 

redemption. He speaks of an “imperial tendency” in the use of causal categories. There is 

such an “imperial tendency.” The danger is very great that the Greek, and in particular 

the Parmenidean rationalism and determinism might be brought into Christian theology 

by the use of it. But there is an even stronger and more subtle imperialism in the activist 

categories the use of which Berkouwer is now advocating. This is obvious in the fact that 

Berkouwer himself actually thinks that the message of salvation by grace can best be 

conveyed by means of it today. 

Yet involved in the method that Berkouwer now advocates is the idea of pure human 

autonomy, the idea of a principle of continuity that is above the Creator-creature 

distinction of Scripture and a principle of discontinuity that envelopes God as well as 

man into utter Chaos. 

The utterly destructive nature of neo-orthodox methodology can be seen most clearly 

in what it does with the world of space and time, the world of ordinary history. Neo-

orthodoxy has essentially the same sort of view of this world of history as do the modern 

existentialist philosophers. According to existentialist philosophy the world of space and 

time (in Kant’s philosophy, the ‘phenomenal’ world) is a world of secondary reality. 

Therefore nothing that is finally decisive can take place in it. Therefore the claims of 

orthodoxy with respect to the decisive significance of the death and resurrection of Christ 

simply cannot be true. 

How then can we think of a man like Barth, committed as he is to such a view of the 

phenomenal world, as being with us concerned to proclaim the gospel of redemption 

through the decisive work of Christ in history? 

Back of such a philosophy of the utter relativism of history is the modern view of 

would-be autonomous man. This man lives and moves and has his being in Kant’s 
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noumenal realm. The existentialist philosophers and their theological followers today 

often speak of this realm as being that of Geschichte. The realm of Kant’s phenomenal 

world is now often called Historie. In order to escape the charge of contradiction, of 

determinism, man now says that the distinctions between determinism and indeterminism 

do not concern him. He now lives in a free world, the world of person-to-person 

confrontation. He now has no theory of reality, no concept of God or of man, no 

metaphysics. He is now in the realm of ethical relations. 

Of course, this “noumenal man,” this free, this ethically autonomous man, is still in 

the body. When he communicates with other, equally free, men or when he 

communicates with his God, as free as himself, he and they must do so by way of the 

phenomenal world. When therefore God wants to communicate with man, his words to 

man will be effected by the static that the world of causation and concepts is bound to 

produce. And when man then wants to communicate with God by responding to this 

mutilated revelation, he will in restating that revelation produce more static of his own. 

What then is the answer said to be? 

It is contended that man, living in the world where no vulgar time-distinctions 

prevail, living that is, in the world of pure presence, must seek to integrate into his own 

experience the experiences of gods or men as these have been communicated to him 

through the language of the I-it dimension. 

What then does this man do with Jesus, the Son of God and of man, of the Christian 

Confession? R. G. Collingwood in effect tells us that the first thing to do is to maintain 

that the traditional view of Christ as directly revealing God in history cannot be true. The 

old metaphysic, Hinaus! 

Then when he reads the gospels the modern historian, deeply conscious of the fact 

that the “historic consciousness” is the only criterion available for determining what is 

“true,” does not treat statements of Scripture as statements “but as evidence: not as true or 

false accounts of the facts of which they profess to be accounts, but as other facts which, 

if he knows the right questions to ask about them, may throw some light on those facts.”
 

294
  

This is the end of the blind alley of neo-orthodoxy. Purely autonomous man has self-

consciously taken to himself the place of God. The facts of history are what this 

autonomous man decides they must be. It is the self-identifying man who is now the 

source of all the differentiations of fact and of logic. 

If Reformed theology should adopt the activist method which Berkouwer is now 

seeking to press upon it, then only happy inconsistency can save it from going to the end 

of the alley where Mr. Collingwood lives. 

Berkouwer warned us in an earlier day not to think that one can adopt the principles 

of biblical higher criticism and yet keep from going down all the way into subjectivism. 

Now, in his later writings, Berkouwer stands at the crossroads. The real intent of 

Berkouwer is, we assume, still expressed by the articles of the Synod of Dordt. There is 

in them no ethical dualism by which men are lifted up into pure individualism and 

mysticism. In them there is no ethical monism that leads back from the mysticism of 

Geschichte to the relativism of Historie. In them there is true doxology, the doxology 
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directed to him through whom all human act and human interpretation alone have 

meaning. 

 

Appendix: Historie and Geschichte 

 

The question of the relation of Historie to Geschichte in the theology of Karl Barth 

revolves around the facts of the incarnation and resurrection of Christ.
 1

 Failure to 

understand the view of history which Barth intends by the use of the words Historie and 

Geschichte will result in a fundamental misunderstanding of the entire thought of his 

Dogmatics. Berkouwer’s weakness on just this point suggested the inclusion of this 

appendix. 

When Barth first dealt with these facts he interpreted them, as he tells us, with the 

help of Sören Kierkegaard’s philosophy. 

Kierkegaard contends that man’s existence must be designated not as essence but as 

becoming.
 2

 Man exists on the borderline between eternity and time. He must seek to 
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Some of my friends and critics have observed that Karl Barth is my b•te noiré. This 

is true in the following sense: it occurs to me that the most effective way to set the 

Reformed Christian position over against that of modern theology is to set it over against 

the one who appears to be nearest the Reformed Faith. Barth is usually acknowledged to 

be the most ‘conservative’ of the neo-orthodox theologians, hence his thought demands 

special attention. One should not, therefore, view this criticism of Barth in isolation from 

the rest of modern theology. By showing the non-biblical, philosophical assumptions 

regarding the nature of God and history which pervades his thought, the inadequacy of 

the whole of modern theology which relies even more heavily on these assumptions, is 

revealed. It is Berkouwer’s failure to set his own view of Scripture over against that of 

Barth that has lead us in this work to challenge him to do that very thing. In this 

connection I might direct readers to three recent works which express great difficulties 

with Barth’s construction and want to go beyond Barth, but which are unable to 

overcome the difficulties themselves because of a basic commitment to post-Kantian 

thought. They are A. Richardson, History—Sacred and Profane; W. Pannenberg, 

Offenbarung als Geschichte and J. Moltmann, Theology of Hope. All three refuse to 

make the resurrection of Christ dependent upon the physical absence or presence of the 

body of Jesus of Nazareth in the tomb. The resurrection as Event is not necessarily, 

although it may be accidentally connected with the tomb of Jesus. 

Two other recent works to which I would direct interested readers are Karl 

Michalson’s Worldly Theology (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1967) and Calvin O. Schrag, 

Existence and Freedom (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1961). The former 

develops in many different ways the fundamental view of history common to all modern 

theology and indicates to what degree this radical ‘historicism’ has influenced 

theologians from Barth to Ogden and Hartshorne. The latter traces the influence of Sören 

Kierkegaard in modern theology, especially in the work of Paul Tillich and Martin 

Heidegger. 
 2 

S. V. Zuidema, “Kierkegaard,” Denkers Van Deze Tijd, Vol. 1 (Franeker: T. Wever, 

1954), p. 19. This extremely valuable chapter is available in the English translation 



realize himself by shedding his finitude and establishing his infinity.
 3

 This process of 

self-realization is wholly beyond systematic description. There can be no direct 

communication about it between men.
 4

 It does not take place in time. It takes place in a 

moment, in the present. And in time there is no present. 

S. U. Zuidema speaks of Kierkegaard’s idea of the moment as “anti-historical 

historicism.”
 5

 Only history has significance, but not history per se. History has 

significance only in the moment of free choice. And this moment of free choice cannot be 

found in time. 

One must never say that anything pertaining to the salvation of man has happened in 

the past.
 6

 The only true meeting of God with man and man with God is in the present. 

And history has no true present. 

To speak, therefore, of the fact of God’s revelation to man is to speak in the form of 

paradox. Nothing can be said about it in the ordinary language of history. Nor can 

anything he said about it with the language of logic. Yet there is no other language than 

the language of history and logic that we have by which to speak of God’s revelation to 

man. 

Working in accordance with the general principles of Kierkegaard, Karl Barth 

developed his principle of Urgeschichte. According to this principle the resurrection of 

Christ cannot be identified as a fact of history. And this is true because the revelation of 

God can at no point be identified with anything historical. Everything historical is 

relative. Says Barth, “Within history, Jesus as the Christ can be understood only as a 

Problem or Myth.”
 7

 It is, however, the very meaninglessness of history which constitutes 

its meaning. By the contradictory and ambiguous character of history man is driven to 

despair. But just because he is driven to despair he sees the exit. His soul cries out to God 

who is the “negation of the negation in which the other world contradicts this world and 

this world the other world.” This God is the “death of our death and the non-existence of 

our non-existence.”
 8

 “The whole course of this world participates in true existence when 

its non-existence is recognized.”
 9

 Thus when we have stressed the meaninglessness of 

history we understand that the “positive relation between God and man, which is the 

absolute paradox, veritably exists” and this becomes to us the “theme of the gospel … 

proclaimed in fear and trembling, but under the pressure of a necessity from which there 

is no escape. It proclaims eternity as an event.”
 10

 “The Resurrection is therefore an 

occurrence in history, which took place outside the gates of Jerusalem in the year A.D. 

30, inasmuch as it there ‘came to pass,’ was discovered and recognized. But inasmuch as 
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the occurrence was conditioned by the Resurrection, in so far, that is, as it was not the 

‘coming to pass,’ or the discovery, or the recognition, which conditioned its necessity and 

appearance and revelation, the Resurrection is not an event in history at all.”
 11

  

Thus the Christ as the object of our faith falls outside of history. And faith, to be real 

faith must, according to Barth, participate in this supra-temporal character. Says 

Berkouwer: “The subject of faith-knowledge lies wholly beyond the empirical subject. It 

is the Holy Spirit himself who speaks and hears. The circle is closed. God can be known 

by God only.”
 12

  

It is impossible to trace the development of Barth’s view on the relation of revelation 

to history in detail up to the present time. It is well known that in his Kirchliche 

Dogmatik Barth follows what he calls a basically Christological approach. In doing so he 

thought he was cutting himself loose, once for all, from all dependence upon any form of 

Existenz philosophy. Theology must live by the light of the revelation of God in Christ 

alone! 

Naturally this stress on his Christological approach brings into even sharper focus the 

question of the relation of revelation to history. Does the Kirchliche Dogmatik manifest a 

tendency on the part of Barth to work out his theology exclusively in terms of the Christ 

of Scripture? Does he now, more than he did before, tend to identify revelation with any 

fact or facts of history? 

Up to 1947 Dr. Berkouwer found the answer to this question to be in the negative. 

Says Berkouwer: “Barth’s ‘panchristism’ is nothing less than a gigantic effort to give a 

theodicy not in rationalistic form, but none the less one that takes no account of the 

historical paradise and the historical fall; his theodicy culminates in the idea of a world 

that is ‘good’ now—in Christ—and therewith drops the historic aspect of creation—

paradise—fall and redemption altogether.”
 13

 And this is the critical point “on which 

everything depends.”
 14

 Thus Barth’s conception of history “which from the beginning of 

his publications was of such great importance to him, has not been separated from his 

idealistic vision of the relation of time and eternity. In Barth’s Christological theodicy 

this fact appears very clearly.”
 15

 And this Christological theodicy “has a deep connection 

with his universalistic doctrine of election.” The construction of Barth’s thought, says 

Berkouwer, is totally estranged from that of the Reformation. 

But now we must turn to Barth’s discussion on the Atonement. In it the place of 

Geschichte plays a large part. The meaning of Historie varies as the meaning of 

Geschichte varies. But the variation takes place within the principle that God is always 

wholly revealed and at the same time wholly hidden. 

True to this principle Barth continues to teach that revelation can never be identified 

with anything in Historie. 
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To be sure in 1:2 of the Kirchliche Dogmatik (1938) Barth tells us that eternity enters 

into time.
 16

 He even says that God comes wholly into time. God goes into utter 

estrangement from himself. It is his nature to do so. His unity is expressed in the fact that 

he is inherently coexistent as well as existent.
 17

 Why should not God be finite as well as 

infinite in his perfection?
 18

 God’s eternity itself is pure duration?
 19

 And pure duration 

constitutes divinity.
 20

 As such God is not controlled by being that has beginning, 

procession and ending.
 21

 On the contrary, as sovereign God, as pure duration, he has 

beginning, procession and ending. God’s pure duration begins in every beginning, 

proceeds in every procession and ends in every ending.
 22

 “The eternity of God is itself 

beginning, procession and end.”
 23

 “In Christ God has time for us. In Christ God is time 

for us.”
 24

  

Our whole faith depends upon the fact that time is not excluded from but included in 

God’s duration. Only if our time is included in God’s duration dare we recognize God’s 

time in our time.
 25

  

The triune God is himself the “absolutely real time” (absolut wirkliche Zeit).
 26

 As 

such he envelops our time. In the incarnation God submits himself to our time.
 27

 True 

eternity includes potentiality for time in itself (Potentialität zur Zeit).
 28

 And, 

corresponding to this, every act of faith in Christ partakes of the nature of eternity.
 29

  

It is thus that we may speak of the “temporality of Eternity” (Zeitlichkeit der 

Ewigkeit).
 30

 Thus the temporality of Eternity is to be described as “Vorzeitlichkeit, 

†berzeitlichkeit und Nachzeitlichkeit.”
 31

 And the entire truth of the gospel depends upon 

this God of pure duration.
 32

 For in giving us time God also gives us eternity.
 33

 God tells 

us “Sorget nicht” inasmuch as our every moment of time is enveloped in his pure 

duration.
 34
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When Barth deals directly with the question of atonement, he tells us that he has 

actualized the doctrine of the incarnation.
 35

 The exinanitio and the exaltatio of Christ 

must be wholly interpreted in terms of movement, of Geschichte.
 36

 “Jesus Christ is the 

subject of this Geschichte.”
 37

 This Geschichte is the present.
 38

 In it humiliation is at the 

same time exaltation. 

There are two aspects to Jesus Christ as Geschichte. There is first God’s participation 

through Christ in the state and fate of man. There is second man’s participation through 

Christ in the being of God.
 39

 “God went into estrangement and man returned home.”
 40

 

These two constitute one act.
 41

 This act is Jesus Christ. And this act is the present. 

The relation of Geschichte and Historie in Barth therefore remains unintelligible to us 

unless we keep in mind that God is his revelation in Christ. It is God’s nature to be 

incarnate in Christ. Thus God as subject becomes object. He becomes wholly revealed to 

man. He becomes wholly identical with man—the man Jesus. 

Correlative to and compresent with this humiliation of God is the exaltation of man. 

Man is what he is in relation to God in Christ. Man’s manhood consists in his 

participation in the one true and real man Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ man is identical 

with God. This return of man to God is the exaltation of Christ. Man’s realization takes 

place through and within Christ’s exaltation. 

In the nature of the case this exaltation of Christ includes the realization of all 

mankind. God is his revelation in Christ. Revelation is atonement and atonement is 

inherently universal atonement. God in Christ is the act whereby mankind is saved. 

Mankind has been saved from all eternity in Christ. So far as men rebel against the 

primary law of their being which is salvation in Christ, they are not really or not fully 

existent. 

Geschichte therefore is the Christ as the act of God which saves all men. Historie is 

enveloped in this Geschichte. God comes into Historie, to be sure, but because he comes 

into it wholly he is at the same time wholly hidden in it. In consequence God’s presence 

in Historie can never be signalized at one point to the exclusion of others. 

If there were one point at which the presence of God in Historie could be clearly 

identified then it would no longer be God that would be present there. So if the 

resurrection of Christ were to be identified in one fact to the exclusion of all other facts in 

Historie, then this resurrection would therewith have lost all its uniqueness and its saving 

significance. 

To be the Resurrection in the true sense of the word it must be the fact that lights up 

all other facts. But if the resurrection were directly identified with a fact in Historie then 

it would be one fact among others and would itself be in need of being lit up by a higher 

resurrection. 
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Then, too, in that case it could not be the resurrection of the Christ as the Saviour of 

mankind. It would, at most, be the resurrection of a Christ who saves the few men who 

have heard of him in history. In that case grace would be no more grace. For grace is 

grace only if it is grace for all men. 

But, if in spite of the basic principles of his theology, Barth does as a matter of fact 

assert that Christ’s resurrection is to be identified with a fact in Historie what shall we 

say? 

We should then rejoice in the fact that Scripture has overwhelmed him at this point. 

Let us see whether we can possibly interpret him in this manner. 

Barth speaks at many places of the resurrection, but at none fully as in the first part of 

volume four of the Kirchliche Dogmatik. This was written in 1953. 

Summarizing what he has to say on the resurrection Barth makes the following 

points: 

1. The resurrection is exclusively the work of God. From this it immediately follows 

that we cannot identify it in history.
 42

  

By thus speaking of it as exclusively the work of God we can see in the resurrection 

the original and exemplary form of the revelation of God. Through it the disciples have 

certainty of the immediate presence of God.
 43

 In the light of this presence God’s action in 

the life of Jesus may be discerned. 

2. Secondly, the resurrection is a new act of God, new, that is, in relation to the 

crucifixion. In his death Jesus had given himself and with himself all mankind into das 

Nichtige.
 44

 God might justly have given mankind over to the threat of das Nichtige,
 45

 but 

thereby God would have owned the rightness of the creature, and thereby he would 

himself have remained in complete hiddenness. God would then not have justified 

himself. But God maintains his grace, his victory over das Nichtige.
 46

 He maintains his 

original Yes spoken with respect to his creation.
 47

 So he appears to his disciples in 

something “visible, touchable, and that can be heard” (sichtbares, hörbares, greifbares).
 

48
 Thus God wanted to give his own eternal glory an expression within reach of the 

creature. He wanted to give space and time to his eternal life.
 49

  

This second point makes clear that according to Barth God does come into history, 

into space and time. He becomes visible in it; he can be heard and touched in it. Is this 

not evidence enough that Barth does take the resurrection to be a genuine historical fact? 
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And is not this sufficient proof that, as over against Bultmann, Barth holds to a factual 

historical basis for the Christian faith? 

Our final answer must come after looking into the other items that Barth mentions. 

But it is already clear that if the only question were whether in Barth’s view God actually 

becomes incarnate in history, in space and time the answer must clearly be in the 

affirmative. No one today disputes this fact. 

The question is rather whether God is directly revealed in history, and in particular 

whether in the resurrection he can be directly ascertained as being the Son of God. To 

this Barth’s answer is in the negative. The first point already mentioned is plain on that. 

He there applies his general principle to the effect that revelation is historical but history 

is not revelational to the resurrection. Since the resurrection is the work of God it cannot 

but be present in history but it also cannot but be wholly hidden in history. If the 

resurrection were to be identified directly and exclusively with an event that happened on 

some calendar day, then that fact would be in the past. It would be something that had 

happened. It would not be a fact in the true present. 

3. But let us turn to the third and therewith to what Barth calls the all-important point. 

It is the point of our being raised with Christ and therefore of our justification with him. 

This is the problem of Heilsgeschichte in relation to Weltgeschichte. 

Both in his death and in his resurrection Christ is, says Barth our substitute. Together 

they are aspects of the one “Geschichte Gottes mit der sündigen und verkehrten Welt … ”
 

50
 Together they constitute God’s “Geschichte mit uns.” 

The resurrection follows the death of Christ, while yet they are together. Barth speaks 

of them as “mit und nacheinander.”
 51

 Together and following one another they effect the 

reconciliation of the world to God.
 52

 As the first receiver of the grace of God, Jesus 

Christ receives grace for all men.
 53

  

To have this reconciliation of the world to God through the death and resurrection 

based on a truly objective foundation we must not think of them as temporal events. We 

must speak of their temporal togetherness and succession.
 54

  

At this point Barth tells us what he means by the temporal togetherness of the death 

and resurrection of Christ.
 55

 And then the significance of the resurrection comes into full 

view. For in it Christ appears as the Lord of all time. As such he is present to all times. 

From this point of view it appears that his traveling from Jordan to Golgotha and his 

suffering is both God’s eternal being and the being of our time each day. What happened 

on the third day after his death was the lifting of all previous happenings into the once-

for-all-ness of this event. Therefore, what happened then is not something that happened 

in the past and something that must be brought to us through memory, tradition and 
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proclamation.
 56

 The positive relation between the death and the resurrection of Christ as 

expressed in their temporal togetherness is for Barth this idea of immediate togetherness 

of man with God, a togetherness that is not mediated through the avenues of ordinary 

history. It is a togetherness that includes or envelops, but for that very reason cannot be 

expressed in terms of Historie. Jesus did not once upon a time walk the way from Jordan 

to Golgotha. He goes that way now, again and again.
 57

 Thus Geschichte did not become 

Historic (Seine Geschichte wurde nicht Historie … ). The pragmatism of memory, 

tradition and proclamation can only be viewed as Epiphenomena in relation to this 

Gottesgeschichte.
 58

 It is the eternal action of Jesus Christ that forms the bridge between 

him in his, and us in our, time.
 59

  

We must now, however, says Barth, turn our minds to the question of temporal 

succession and its meaning in connection with the death and resurrection of Christ. After 

his death follow the 40 days of his resurrection appearances.
 60

 These end with the 

ascension of Christ to heaven.
 61

 After that comes the time of the church.
 62

 And finally 

there is the return of Christ. 

There is thus a definite temporal succession. The resurrection follows the death of 

Christ. After that come the ascension and the return of Christ. All of this may seem to 

give clear answer to the question whether Barth believes in historical Christianity. Does 

not Barth tell us clearly that the resurrection and the ascension of Christ take place in 

time? 

Before adopting this conclusion it must be noted that all the points in temporal 

succession mentioned, take place, according to Barth, within the togetherness of Christ’s 

time with our time. It is from the point of the togetherness of their time with the time of 

Christ that his followers must look for new forms of this togetherness.
 63

 The successive 

times of the followers of Christ are therefore stages within the presence of Christ and his 

time within their time. 

This presence of Christ within their time envelops even the time of Jesus prior to his 

resurrection. The one who died and the one who rose from the dead are one. In him God 

is present to mankind. In him God has been present to mankind from the beginning of 

creation. The resurrection as an act of God and as a new act of God is therefore within the 

time of grace which is the primary relation of God to mankind. Only thus can we see that 

even the death of Christ marks a new beginning, the beginning of the radically changed 

situation of men in their relation to God. This change in situation is actually 
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accomplished through the resurrection. But looking back we can see that the death of 

Christ marked the last stage downward of the one who came for the salvation of mankind 

and who accomplished and showed forth this salvation in his resurrection. 

4. This resurrection, says Barth, actually happened. As is the case with the death of 

Christ, the resurrection happened as an event in human space and time. But it happened 

there as eine Besondere Geschichte in der algemeinen menschlichen Geschichte.
 64

 When 

the gospels pass on from the passion narratives to the resurrection event they lead us into 

“einen geschichtsberceich anderer, eigener Art.”
 65

 In case of the resurrection narratives 

details are given. We hear of angelic appearances. There nothing but the Hinweis toward 

the empty tomb. In the testimonies and appearances of Christ during the forty days, his 

resurrection is simply assumed. Historians can make nothing of this start of special 

history. For here we deal with Geschichte. This gegenwartige Geschichte has happened 

but is not past. It is wohl geschehene, aber darum nicht vergangene, sondern 

gegenwartige Geshichte.
 66

 As an act of God the resurrection therefore cannot be 

described and has not been told (nicht zu beschreibenden und darum auch nicht erzählten 

Tat Gottes).
 67

 And the “legend” of the empty tomb is a “Nebenbestimmung” the 

witnesses of the resurrection act and can, therefore not be “historically verified” any more 

than they can.
 68

 What we have in the gospels on the resurrection gives us no coherent 

picture. It is full of darkness and contradiction. At the time of the formation of the canon 

no one took offense at this.
 69

 The apostle Paul presupposes a different version of what 

happened than what is given the gospels. In the Acts of the Apostles, Paul’s Damascus 

experience is placed on the level with the events of the forty days. Therewith he breaks 

the scheme of the forty days. Finally, Christ’s appearance takes place only to those who 

were believers in him.
 70

  

All in all therefore, says Barth, the New Testament does not contemplate giving us an 

“objective” tale of the resurrection if by objective we mean that which has taken place 

irrespective of the faith of his followers. “Als ‘Historie’ kann allenfalls der Tod, als 

‘Historie’ kan aber die Auferstehung Jesu Christie nicht erfasst werden.”
 71

 As with the 

creation narrative, the resurrection must be received in terms of saga and legend.
 72
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Let us beware, however, says Barth lest we should at this point make a capital 

mistake. The fact that in death with the resurrection we are not on “historischen Boten” 

must not lead us to think that therefore it did not happen. In particular we must not 

conclude that it did not happen in space and in time as did the death of Christ. The use of 

the concepts of saga and legend does not justify us in thinking that the resurrection did 

not happen.
 73

 The notions of saga and legend must be carefully distinguished from the 

idea of Mythus. Barth is here obviously thinking of Bultmann. In fact, throughout in his 

discussion of the resurrection he is seeking for an objective and actual resurrection event 

which, over against the idea of the faith as such, must form the foundation of the church. 

Barth wants, he says, no parthenogenesis of the faith. 

But if it is a real Easter Event that must form the foundation of the faith, it is clear 

that this Easter Event must not be directly identified with any event in Historie. Barth 

says that we may perhaps call such a happening that is “objective in space and in time” 

and yet is not manipulable as Historie, “prähistorisch.” The important thing is that it is an 

event that forms the basis of the faith of the apostles and not the faith of the apostles that 

forms the basis of the event.
 74

  

The “foundation of the apostolic message” is this Easter Event as that fact in terms of 

which the salvation of the world is accomplished by Christ.
 75

  

It is therefore the divine Yes, which comes to climactic expression in the resurrection. 

It lights up the fact of the divine No expressed in the death of Christ.
 76

 The crucifixion 
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and the resurrection are a unity.
 77

 Jesus lives! Jesus lives for us. Jesus lives for mankind. 

(Es ist sein Ja zum Menschen und zur Welt: auch in dem Nein des Kreuzes, das es in sich 

schliesst.)
 78

  

We are contemporaneous with Christ and yet we do not die.
 79

 We live with Christ. 

We are “seine Mitmenschen.” 

Barth’s argument is, in effect, that we could not meet Christ if the resurrection were 

identical with a fact of history. To meet Christ, to know him, to sense the forgiveness of 

our sins through him we must be contemporaneous with him. When Barth argues that we 

must, he means that mankind must. There would be, according to Barth, no confrontation 

of all men with Christ if the resurrection were as such a fact of history. Grace as grace is 

inherently universal. All men are in Christ. They have from all eternity been in Christ. 

They are “Mitmenschen Jesu.” The primary relation of all men to God is that of grace. 

God’s Yes is the ultimate, his No is never more than his penultimate word to man. For 

this reason the atonement must be primarily a matter of Geschichte, rather than of 

Historie. 
1
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